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Abstract 

This qualitative dissertation in practice study explores how social capital plays a role in 

leadership in relation to one’s capacity as a leader, success as a leader, and one’s 

promotion in the leadership hierarchy.  The purpose of this study is to discover the 

actions schools could take to build social capital in female kindergarten through eighth 

grade students.  The aim of this phenomenological study is to discover experiences or 

actions that led to the development of social capital in women who have reached the top 

levels of leadership in their professions.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

16 women who were purposefully selected with the phenomenon examined the shared 

experience of women in top leadership positions as it related to factors in their lives that 

contributed to the development of social capital.  The study’s findings indicate that 

women in the study had successfully navigated some obstacles to women’s leadership 

because of their social capital, which had been built through family support, participation 

in athletics, extra-curricular activities in schools, or through outside organizations, 

service leadership opportunities, role models, and mentors.  Schools are often evaluated 

on their ability to develop the human capital of their students and have standards and 

curriculum developed to help improve individual student achievement.  For schools to 

build social capital in kindergarten through eighth grade students, the creation of a school 

culture that takes a more comprehensive approach to social capital building is needed.  

Many schools already have activities that build social capital in students so a curriculum 

that takes a more focused look at social capital development would be an evolutionary 

change to current school practice. 

 Keywords: Social capital, human capital, C-suite, double bind, leadership/followership 
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Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

Women in the United States who seek senior management positions are often said 

to bump into a glass ceiling, an invisible barrier that prevents them from reaching the 

highest pinnacle of leadership in an organization.  Eagly and Carli (2007) argue that the 

glass ceiling metaphor is misleading as it implies women in organizations had advanced 

through the ranks, unfettered by obstacles until reaching this unforeseen, impenetrable 

barrier at the highest level of leadership.  They prefer to view women’s quest for 

leadership as a journey through a labyrinth that contains obstacles their male colleagues 

do not face, a journey that “requires persistence, awareness of one’s progress, and a 

careful analysis of the puzzles that lie ahead” (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 10). 

There are many obstacles that must be successfully navigated for women to attain 

senior leadership positions.  One barrier is discrimination or prejudice against female 

leadership that is influenced by the conception that certain qualities of leaders are 

associated with masculinity (Cuadrado, Garcia-Ael & Molero, 2015; Curnalia & Mermer, 

2014).  Family responsibilities often fall disproportionally upon women, and the differing 

leadership styles of men and women may also contribute to the dearth of women at the 

highest levels of leadership (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  An additional barrier to women’s 

leadership may be their lack of social capital, those vital networks that support a leader’s 

rise to the top (Alred & Nanton, 2009; Bezanson, 2006; Hunt, 2007).   

To explore the kinds of opportunities schools can provide to students to improve 

the likelihood of them assuming leadership positions, this study examined the experience 

of women who have attained top leadership positions with their own social capital 
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development.  These women’s perspectives on either how their social capital was 

developed in school, or their insight into what they wish would have happened in school 

to foster their social capital that emerged from the research may help to create a 

curriculum that nurtures the development of social capital in female students.  This 

curriculum will be incorporated into the co-ed K-8 school where I am principal.  My 

study would be useful not only for the school’s academic curriculum but could become 

an integral component of its leadership academy.  It would be a proactive approach to 

provide female students with the skills and experiences useful in surmounting the gender-

based obstacles they may face in their leadership journeys.  Potentially, this program 

could be a model for other schools interested in supporting the development of female 

leadership. 

Statement of the Problem  

Women in the United States are underrepresented in leadership positions in 

companies, government agencies, and other organizations.  Women represent only 20% 

of the legislature in Washington, D.C. (“Women in the U.S. Congress,” 2017), are 

governors of six of the fifty states (Cohn, 2016; “History of Women Governors,” 2017), 

comprise 4% of CEO’s of Fortune 500 companies (Zarya, 2016), hold 26% of U.S. 

college and university president positions (Lapovsky, 2014), and have commanded only 

three of the 51 missions to the International Space Station (NASA, 2017).  The lack of 

women in leadership positions reduces the leadership styles and human capital available 

to these entities, thereby limiting their potential success.  Financially, research indicates 

that companies perform better if there are several women in upper management positions 

(Desvaux, Devillard-Hoellinger, & Meaney, 2008; Noland, Moran & Kotschwar, 2016).  
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Increasing the number of women in leadership positions could benefit organizations’ 

fiscal positions as they increase the human capital available and thereby diversify their 

pool of leadership styles and approaches to problems solving.   

While there is no single obstacle women face that impedes their advancement, 

this study explores the influence of social capital on leadership attainment.  Specifically, 

this study looks at how social capital was developed in women who hold leadership 

positions.  This research may contribute to changes in curriculum in elementary, middle, 

and junior high schools that would nurture the development of social capital in female 

students and enhance their leadership skills. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice study was to discover the 

actions schools could take to build social capital in female kindergarten through eighth 

grade students. 

Research Question(s) and Hypotheses 

This study explores the link between the development of social capital in girls and 

women as it relates to their leadership.  The problem examined concerned the 

underrepresentation of women in leadership positions in companies, government 

agencies, and other organizations.  Research indicates that there are a variety of obstacles 

that females face in advancing to the highest leadership positions in organizations.  These 

obstacles include discrimination, the perception that leadership qualities are more 

consistent with commonly held notions of masculine rather than feminine traits, and the 

disproportionate demand on females in relation to family responsibilities.  The barriers to 

advancement of women in their careers does not appear to be a lack of human capital, the 
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skill set and knowledge of the women in leadership, but rather an issue of social capital-- 

those networks that connect individuals to a common goal (Bourdieu, 1997).  While there 

is research that connects social capital with leadership, the development of social capital 

in women as it relates to career leadership advancement is less clear. 

This study examined the factors that led to the development of social capital in 

women who have successfully attained top-level leadership positions.  The information 

gleaned from the study was used to discover actions schools could take to build social 

capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students.  These actions would seek 

to develop the social capital required for senior leadership positions during female 

students’ earliest years. The following research questions guided this qualitative study.  

Research question #1: What factors do women who hold senior executive 

positions in corporations or similar positions in government and other organizations 

indicate led to the development of their social capital? 

Research question #2: What role can/do schools play in building social capital in 

female students? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to discover experiences or actions that led to the 

development of social capital in women who have reached the top levels of leadership in 

their professions. 

Methodology  

This is a phenomenological study that explored the phenomena of “women in top 

leadership positions” to gain an understanding of “what constitutes the nature of this 

lived experience” (Creswell, 2013, p. 79).  While each participant would have 
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experienced the same phenomena, they have reached the top leadership levels in their 

respective professions; the manner in which their social capital developed may vary.  

These participants who have achieved top leadership positions would have built their 

social capital over a period of time.  The study utilized semi-structured interviews with 

women in C-suite level corporate positions, or other top leadership positions in 

government and other organizations.  The interviews probed these women’s experiences 

with social capital and the environment or situations that impacted these experiences 

(Creswell, 2013).  It was a qualitative research design that analyzed the study’s collected 

data for findings that may inform curriculum that builds social capital in female 

kindergarten through eighth grade students. 

 Definition of Relevant Terms  

Terminology used in this study may have multiple meanings or is terminology 

that is distinct to the field of study.  The following terms were used operationally within 

this study.   

Authentic leadership: A leadership style based on an awareness of one’s strengths 

and weaknesses with a focus on placing the organization’s mission above oneself 

(Aviolio & Gardner, 2005; Ilies, Morgeson, Nahrgang, 2005).  

C-suite: An adjective to describe an organization’s most senior executives who 

hold positions in corporations than commonly begin with chief, such as chief executive 

officer, chief operations officer, and chief financial officer (Linton, 2007). 

 Double bind: The concept that women must balance being assertive versus  

communal to influence followers (Eagly & Carli, 2007). 
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Glass ceiling:  A term used to describe the invisible barrier to women’s 

advancement to the highest levels of leadership in an organization (Cotter, Hermsen, 

Ovadia & Vanneman, 2001). 

Human capital:  The knowledge, collective skills, and experiences that an 

employee brings to an organization (Coleman, 1997; Peng, Sun & Markoczy, 2015). 

K-8 school:  An educational institution with one or more buildings with a staff 

that consists of an administrator and one or more teachers. A K-8 school enrolls students 

in kindergarten through eighth grade (California Department of Education, 2017). 

Leader: A person in charge of leading others. 

Leadership/Followership Dynamic:  The fluid nature of leadership roles in which 

sometimes an individual may lead and at other times they may follow (Chaleff, 2003).  

Networking:  The process of establishing connections to work collaboratively in a 

mutually beneficial manner.  

Servant leader:  A leader who puts the needs of other team members above 

her/his own (Greenleaf & Spears, 2002; Sipe & Frick, 2015). 

Social capital:  The network of relationships that allow people to work together to 

achieve a common goal (Lin, 1999; Alfred & Nanton, 2009). 

These terms as defined are used in the context of female leadership advancement 

in business, government, and other organizations.  These terms would be part of the 

proposed action plan to create a K-8 school curriculum that develops social capital in 

female students.  
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Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

Delimitations of this study include that for in person interviews the majority of 

the interviews consisted of individuals who reside in southern California.  Video-

conferencing and phone interviews allowed for interviews outside of California.  The 

participants were all top leaders in their fields, with the delimitation that these people 

were leaders that hold titles C-suite titles, are presidents of organizations, hold the highest 

leadership position in an organization, have been awarded the highest honor in their 

profession, or are the first or one of the few women to have served in that position.  A 

final delimitation was the participant had to be available to interview during the spring 

and late summer of 2017.  The study sample consisted of leaders who I have had some 

prior contact with or participants who had a willing gatekeeper who provided access to 

the participant. 

The interview process that served as the central data collection instrument for the 

research created limitations on the qualitative study.  There were several women who 

hold top leadership positions, but did not have the time or perhaps interest to be 

interviewed for research in how social capital was developed in their own lives.  

Therefore, participants may not be representative of all women in top leadership 

positions.  Although they may not be representative, they offered important perspectives 

on how social capital was developed in women in senior leadership roles. 

My personal bias would be reflected in the 30 years I have served as principal at 

the same K-8 parochial school.  I worked with our staff to establish a leadership academy 

at the K-8 school in 2013 and have invested time building that program. I have personal 

experience with social capital development in part through family expectations and 
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support, involvement in student government, athletics, and adult mentors.  In addition, I 

have been an educator for 36 years and in my role as principal have witnessed and 

fostered social capital development in faculty members and students.  I have access to 

information regarding female NASA astronauts as a result of a friendship with an 

astronaut.  To mitigate the bias that I have had prior contact with some of the participants 

I ensured all participants in the study met the eligibility guidelines for top leadership 

positions defined in this study.  I bracketed several experiences in order to inform the 

reader of potential bias stemming from my own experience with social capital 

development and my background in education.  While my own experiences in the 

development of my personal social capital may influence how the research problem is 

viewed, this was minimized by the impetus for this research study; the possibility of 

discovering new methods schools could use to build social capital in female students, 

based on the lived experiences of these women leaders. 

The Role of Leadership in this Study 

Leadership is at the core of this study.  The role social capital plays in the success 

of leaders were explored.  Obstacles that hindered the rise of women were studied, in 

particular the double bind faced by female leaders (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  An exploration 

of authentic and servant leaders’ qualities in regard to developing the leadership 

curriculum for a K-8 school was evaluated.  The role of the school principal was 

considered in investigating research question #2, “What role can/do schools play in 

building social capital in female students?” The study yielded data that could be used by 

principals and other administrators in identifying actions schools could take to build 

female social capital in kindergarten through eighth grade students. 
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Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

This study was intended to provide data on how women in C-suite level positions 

or their equivalent developed their social capital, beginning prior to when they were in 

elementary school.  While schools have become proficient at developing the human 

capital of students, building critical thinking skills, teaching how to write a well-crafted 

topic sentence, solving mathematical problems, or learning how to create computer 

codes, few schools have turned their attention to how social capital may be advanced in 

students.  Emergent themes revealed successful ways female students’ social capital 

could be fostered.  These themes can inform curricular development designed to build 

social capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students.  Most leadership 

development school curriculum is targeted to junior high or high school age students.  

This study suggested a means to begin the development of social capital in kindergarten 

and thereby begin to build leadership skills at a younger age. 

This study could improve practice by providing a framework for the development 

of social capital beginning in the earliest grades of school.  The building of social capital 

has the potential to empower girls at a younger age.  The introduction of this curriculum 

may lead to enhanced school/parent communication and parent participation in school 

events in a collaborative effort to nurture student social capital.  The linkage of 

cooperative school activities with social capital will assist girls in framing the actions and 

activities they undertake with others in pursuit of a common good or goal as part of 

building the networks necessary for future leadership success.  This study may improve 

policy by providing a rationale for early intervention in female students lives.  This 

intervention may help to foster leadership in students in the future.  In the long run, it 
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may help empower more women to successfully seek leadership positions.  The study 

provided insight into how social capital helps enable women to surmount the double bind 

they face during their leadership journey.  One advantage to the implementation of the 

findings of this study is that our school already has a leadership academy and leadership 

program, therefore the changes that might be required for implementation would likely be 

more evolutionary than revolutionary in nature, building upon curriculum and activities 

that already exist.  Burke (2014) points out that change theory scholars like R.E. Quinn, 

K.Weick and W.S. Orlikowski use “continuous change” in place of evolutionary change 

(p.77).  This would align well with what our school stakeholders are familiar with as part 

of the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) accreditation cycle. 

Summary 

Women in the United States are underrepresented in leadership positions in 

companies, governmental agencies, and other organizations.  There are many obstacles to 

leadership that must be successfully navigated for women to achieve senior leadership 

positions.  Some of these barriers are prejudice or bias against female leaders because 

many leadership qualities are associated with masculinity, family responsibilities that fall 

disproportionately on women, and their relative lack of social capital compared to men.  

This qualitative study used a phenomenological design to examine the influence 

of social capital on leadership through the lens of the experiences of women who have 

become leaders in their fields.  The first guiding research question of the study was to 

look at what factors led to the development of social capital in women who hold senior 

executive positions in corporations or similar positions in government and other 

organizations as perceived by them.  It explores the link between the development of 
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social capital in women and its relationship to their leadership.  The women interviewed 

discussed their leadership styles with a focus on authentic and servant leadership.  The 

research will be used to inform the actions schools can take to build social capital in 

female students.  The specific aim of the study was to identify actions schools can/do take 

to build social capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The problem this study explores is the underrepresentation of U.S. women in 

leadership positions in companies, government agencies, and other organizations.  First, 

this study examined reasons for the lack of women in the highest levels of leadership. 

The literature suggested these reasons included perceptions that equate leadership with 

masculine characteristics as reflected in traditional gender roles (Kawakami & White, 

2000), sexism (Jamieson, 1995), gender discrimination in how male and female 

employees are evaluated (Sandberg, 2013), distribution of family responsibilities (Bernas 

& Major, 2000), the ambition gap (Barsh & Lee, 2012), the double bind women face 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007), and lack of effective mentoring or access to mentoring networks 

that diminishes women’s social capital (Barsh & Yee, 2012).  

The examination of the research problem through the lens of social capital is 

followed by studies that explored how women have successfully navigated the barriers to 

leadership they have encountered.  Factors that have influenced women’s access to 

leadership positions include family support (Morrisey & Werner-Wilson, 2005), 

participation in athletics (Kelinski, Mayer, and Chan, 2001; Voelker, 2016), extra-

curricular activities in schools or through outside organizations (Eccles, Barber, Stone & 

Hunt, 2003; Feldman & Matjasko, 2005), service leadership opportunities (Astin, 

Vogelsesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Des Marais, Yang, & Farzanehkia, 2000), and role 

models and mentors (Komives, Longerbeam, Owen, Mainella, & Osteen, 2006).   
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These factors help to develop social capital in women as they form networks while 

working together to achieve a common good or goal.  The development of social capital 

in turn, helped women gain access to leadership positions. 

Finally, understanding from the literature of how women have attained leadership 

positions despite the obstacles they have faced brings us to the purpose of this study, 

which is to identify actions schools can take to build social capital for female students in 

kindergarten through eighth grade.  The study reviewed research for school principals in 

the roles of instructional leaders, school climate creators, and drivers of change in 

promoting social capital in female students.  Authentic leadership and servant leadership 

and their relationship to social capital in female students were examined.  The fluid 

nature of leadership as noted in the dynamic of leadership and followership was explored 

for possible inclusion in the school curriculum. 

The literature review presents findings about a) the underrepresentation of women 

in leadership, b) a review of the literature in regard to how women have successfully 

attained leadership positions, c) the connection of social capital to leadership and 

leadership success, d) the success of schools building human capital in students, and e) 

the actions schools can take to build social capital in female kindergarten through eighth 

grade students.   

 Women in the United States are Underrepresented in Leadership Positions 

The executive and legislative branches of the United States government do not 

reflect gender equality.  In President Obama’s cabinet four of the 14 cabinet heads were 

women. In President Trump’s current cabinet, two cabinet secretaries and one acting 

secretary are women (The White House, 2017).  Women comprise about 19% of the 
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legislators in the U.S. Congress.  At the state level six of the 50 governors are women 

(National Governors Association, 2017).  The United States has yet to elect a female 

president.  Corporate gender equality, if it continues at its current pace will not achieve 

gender parity at the C-suite level for one hundred years according to recent study by 

McKinsey and Company (2015).  The report noted that fifty Fortune 500 companies hired 

new CEO’s in 2015, none of whom were women.  The editors of Fortune magazine stated 

in a June 7, 2017 online article that there were 32 female CEOs heading Fortune 500 

companies, “meaning that 6.4% of the U.S. biggest companies (by revenue) are run by 

women” (Fortune, June 7, 2017).  Women are also underrepresented in higher education 

leadership (LaFreniere & Longman, 2008).  In the United States, although women 

comprise 57% of students in college and universities, only 26% of college presidents are 

women (Lapovsky, 2014).  

Obstacles to Women’s Advancement  

The literature supports several scholarly explanations of the obstacles women are 

confronted with as they pursue leadership advancement.  These obstacles include the 

equation of leadership with masculine traits (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Kawakami & White, 

2000), different leadership standards for men and women (Eagly & Carli, 2007; 

Sandberg, 2013), resistance to women’s leadership (Jamieson, 1995; Cauterucci, 2016), 

the type and availability of networking opportunities for men and women (Barsh & Yee, 

2012; Bezanson, 2006), the existence of discrimination (Eagly & Carli, 2003), barriers to 

leadership or advancement that do not exist for men (Curnalia & Mermer, 2014), the 

impact of family responsibilities (Bernas & Major, 2000), and women’s ambition for 

advancement (Barsh & Yee, 2012). 
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Exploring the scholarly explanations for the problem that women in the United 

States are underrepresented in leadership positions led to three emergent themes. The first 

barrier to women’s leadership is based on societal attitudes. This obstacle is the most 

entrenched and would be the most difficult for individual women to eradicate.  Examples 

of societal attitudes include how leadership is viewed and the ideas of how a leader looks 

and acts (Curnalia and Mermer, 2014).  The equation of leadership with masculine traits 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007; Kawakami & White, 2000), resistance to women’s leadership 

(Jamieson, 1995), and the existence of discrimination (Mavin, 2009) represent societal 

attitudes women may have to navigate.  

 Societal attitudes about women in general and their leadership potential may be 

shaped more than has been realized by the entertainment industry.  The Geena Davis 

Institute on Gender in the Media reported that among the top grossing 200 non-animated 

films in 2015, 17% had a female lead, and male characters receive twice as much screen 

time and speaking time as female characters (Smith, Choueiti, & Pieper, 2014). 

Moreover, women made up only 17% of crowd scenes. Societal ideas about women in 

general, and women in leadership positions may be influenced by their absence in the 

media.  When women are present in films, the sexualization of female characters, their 

portrayal as supporting men, and the disparity between number of women in professions 

on screen and in real life create powerful impressions (Smith, Choueiti, & Pieper, 2014).  

There is research linking increased television viewing to lower self-esteem in girls 

(Martin & Harrison, 2011).   The dearth of women in films and the absence of women in 

leadership in the media indicate the entertainment industry may shape societal attitudes 

about women’s role in society and women’s leadership beginning at a young age. 
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A second obstacle is organizational in nature.  There are different leadership 

standards for men and women (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Sandberg, 2013).  Women face 

barriers to leadership or advancement that do not exist for men. Curnalia & Mermer, 

(2014), explore the five double binds women seeking leadership positions face noting 

Women are complimented more on their bodies than brains, women have the 

choice to speak out and be shamed or be silent and invisible; women are 

subordinated, whether they define themselves as similar to or different from men, 

femininity is perceived as incompetence and competence is unfeminine; and aging 

women are seen as less relevant and valuable, whereas aging men are seen as 

distinguished (p. 27). 

This was demonstrated in the 2008 media coverage of Sarah Palin and Hillary 

Clinton, whether it was in speculation about whether it was possible for them to be both 

good mothers and leaders, as well as the portrayal of Palin as “feminine” but unintelligent 

or “incompetent” as a leader, and Clinton as competent, but unfeminine (Curnalia & 

Mermer, 2014, p. 27).  The double bind of women who speak out and then are shamed 

was demonstrated by Mitch McConnell’s rebuke and then silencing of fellow senator 

Elizabeth Warren for insulting a fellow senator by the reading of a letter by Coretta Scott 

King.  The letter was later read by male Democratic senators without rebuke (McManus, 

2017).  

 The nature of the hierarchy itself often has a strong male gender component. 

Leadership, being confident, assertive, and competent is equated with men, and women 

who act as confident, assertive, and competent employees are often viewed as less 

likeable, which can translate into less likely to be promoted (Rudman, Moss-Racusin, 
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Phelan, Nauts, 2012).  There may not be an intentional male gender component to the 

hierarchy.  In an academic medicine study, the structure of the hierarchy in establishing 

department chairs without set terms was found to impact faculty experiences as it created 

less transparency, and lessened turnover, and thus was less inclusive, which hurt 

women’s chances for advancement (Conrad, Carr, Knight, Renfrew, Dunn & Pololi, 

2010).   

Another obstacle is the availability of networking opportunities for men and 

women.  Most business executives rely on relationships to gain new opportunities and 

provide support.  Networking allows leaders to build social capital and gain information 

valuable in terms of business strategy, and operations (Barsh & Yee, 2012).  Involvement 

in networking behavior was more beneficial for the career progress of males than females 

indicating “women have less access to influential individuals and powerful coalitions in 

organizations” (Forret and Dougherty, 2004, p. 431).  Related to networking are mentors 

and role models and their importance in career promotion.  Mentors and role models are 

less available for women than for men.  Levinson, Kaufman, Clark & Tolle point out that 

not only are mentors less available to women, but that the lack of mentors denies women 

in junior faculty positions the support mentoring provides with the publication of “more 

articles”, and feeling “more confident in their capabilities” (1991, p. 423).  Males are 

more likely to serve as mentors than females because of their longer organizational tenure 

and rank making it less likely for a woman to have a female mentor in organizations 

(O’Brien, Biga, Kessler, & Allen, 2008; Noe, 1988). 

A third barrier to leadership involves actions women aspiring to leadership 

positions can influence or possibly mitigate through their own efforts, such as the impact 
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of family responsibilities (Bernas & Major, 2000) and women’s ambition for 

advancement (Barsh & Yee, 2012).  Women seeking executive positions are more likely 

than men to face two competing ideas; they should be devoted to their family and 

devoted to their work (Blair-Loy, 2009).  A disproportionate amount of household tasks, 

childcare, and elder family care fall on women (Williams, 2001).  Another barrier to 

leadership is that women, especially as they get older, exhibit less desire for advancement 

than do men (Barsh & Yee, 2012, Kloot, 2004).  It is possible that the obstacles they face 

and the effort that would be needed for advancement play a role in older women’s 

feelings regarding promotion. 

Surmounting the Obstacles: The Role of Social Capital 

Raising awareness and being cognizant of the specific obstacles women may 

encounter whether it is the barrier to women’s leadership based on societal attitudes, the 

obstacles that must be navigated due to the nature of the institution’s hierarchy, or the 

demands placed upon women regarding family versus career responsibilities are an 

important first step.  Awareness of barriers is critical because there is no evidence that 

women’s rise to leadership positions will naturally occur (Ragins, Townsend, & Mattis, 

1998).  The idea that progress will continually be made over time as more women seek 

positions of leadership is not necessarily accurate.  Awareness and an understanding of 

the barriers is necessary because they will not fall by themselves. Those who believe 

placement in a leadership position is based solely on merit might conclude that as more 

women acquire the requisite experience and education, they will attain more leadership 

positions. This is not necessarily true as societal perceptions, the availability of mentors, 

and networking opportunities are as, if not more important, than merit.  
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Hillary Clinton’s long political career provides several examples of the gender 

based media coverage and the double bind faced by women leaders.  Senator Hillary 

Clinton’s experience in the 2008 presidential primary race illustrates the restraining force 

of gender stereotypes and the double bind women experience and why merit may not be 

enough for women seeking leadership positions.  Female leaders must be strong yet 

likeable.  In her debate in New Hampshire with other democratic candidates, the question 

of her likability was brought up by the debate moderator and Senator Barack Obama 

remarked, “Oh, you’re likable enough, Hillary,” the usage of “enough” seeming to 

support that Clinton in fact had a likeability issue (Cohen, 2008).  There were other 

gender-related concerns that impacted the 2008 race.  Curnalia and Mermer note how the 

media coverage around a Clinton “emotional moment” just before the New England 

primary led to a news cycle that first speculated on the sincerity of the moment, and then 

raised concerns regarding Clinton’s strength to withstand the pressure of the campaign 

(2014).  

 During the end of Clinton’s tenure as President Obama’s Secretary of State she 

testified in 2013 before congress in regard to the attack on the U.S. consulate in 

Benghazi, Libya. While the news media reports on Secretary Clinton during the hearings 

generally recognized or even lauded her competence, Harp, Loke and Bachmann capture 

the essence of the gender bind women face.  

. . . the choice of words used to report on her emotional state reflected the way 

women are often described when displaying anger: a result of powerlessness and 

internal characteristics rather than a valid response to external circumstances. Women 

are traditionally portrayed as out of control (one side of a rational/irrational double 
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bind) and overcome with emotion as these examples in CNN illustrated: she “lost her 

cool” and had a “rare loss of composure” (Stanley, 2013).  Note that Clinton’s 

reaction was deemed atypical, as she has often been cast as too cold and too controlled 

to be either genuine or feminine (p.201). 

While there has been limited research conducted following Clinton’s loss in the 

2016 presidential election the issue of sexism and the double bind women face as 

candidates is suggested (Baker, 2017; Reynolds, 2016). 

The Importance of Social Capital 

While awareness of the obstacles to women’s leadership is critical, it is only the 

first step in formulating a plan of action to address ways to surmount those barriers.  As 

one strategy for surmounting the obstacles women face on their leadership journey, Eagly 

and Carli emphasized the importance of social capital building for women (2007).  Social 

capital is loosely defined as the network of relationships that allow people to work 

together to achieve a common goal (Lin, 1999; Alfred & Nanton, 2009).  These 

relationships facilitate the flow of information for networked employees, information, 

which “gives them opportunities and choices not otherwise available” (Lin, 2009, p. 31). 

Alfred and Nanton (2009) reinforced this line of thought noting that in addition to the 

information itself, the faster speed at which the networked individual gets information is 

also beneficial.  They go on to point out a second aspect of social capital in that the more 

social capital one has, the more likely that individual has control not only over who gets 

the information most quickly, but what information is provided to the network (2009).  

As discussed by Woolcock and Narayan, social capital reflects back to the truth of the 

adage, “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know” (1999, p. 3).  To explore that in a 
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slightly different perspective, social capital provides information benefits, because “who 

you know” affects “what you know” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 252).  Social capital 

comes from networking with the objective to “develop and maintain relationships with 

others who have the potential to assist them in their work or career” (Forret & Dougherty, 

2004, p. 420).  

Social Capital Development 

Social capital is developed through multiple means.  Some researchers believe the 

development of social capital is a process that involves four stages; stability (time), 

interaction, interdependence, and closure (Nahapiet & Ghoshall, 1998; Arregle et. al, 

2007). Although they were discussing social capital development from the perspective of 

organizational settings the factors that influence the development of social capital in 

organizations is also applicable for the development of social capital in individuals.  It is 

unlikely that one’s social capital would develop quickly because relationships, and 

building trust take time.  Time is required for social capital development in the sense that 

an understanding of mutual obligations, the concept that “we are all in this together” is 

necessary for the sharing of information and mutually beneficial interactions among 

network members (Arregle et al, 2007).  Those successful interactions should serve to 

reinforce trust and help lead to higher levels of interdependence between members in the 

network (Napapiet and Ghoshal, 1998).   

Social Capital and its Relationship to Leadership 

 Research has shown a connection between social capital and leadership 

development.  Social capital plays a role in leadership in relation to one’s capacity as a 

leader, success as a leader, and in one’s promotion in the leadership hierarchy.  
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McCallum and O’Connell express the importance of emerging leaders to be able to 

“generate, utilize and maintain social capital” (2009, p.152).  Balkundi and Kilduff define 

leadership as “social capital that collects around certain individuals” (2006, p. 421).  

Leadership is entwined with social capital.  One’s social capital grants access to 

information necessary to make the decisions that are good for an organization and can 

lead to career advancement.  It is viewed as a responsibility for leaders to not only build 

relationships themselves but also to help others build their social capital through forming 

relationships (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009).   

Social Capital and the Leadership/Followership Dynamic 

The adage that “a leader without followers is simply a person taking a walk” is 

indicative of the importance of the dynamic that exists between leaders and followers.  

Social capital can be strengthened by the interaction between leaders and followers and is 

a critical aspect of leader effectiveness (Locke, 2003).  Warren Bennis understood that 

leadership as “grounded in relationship”, consisting of, “[a] leader, followers, and the 

common goal they want to achieve” (2007, p. 3).  The leadership/followership dynamic is 

often fluid as leaders and followers may change places when working on team projects. 

For example the training of flight controllers for the International Space Station is 

centered on eight skills, one of which is leadership/followership.  Training places an 

emphasis on the changing nature of roles, for example in the context of communication 

understanding the change from “being the speaker to being the listener in a conversation” 

(O’Keefe, 2008).  Flight controllers are provided with specific examples to foster team 

cohesiveness, with the responsibilities of both the leader and follower delineated.  The 

leadership/followership dynamic was evidenced during NASA astronaut Peggy 
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Whitson’s long-duration mission to the International Space Station (ISS).  When she 

arrived at the station in November of 2016 the ISS was under the command of Expedition 

50 NASA astronaut Shane Kimbrough.  Command was transferred to Whitson on April 

2017 for Expedition 51 and from Whitson to Expedition 52 Russian cosmonaut Fyodor 

Yurchikhin in June 2017, while Whitson returned to a position of follower as opposed to 

command position for the crew until her departure from the ISS in September of 2017. 

 The idea that one can move seamlessly between leadership and followership, 

depending upon the circumstance, or expertise needed, may help combat the negative 

connotations associated with the term follower (Bjugstad, Thach, Thompson, Morris, 

2006).  These connotations may present as “Think manager, think male, think follower-

think female” (Brawn, et al., 2017, p. 377).  To counterbalance these types of 

connotations, the understanding of the correlation of social capital to leadership 

development provides an awareness of the fluid nature of the followership/leadership 

dynamic and the vital role of engaged followers who provide feedback to leaders. 

 Women must build their social capital to better position themselves for leadership 

opportunities.  One chapter in the book, Women’s Social Capital and Support Systems 

discusses the “survival of the supported” (Alfred and Nanton, 2009).  Social capital 

support was seen as advantageous because it provided both benefits in the areas of access 

to information and control of information as part of a well-connected network (Burt, 

1992).  Social capital provides women with “engagement, influence, and membership 

reinforcement” (Alfred and Nanton, 2009) and leads to goal achievement (Madsen, 

2007).  Social capital is often a natural part of social relationships, but for women, it is 
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important to note that these social relationships can act as networks that empower 

individuals (Bourdieu, 1977; Coleman, 1990; Farrell, 2007). 

Kindergarten Through Eighth Grade Schools  

Schools are mainly tasked with developing the human capital of their students. 

The school’s curriculum focuses on expanding students’ knowledge, collective skills, and 

experiences that will increase their human capital, those skill sets that may lead to future 

degrees and increased income in the future (Becker, 1994; Arcidiacono, Bayer, & Hizmo, 

2010).  Examples of building human capital range from the ability to recite the Preamble 

to the U.S. Constitution, to diagraming a sentence, forming a hypothesis, shooting a free 

throw, drawing a picture, and learning how to read music or speak a foreign language. 

Building the social capital of students is not generally emphasized and certainly is not 

subjected to standardized testing.  While schools may be graduating students with strong 

human capital, enabling them to become competent members of the work force, little is 

consciously done to build the social capital of students in an articulated manner.  For 

girls, who will face the double bind of leadership, the understanding of how social capital 

is developed and its formation should be an objective for schools. 

Parents, schools, and other interested organizations need to consider how 

leadership can begin to be fostered in girls beginning at a young age.  It will be vital to 

discover what types of activities build social capital in female students and incorporate 

those experiences as part of the school’s curricular and extra-curricular programs.  There 

is evidence that athletics, student government, school drama productions, musical 

performances, and service learning build confidence and unite students in working for a 

common good or goal (Renzulli, Koehler, & Fogarty, 2006).  However, is this an 



SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 25 

example of schools helping students build their human capital or is it in fact, a 

contributing factor in developing their social capital?  How schools approach leadership 

development will help determine if social capital is being built. 

Knowledge of leadership styles and the ability to have actual experience in 

leading others should begin at a younger age.  It may be that girls who understand they 

may be confronted with the double bind of leadership would benefit from exploratory 

experiences in authentic and servant leadership.  Role models and effective mentoring, 

which may extend to older students being trained to be effective mentors and leaders of 

younger students could be implemented (Alfred & Nanton, 2009). 

The configuration of a school also has an impact on its students. In the United 

States many Catholic and Lutheran schools are configured to serve students from 

kindergarten through eighth grade.  It appears that attributes of K-8 grade schools that 

build human capital would be equally useful in helping build social capital in students 

(Yecke, 2016).  Studies involving schools in Milwaukee and Philadelphia have found K-8 

students perform better on standardized tests, are less likely to be bullied, more likely to 

participate in extracurricular activities, and had a higher percentage of students accepted 

at competitive high schools than students graduating from middle schools or junior high 

schools (Offenberg, 2001; Simmons, Burgeson, Carlton-Ford and Blyth, 1987).  

Developing Social Capital in K-8 Schools 

There are different ways social capital could be developed in students. Although 

the Houndstooth Intervention Theory literature (Renzulli, Koehler, & Fogarty, 2006) 

focuses on students who have been identified as talented or gifted, this theory, which is a 

derivative of the positive psychology movement (Larson, 2000; Fredrickson, 2001), 



SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 26 

could be used for all students.  The program’s tenets are optimism, courage, romance 

with a topic or discipline, sensitivity to human concerns, physical or mental energy, and 

vision as the building blocks of the theory (Lewis, 1992; Renzulli, Koehler, & Fogarty, 

2006).  This program has much in common with research on resiliency in students and 

character building programs that exist in many schools (Murray, Mucherah, & Jones, 

2000; Josephson Institute, 2004).  The approaches suggested by the Houndstooth method 

for building social capital are also similar to efforts schools have employed to promote 

citizenship (Devine, 2002).  The similarity to programs schools already have in place and 

the comprehensive nature of the program may provide a platform for building social 

capital in students that could be readily adopted and could be customized to other 

school’s settings.  

Schools could also help develop social capital by taking part in activities or events 

like Global School Play Day.  Two California teachers, Tim and Scott Bedley started a 

movement in support of student play by declaring the first Global School Play Day in 

2015 (Straehley, 2015).  A part of the catalyst for Global School Play Day came from Dr. 

Peter Gray, a psychologist who wrote about the importance of unstructured play for 

students (2013).  For students to build social capital, the development of social skills is a 

critical aspect and recess has been shown to help children improve their social skills 

through play (Ramstetter, Murray, & Garner, 2010; Barros, Silver, & Stein, 2009).  

The Role of the Principal in Developing Social Capital 

Principals can have a major impact on the climate of a school (Kelley, Thorton & 

Daugherty, 2005; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003).  A school with a healthy climate can be 

loosely described as one characterized by mutual respect among administration, staff, 
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students and parents. The school community is united in working for common goals. For 

principals, that involves creating a climate of trust, where expectations are clearly stated 

and individuals are supported (Drazin, Glynn, & Kazanjian, 1999; Mumford et al., 2002; 

Shalley & Gibson, 2004).  The principal is the instructional leader of the school which 

includes ensuring the vision for the school as articulated in the school mission statement 

is translated into action (School K-8 Staff Handbook, 2017-2018).   

 The literature involving school principals and building social capital tends to 

focus on the relationship of principals to teachers (Kilduff & Krackhardt, 2008; 

Wasserman & Faust, 1998; Moolenaar, Daly, and Sleegers, 2010).  The potential for 

principals in school settings such as the school where I work to foster social capital may 

be greater than in the public schools.  The principal functions as a superintendent in some 

respects and is responsible for the budget, so the ability to shape curriculum and direct 

resources for curriculum implementation is considerable (School Principal Job 

Description, 2014).  As principal, my own social capital among students and staff is 

potentially enhanced because in addition to my duties a principal, I teach eighth grade 

American history.  This provides a direct conduit for discussing the importance of 

networking and developing social capital with students.  My leadership style models 

elements of authentic and servant leadership, both of which embrace concern for others 

as a trait that is consistent with working together for a common goal that is the hallmark 

of social capital (Black, 2010).  

School Curricular and Extra-Curricular Activities 

As has been previously noted, social capital involves working together for a 

common good (Morrow, 1999).  The school staff works collaboratively to try to ensure 
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that gender balance permeates the curriculum.  Equal representation of famous male and 

female famous individuals from all walks of life are discussed and displayed on walls in 

the hallways and classrooms.  Our library biographies reflect gender equity.  We bring in 

guest speakers of both genders to address students.  Beginning in kindergarten, students 

create a booklet that has a photo and lists five males and five females they admire.  This 

is added to every year until they graduate from eighth grade.  

Many K-8 schools have curricular or extra-curricular activities that build human 

capital.  Last year our school began teaching students beginning in kindergarten how to 

code, as technical skills have sometimes been a barrier for female students later in school, 

leading them to participate less in science, technology, engineering, and mathematical 

(STEM) based extra-curricular activities.  Students may participate in activities that are 

collaborative or performance based such as band, praise band, hand bell choir, vocal 

choir, podcast, yearbook, book clubs, and the spring drama production.  Other activities 

are more competitive in nature; flag football (girls may play), volleyball, basketball, 

cross-country, track and field, robotics and Cyberpatriot reflect the potential social capital 

teamwork provides (Burt, 1992; School Handbook, 2017).  The student government 

groups, such as principal’s council, student council, afterschool sports camps with 

seventh and eight grade helpers, student leadership teams, and Boy and Girl Scouts give 

students opportunities to work with others and hone their leadership skills (Bowman, 

2013).  

Our curriculum is based on our school’s philosophy as evidenced by its mission 

statement: Changing the world through faith-as one, few or many (2016).  Two of the 

school’s five Student Learning Outcomes reference leadership directly: 



SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 29 

1) Faithful Servants of God – Students develop a deepening faith and 

understanding of God’s grace evidenced by acts of servant leadership. 

2) Responsible Citizens – Students mature as productive, conscientious citizens 

who demonstrate the technical (hard) and non-technical (soft) skills of leadership. 

In general our school’s extra-curricular activities foster the building of human 

capital through increasing their skills, particularly in regard to teamwork and leadership. 

Whether social capital development may be occurring is unknown, but it is not being 

deliberately developed. 

The Leadership Academy 

It is possible that our school is nurturing student social capital, but again not with 

intentionality, but rather as an outcome of our building of human capital in leadership 

training through the leadership academy we began four years ago. The leadership 

academy focuses on communication, teamwork, decision-making, and 

followership/leadership (School Leadership Academy Mission Statement, 2017).  It 

began with a two-day leadership event, highlighted by a challenge course for seventh and 

eighth graders that had been developed with the assistance of a NASA astronaut who was 

present at our inaugural event. The seventh and eighth grade teams worked through six 

events and debriefed after each station was completed. The debriefing was facilitated by 

adult volunteers who were staff members or members of the congregation along with the 

NASA astronaut.   

A college women’s soccer coach who led sports camps at our school was hired to 

be our leadership director the following year.  She has been instrumental in planning our 

staff and student leadership related events, as well as our two-day February event.  
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During this time, we changed the way we organized our game day from one where 

classes remained together during the day as they moved through events.  Instead, we put 

the eighth graders in charge of teams that had students in grades K-7 and gave them a 

genuine leadership opportunity.  That has been so successful that in 2016 we formed the 

mixed grade teams earlier and had the eighth grade in charge of our Fun and Fitness Day 

in November.  It worked well, and the 8th graders were given additional responsibilities 

as part of our 2017 Fun and Fitness Day.  We believe the leadership academy could be a 

conduit for the development of social capital in our students.  Our part-time Leadership 

Director position was expanded to full-time in November 27, 2017 when the director 

became our Assistant Principal of Leadership and Operations. 

Leadership Literature 

Although our school curriculum includes the attributes of transformational and 

charismatic leadership, our main focus is on authentic leadership and servant leadership.  

These two leadership styles, if successfully developed in female students, should assist 

them in overcoming the double bind they may face later in their career (Eagly & Carli, 

2007). 

Servant and Authentic Leadership 

 Servant leadership is a natural fit for our Lutheran school (Black, 2010).  We 

believe students should take the lead in serving others and to that end we hold two food 

drives and one toy drive each year for families in the community.  Our weekly chapel 

offering provides funds for a Navajo Lutheran Mission School in Arizona and the local 

food pantry.  In addition, student council sponsors student-generated opportunities for 

giving that vary from year to year.  Student government members demonstrate both 
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authentic leadership and servant leadership in their efforts to be faithful stewards of our 

planet through their implementation of our recycling program as students collect and 

package the recyclables weekly.  Their interest in being good stewards of the earth led to 

the elimination of plastic water bottles.  New fountains to fill school-provided reusable 

aluminum water bottles were installed on campus before the start of the 2016-2017 

school year.  In addition, our eighth-grade students’ servant leadership is evidenced by 

their performing of 10 hours of community service to graduate (Student Parent 

Handbook, 2017-2018).  Over half of our 8th grade students perform additional hours 

beyond the graduation requirement.  

Authentic leadership is in some aspects a bridge between servant leadership and 

social capital.  It is founded on the honest relationships that are so important in building 

social capital, and it has as its basis a follower-leader servant relationship that is 

established on an ethical foundation. K-8 students at our school have daily opportunities 

to practice authentic leadership and servant leadership and their principal and staff 

consistently model it.  Authentic leaders have been found to be “conscious, competent, 

confident, and congruent” (Fusco, O’Riodan & Palmer 2015, p.131).  They are viewed by 

others as being self-aware, acknowledging their strengths and approaching leadership 

through their own moral values and perspectives (Aviolio, Luthans & Walumbwa, 2004).  

These descriptions are consistent with the feedback received from parents, staff, and 

students on staff leadership styles. 

Developing Leadership in Female Students 

The purpose of this research is to identify actions schools can take to build social 

capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students.  The existing literature at 
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this time appears to support some of the actions the school has taken as part of our 

emphasis on leadership.  Female students have been provided actual experience in 

leading others and have engaged in servant leadership through volunteer work and 

participation in various charitable drives.  They are exposed to curriculum that strives to 

promote gender equality, and have many opportunities to build their social networks 

through team events.  Our female students are part of a community that believes in the 

motto “Once a lion, always a lion” which derives from our lion mascot.  Feedback from 

alumni supports that our school climate fosters relationships that last.  However, there is 

so much more the school can accomplish using research based data on developing social 

capital in female students. 

Summary 

The problem this study will explore is the underrepresentation of U.S. women in 

leadership positions in companies, government agencies, and other organizations.  The 

barriers to women attaining the highest level of leadership in organizations fall into three 

broad categories.  The first category contains the most difficult obstacles for women to 

surmount.  Societal attitudes that can include discriminatory beliefs may be embedded in 

the attitudes and ideas of some members of the organization and thus help shape the 

culture of the organization.  The very perception of what a leader looks like and how a 

leader acts can inhibit women’s promotions.  These ideas are often reinforced on 

television, in films and through social media, making them particularly intractable.  The 

second area is one in which male employers and employees may not understand there is a 

barrier for women.  The different leadership standards for men and women are barriers 

men do not experience. The paucity of networking opportunities as compared to men, and 
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the lack of female role models and mentors may create obstacles that women seeking 

leadership are able to overcome, yet find they must proactively pursue if they want to 

advance.  The final barrier to leadership involves gender-specific items that women 

should prepare for as these are barriers are ones they have more control over. Women’s 

appetite for advancement and strategies for managing family responsibilities fall into this 

category. 

The purpose of this research is to identify actions schools can take to build social 

capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students.  Research suggests 

principals play a major role in creating healthy school climates and supporting the 

curriculum changes necessary to encourage the development of social capital.  Intentional 

introduction and usage of leadership terminology by school staff and the identification of 

effective leadership in collaborative student interactions during structured and 

unstructured school activities may help aid social capital development.   

An abundance of extra-curricular activities where students can be part of a team 

and strive toward a common goal would begin networking at an early age.  Providing 

students with genuine opportunities to practice leadership on campus builds confidence 

and social capital.  There is a great deal of research on human capital, social capital, 

school principals, and leadership.  However, there is a need for additional research 

concerning the link between female social capital and leadership, and methods to 

effectively deal with entrenched barriers to women’s leadership and the role schools can 

play in developing social capital in female students. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover the actions schools 

can take to build social capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students.  

This study used the phenomenology qualitative inquiry method to collect and interpret 

data.  This qualitative method was selected because it is based on “phenomenology, 

which concerns itself with the structure of our conscious experience as interpreted from 

the first-person point of view” (Klenke, 2016 p. 4389).  

The problem this qualitative study explored is that women in the United States are 

underrepresented in leadership positions in companies, government agencies, and other 

organizations.  A qualitative methodological approach allowed for a better understanding 

of how women who have attained top leadership positions surmounted the obstacles that 

have led to this underrepresentation.  The study took a descriptive look at the 

participants’ perspectives and the experiences that shaped those perspectives.  The study 

design was phenomenological, and the phenomenon studied was the development of 

social capital in women who have attained top levels of leadership.  I interviewed women 

who have experienced the same phenomena; they have all become top-level leaders in 

their professions (Creswell, 2013). 

A phenomenological design is appropriate for a study that has this research 

question as its focus: What factors led to the development of social capital in women who 

hold senior executive positions in corporations or similar positions in government and 

other organizations as perceived by the women in the study?  The phenomenon this study 

explored was the shared experience of women in top leadership positions in regard to the 
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factors in their lives, which contributed to their development of social capital.  Their 

perspectives and experiences helped answer the second research question as to the actions 

schools can take to build social capital in female students.  This approach provided data 

that led to the purpose of the research, to identify actions that build social capital in 

female students.  The identification of those actions led to the aim of this study identify 

actions schools can take to develop social capital in female kindergarten through eighth 

grade students.  

Research Question(s) and Hypotheses 

This study explored the link between the development of social capital in girls 

and women as it relates to their leadership. 

Research question #1: What factors led to the development of social capital in 

women who hold senior executive positions in corporations or similar positions in 

government and other organizations? 

Research question #2: What role can/do schools play in building social capital in 

female students? 

Research Design 

This phenomenological research project, studied the phenomena of the 

development of social capital in women who have attained top levels of leadership.  The 

subjects who informed this study were purposefully selected.  They were women who 

have experienced the same phenomena, they have overcome the obstacles to women’s 

leadership and have: 1) been successful in attaining C-suite or similar positions in 

corporations, government, or other organizations, 2) been the first woman to hold her 

position, or 3) earned the highest award in their profession.  
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 Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore these women’s view on 

how their own social capital was developed.  My research plan was to conduct interviews 

either in person, through videoconferencing, or by telephone.  The study required me to 

be interactive, to act as an instrument both in the design of the interview questions, and as 

elicitor of responses from the interviewee.  Although the interviewee’s responses were 

the focal point of the data collection, participants’ information available online was 

examined.  The positions held by interviewees meant that some participants had been 

interviewed in the media and have publicly addressed topics relevant to this study that 

corroborated part of the study’s data. 

The study explored these women’s views on how their social capital was 

developed beginning with their earliest experiences.  The qualitative study was written in 

first person reflecting “how to best present qualitative research to convey its findings in a 

way that is meaningful to others” (Wertz, Nosek, McNiesh, & Marlow, 2011, p. 1).  I 

used bracketing to “deliberatively set aside my own beliefs” on the phenomena of social 

capital development in women leaders (Klenke, 2016, p. 4467).  In considering the dearth 

of women in top leadership positions, the selection of women leaders who had 

surmounted the obstacles and successfully navigated the labyrinth faced by women 

seeking high level positions served as a valuable resource to explore how these women’s 

social capital was developed.  I believe interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

with its commitment “to the examination of how people make sense of their major life 

experiences” (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 1) was a logical approach.  An 

advantage of the IPA approach is it can lead participants to reflect on what was truly 

important about the lived experience (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). 
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 The participants were asked to share their experiences with social capital.  This 

sharing meant “access to the experience is always dependent upon what participants tell 

us about the experience” (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 3).  Therefore I needed to 

be able to extrapolate from the account an understanding or interpretation of the 

experience (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).  I asked questions about their earliest 

memories of their family and community as well as potential social capital building at 

school, in outside organizations, and early work experiences.  In addition, questions were 

asked about the role of mentors, if any, in building social capital.  The interviewees were 

asked to share their views on how their social capital was developed.  They were also 

asked to share their feelings on the importance of social capital to their leadership 

position.  Again, the phenomenon this study explored was the shared experience of 

women in top leadership positions in regard to the factors in their lives, which 

contributed to their development of social capital.  Their perspectives and shared 

experiences will be used to identify actions our K-8 school can take to develop social 

capital in our female students. 

 Participants/Data Sources  

The participants in this study were women who have reached top leadership 

positions in their professions.  They were women who have attained the C-suite level in 

corporations, similar status in governmental positions or other organizations, were the 

first woman to hold that position, or have been awarded the highest honor in their 

professions.  This population was chosen because these women were able to surmount the 

obstacles faced by women for professional advancement, and are among the top leaders 
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in their professions.  Their perspectives and experiences may provide data that could be 

used to help others achieve similar success.   

Phenomenological studies generally have a smaller sample size than quantitative 

research methods because qualitative research methods are designed to get a deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Dworkin, 2012).  My sample consisted 

of 16 participants.  IPA research is “committed to the particular in the sense of details” 

(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 29).  The attention to detail is an emphasis on depth 

of information with the resulting smaller sample size. The general guideline for 

concluding my research was when no new themes emerged and saturation was achieved. 

There is one caveat to this idea of saturation.  Each participant’s life experience is unique, 

and how their social capital was developed through those experiences may be different 

for women that were not interviewed, so it is possible that other women who would meet 

my research criteria would have additional themes (O’Reilly & Parker, 2012).   

 Purposive sampling was used in my selection process, or as Maxwell prefers, 

purposeful selection (2013).  The sampling is purposive in that phenomenological studies 

require all participants must have experienced the phenomena, in this case under study 

they have attained a high-level leadership position in the organization.  The women for 

the sample were identified by the positions they hold in professions and their 

accessibility.  Some sampling included a certain amount of convenience sampling.  

Women who have high-level positions in leadership are often more difficult to gain 

access to for purposes of the study.  I used gatekeepers who assisted me in gaining access 

to certain individuals for recruiting purposes.  My geographic location and budgetary 

restraints limited all but one of the sample’s population for the in-person interviews to 
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people living, or traveling to southern California where I reside.  However I used 

videoconferencing and phone interviews to mitigate that restraint on sampling.  The 

sample originated from contacts I had who experienced the phenomena being studied, 

knew someone who had experienced the phenomena being studied, or through 

individuals who had gatekeeper status for the individuals who were part of the sample.  

The participants in the study were selected because “they can purposefully inform 

an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 157).  The interview sample included NASA astronauts, subjects who 

were the first woman to hold a position in firefighting, law enforcement, military covert 

intelligence and broadcasting (who was also an Olympic gold medal winner), National 

Distinguished Principals, school superintendents, a college president, and C-suite 

corporation members.  One corporate executive volunteered to be the conduit for access 

to other women and I used snowballing sampling during this process as a result 

(Creswell, 2013).  Patton suggests that researchers can build their interview sample 

through snowballing, asking interviewees “for suggestions about people who have like or 

different perspectives” (2015 p. 298).  The permissions that were necessary for this study 

came from the persons interviewed.  There were no organizational permissions required. 

Data Collection Tools 

The most important data collection tool I used was a semi-structured interview 

with the study’s participants.  A phenomenological study is one where the data are words. 

The data was the description provided by the women in the sample of their life 

experiences both personally and professionally, and how those experiences contributed to 

their social capital development.  The best method to fully understand their perspective 
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was through the interview process.  Since participants’ perspectives may vary widely, the 

semi-structured interview was a valuable tool in framing the discussion in general.  This 

framework helped ensure that material from various conversations could be analyzed to 

uncover related emergent themes for qualitative analysis (Wengraf, 2001). 

At the onset of the interview it was important to provide the interviewee with a 

definition of social capital as it is used in the study.  For the purpose of this study social 

capital was defined as the relationships and networks that work together for a common 

good.  Since the interview was semi-structured, questions centered on life experiences, 

which delved into the interviewee’s social capital from before their early days in school 

through attainment of their current position or last position if they had retired.  The 

planned approximately one-hour interview explored the influences of family, friends, 

classmates, curriculum, mentors, extra-curricular activities, activities outside of school, 

networks formed and the longevity of those networks, as well as non-school related 

activities from early jobs to employment that directly led to the interviewee’s current 

position. 

Due to the professional attainment of the women in the sample, many participants 

had a public persona documented in qualitative artifacts such as periodicals, organization 

websites, and professional association profiles as well as articles about the person online.  

Triangulation of the publically available data with that from the interviews was used to 

“helped shed light” on the various themes (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  I reviewed sources 

prior to the interview on three interviewees to provide insight into possible interview 

follow-up questions.  The interviews were recorded and professionally transcribed.  I 

replayed the recordings of each interview to compare it to what was transcribed, and to 
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determine, if possible the “inaudible” missing words.  A transcription accuracy check was 

conducted on one-fourth of the interviews to ascertain the reliability of the transcription 

of the interview, and in two cases to determine what was the “inaudible” missing word.  

These four interviewees’ reviews and additional comments noted no significant errors 

(one incorrect acronym, one misspelling of sibling name) and no additional comments 

about the data.  I examined the articles for examples of social capital development that 

further expanded upon the data provided by the interviewee.  Both of these data 

collection methods are appropriate for the phenomenon of women who have reached the 

top levels of leadership in their field or profession.   

The 16 interviews were recorded, transcribed, and then personally identifying 

information was redacted for each interviewee.  Each interview was assigned a number.  

Two analysts were given these interviews to review for coding steps in the development 

of social capital.  I selected four interviews for the two analysts to individually code and 

then our three coded interviews were reviewed to check for inter-coder agreement 

(Creswell, 2013).  There was consensus on the codes that emerged.  A member check was 

conducted with two of the original four interviewees that had checked the transcriptions 

for accuracy via email and they verified the accuracy of the codes for their interviews 

(Creswell, 2013).  I also had a face-to-face conversation with an interviewee who had not 

previously been in part of the transcription accuracy check and she concurred with the 

codes that had been determined for her interview. Eight initial themes emerged from the 

roughly 35 codes that were used by the analysts. These themes were related to five broad 

interview questions, and reflected back to aim of the research, which was to discover the 
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social capital building experiences of the study’s participants.  Further analysis revealed 

overlap in some areas and the themes were winnowed to five.   

An issue for my research was the two threats to validity discussed by Maxwell, 

that of researcher bias and reactivity (2013).  Bias was an issue because I had to guard 

against picking data that may fit into preconceived ideas I have from my personal 

experiences in building my own social capital and my professional experiences as an 

educator.  Initially, I wondered if bias would be a problem because I was looking for data 

that could be used to help female students build their social capital, so I did not believe I 

would be prejudiced in favor of one type of social capital building over another because I 

would want information which could be put into action.  However, I had to consider that 

no actionable information would be produced during the research, and if no additional 

information was found, I would need to accept the result.  

Another concern was drawing the wrong conclusions from the data (Maxwell, 

2013).  For example, if three members of the sample were in student government, that 

could have been seen as a conduit for their social capital development.  It could be 

however, that student government was not the key to their social capital.  Instead, the fact 

that one of the women ate with different students at lunch each day, another was the 

captain on the basketball team, and a third was known for her random acts of kindness 

were the basis of their social capital.  It was critical for me to ask follow-up questions in 

the interviews to explore further the factors leading to the development of social capital.  

Another bias that I considered was excluding data that does not fit the premise of my 

study.  There could have been elements in the development of student social capital that 

actually impeded leadership.  I could not simply select data that supports the connection 
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between social capital development and leadership.  However, the interviews did not 

reveal any aspect of building social capital that appeared to impede leadership.  In terms 

of reactivity, I had to carefully craft interview questions to avoid leading the interviewee 

in a particular direction.  

A great deal of thought was given to developing the questions for the semi-

structured interview.  In qualitative research the researcher in an instrument in the 

process, and the interviews would only be as valuable as the crafting of the questions and 

the ability of the researcher to tease more data from the interviewee (Maxwell, 2013).  

Drawing on the literature of Jacob and Furgerson (2012), I created some questions using 

my review of the literature as a guide.  I developed a script for the beginning and end of 

the interview to ensure I provided each participant with a definition of social capital, 

shared some details of my study, and also made sure they sign the statement of informed 

consent (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012).  The script was used at the end of the interview as a 

reminder to provide my contact information to the interviewee, and notify the interviewee 

that additional contact for clarification may be required. This did not occur outside of the 

transcription accuracy review and member checks.  Once the interview commenced, 

opened-ended questions were asked beginning with basic background, and the first 

questions I considered easy questions to set the tone of the interview.  Building upon the 

opening I used expansive questions to allow the interviewee to respond in ways that 

gathered information I would not have considered asking.  I had prompts prepared from 

the review of literature to guide the interview back to pre-planned questions (Jacob & 

Furgerson, 2012).  To assist with the development and validation of the semi-structured 

interview questions, I conducted a field test of the interview questions with two people 
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who were not part of the research. This assisted me in understanding the number of 

questions that could be successfully covered during the interview time and the clarity of 

the questions I had developed.  No additional interview questions were created after the 

field test of the interview questions.  My protocol draft was part of my IRB submission 

and is included in the appendix of this paper. 

The primary data collection procedure used was interviewing.  Creswell notes that 

while some may view interviewing as a singular procedure, it would be helpful to 

approach the interview process as a series of steps (2013).  In reviewing Creswell’s nine 

steps for interviewing, it became clear that careful thought and preplanning must occur 

for the interview process to yield data of value to the study.  The initial step is critical, 

that of determining what research questions I would pose to the interviewees.  To gain a 

better understanding of development of social capital in women who have reached top-

level leadership positions, I needed to ask questions that were general, in the sense that 

they were broad enough not to exclude or limit elements of the interviewee’s experience 

with social capital, and ones that were open-ended, so that the interview allowed for a 

particular aspect of an interviewee’s perspective to be more fully explored (Creswell, 

2013).  Once the interview questions were created, consideration was given both to the 

selection of interviewees who could best answer these questions and the best method that 

would be available to interview them.  Practical considerations would enter this part of 

the planning in my ability to gain access to the proposed interviewees and to determine if 

an in-person interview could occur, or if a phone or videoconference interview would be 

conducted. 
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The planning stage for interviewing included four logistical steps: 1) determining 

how the interview would be recorded, and the decision to used Rev.com for recording 

and transcription, 2) developing of a form that served as the interview protocol that 

contained the open-ended questions and some space to jot down impressions that would 

not be recorded, 3) piloting the questions by conducting practice interviews that helped 

me refine my questions, and 4) determining how each interview would be conducted 

(Creswell, 2013).  The practice interviews were taken seriously to help ensure the 

interview questions were readily understood.  The practice interviews revealed the 

questions were understood, they were sufficiently open-ended, and yielded detailed 

responses.  The last two steps recommended by Creswell appear to be routine but their 

importance in creating an optimal interview experience was not discounted.  The 

interviewee needed to complete a consent form before the interview began and I made 

sure that the purpose of my study, the estimated interview time required of the 

participant, my plans for using the results, the strategies for protecting participant 

confidentiality were clearly stated, and I had established transparency in the process for 

the interviewee.  The final step was to engage in good interview procedures.  I 

determined to respect and consider the interviewee’s time and appreciated that these 

interviewees possessed information needed for my research.  I reminded myself, as a 

good interviewer, I must be a good listener (Creswell, 2013).  A notepad was kept that 

generally described my research steps so that an audit trail was available. 

Data Collection Procedures 

The data collection was impacted by the ease or difficulty in gaining access to 

women who are in top leadership positions.  I was not able to get an interview of high- 
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ranking women in government or politics, or with one university president who was 

solicited through a gatekeeper in part given to the time constraints of the interview 

period.  Two women who agreed to be interviewed were not available due to their 

schedules.  All but one of the participants in the study who interviewed in-person were 

from Southern California.  The other interviews were conducted through 

videoconferencing and phone interviews.  After the initial interview, I called one 

participant in the study and emailed five other interviewees to clarify the educational 

degrees of their parents 

 The logistics used for this data analysis plan required transcripts of interviews to 

be printed and each transcript to be read in its entirety. This data analysis used was to 

hand code the data, using open coding, creating categories, and then beginning to develop 

subsequent themes.  I read each interview once without making any notations.  I then 

read each a second time, highlighting quotes and examples of social capital development.  

On my third reading of the interviews, I made notes of emergent themes in the margins of 

the transcripts and began a list of tentative themes from the codes on a legal pad.  On my 

fourth reading of the transcripts, the themes were reviewed and each code assigned to a 

theme through an open coding process.  I copied interviewee quotes on index cards and 

used the cards to sort information by code.  I thought my data analysis could benefit from 

the creation of a possible theme form, created one, and then went back through the 

interviews using one theme form for each interview, which was then used to compile the 

data, placing codes under possible themes.  Upon reflection, index cards were somewhat 

cumbersome. They were valuable for the recording of quotes, and made sorting codes 

easier from the perspective that themes from all interviews were integrated, but I thought 
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that my usage of the cards would have been more effective, if I had created the recording 

sheet first for the individual data by code, and then wrote down information on the cards 

for sorting. 

I had two other analysts read the copies of the transcripts.  They were given 

unmarked transcript copies and asked to mark codes they found in the papers.  I held a 

preliminary meeting with the other analysts to discuss emergent themes and two weeks 

later, a second meeting was held to further discuss codes, their placement in theme 

categories, and their analysis.  We examined any codes that may benefit from being 

combined, and looked for differences in themes ideas among analysts.  Their feedback 

indicated there was no need to make adjustments to the coding process agreed upon at 

our first meeting. The spreadsheet master list was examined, noting when more than one 

response occurred in a code category.  The data was reviewed to confirm codes and 

compare emergent themes with existing literature.  I had two additional individuals act as 

analysts.  Each was given the two of a set of four unmarked transcript copies reviewed by 

the other analysts and asked to mark codes they found in the papers. Roberts notes that 

this is a key step when, “measurement involves subjective interpretation such as open-

ended questions (2010, p. 152).  Their codes were consistent with what the other analysts 

and I had determined. 

My plan to organize and assemble data for analysis used methods that are familiar 

to me from working on small projects previously in my career.  However, I had never 

conducted data analysis at this level before and used as a guideline advice for 

phenomenological analysis and representation (Creswell, 2013).  For phenomenological 

analysis it was important that I first described my personal experiences with the 



SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 48 

phenomenon, bracketing them to address that potential bias and return the focus to the 

study’s participants (Creswell, 2013; Klenke, 2016).  I then examined the interview 

transcripts to discern the participants’ experiences and listed significant statements, 

which were then coded and grouped into preliminary themes (Creswell, 2013; Smith, 

Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).  Finally I wrote a detailed description of the participant’s 

experience with the phenomenon. 

Ethical Considerations 

The ethical considerations that were addressed were partially alleviated because 

the population for the sample was not part of a vulnerable group.  The subject of how 

women’s social capital was built from their perspectives is likely to be more empowering 

to consider than harmful, but some women discussed negative experiences, so care was 

taken to safeguard the identities of those interviewed in terms of quotations that are used 

in the research.  With the exception of NASA, no specific organization was mentioned by 

name.  It was important for me to develop good composites and ensure identifying data 

was redacted for interviewees who participated in the study so that no quotations could be 

linked to any one individual (King, Cassell, & Symon, 1994).  Some interviewees 

discussed unhealthy organizational practices or specific individuals that were unhelpful to 

the development of the interviewee’s social capital.  This information could be 

potentially harmful to the development of the interviewee’s social capital, position, or 

employment if the identity of the interviewee was linked to a particular quote.  I kept 

individual interview information confidential in conversations with friends even if it 

seemed harmless and uplifting, and relied on themes and composites and did not discuss 

individual stories without removing identifying context.  All data was stored on 
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password-protected computers and in locked file cabinets.  The data being worked on had 

all identifying information removed before being given to other analysts to look for 

themes.  The results of the study are the basis for the researcher’s dissertation.  The 

sharing of the results would occur for the benefit of our leadership academy and to 

achieve the purpose of the dissertation, which is to identify actions that build social 

capital in females in grades kindergarten through eighth grade.  The impetus for pursuing 

my Ed.D. in leadership was derived from its potential application to leadership at my 

school site. 

Summary 

This qualitative study used a phenomenological design to address the question 

“What factors lead to the development of social capital in women who hold senior 

executive positions or similar positions in government and other organizations?”  The 

phenomena that was studied is women who have been successful at attaining top-level 

leadership positions.  Data for the study was collected through conducting 16 semi-

structured interviews.  The participants were a purposeful sample selected because of 

their position in their organization or meeting of the criteria of the study and the ability of 

the researcher to gain access for an interview.  For this reason, many of those interviewed 

resided in southern California.  The interview transcripts were hand coded and an open 

coding system used.  From the codes five themes emerged.  Throughout the study care 

was taken to protect the confidentiality of the participants in the study and to follow all 

IRB protocols in gathering information.  The research study’s analysis of the factors lead 

to the development of social capital in women who hold senior executive positions or 

similar positions in government and other organizations led to the purpose of the study 
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which was to identify actions schools can take to build social capital in female 

kindergarten through eighth grade students. This research will be used to create a 

comprehensive leadership curriculum at my own school site. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

As stated in Chapter 1, the qualitative study first examined the purpose of the 

study, the role of social capital in the professional success of women.  A 

phenomenological study design was used and the phenomenon examined was the shared 

experience of women in top leadership positions as it related to factors in their lives that 

contributed to the development of social capital.  Specifically these were women who had 

attained the top levels of leadership in an organization, and/or were the first woman to 

reach that leadership position, or were women who had earned the highest leadership 

award or honor in their profession.  A purposeful sample of women who met these 

requirements was selected for this study.  These women discussed how their social capital 

was developed and reflected upon the importance or role of social capital to them 

becoming a leader.  A qualitative methodological approach was used to explore these two 

research questions: 1) What factors led to the development of social capital in women 

who hold senior executive positions in corporations or similar positions in government 

and other organizations? 2) What role can/do schools play in building social capital in 

female students? 

This chapter’s findings begin with a general overview of the participants’ 

backgrounds.  The chapter then turns to the aim of this study, to discover experiences that 

led to the development of social capital in women who have reached the top levels of 

leadership in their professions. The participants’ views on how their social capital was 

developed forms the nexus between social capital, the overcoming of barriers to women’s 

leadership, and the importance of social capital in the participants’ leadership journey.  
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The findings from the research regarding the participants experiences with the 

development of social capital will be used to help answer the second research question, 

What role can/do schools play in building social capital in female students?  

Presentation of the Findings 

The 16 women interviewed included three National Distinguished Principals, two 

school superintendents, one college president, two astronauts, a major city police 

commander, a fire department captain, a counterintelligence agent (who worked in that 

capacity with both a military and a civilian agency), an Olympic gold medalist and 

broadcaster, and four C-suite women.  Five were the first woman in their profession in a 

particular work-related capacity. These women ranged in age from 38-70 with the 

average age of the women 55 years and eight months.  Eleven of the women were white, 

three Hispanic, one Asian and one Middle Eastern.   

Table 1:  Family Background of Interviewees’ Family Structure and Education 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Age  Father’s Mother’s Own    Birth   Siblings  
 Degree  Degree  Degree    Order  Number & Gender  
________________________________________________________________________ 
59 unknown no degree B.A.    only child  0 
47 M.D.  A.A.  M.A.    1 oldest of 7  5 brothers/1 sister 
62 M.A.  A.A.  M.A.    1 oldest of 5  2 brothers/2 sisters 
52 No degree No degree M.A.    1 oldest of 2  1 brother 
67 B.A.  No degree Ph.D.    1 oldest of 2  1 brother 
38 unknown M.A.  M.S.       1 oldest of 2  1 brother 
61 M.A.  B.A.  M.A.    2 middle of 3 2 brothers 
59 M.A.  No degree MBA    2 middle of 4 2 brothers/1 sister 
57 M.A.  B.A.  Ph.D.    3 middle of 4 2 brothers/1 sister 
54 M.A.  B.A.  M.A.    3 middle of 4 3 brothers 
54 M.A.  No degree M.A.    3 middle of 4 3 brothers 
51 B.A.  B.A.  A.A.    3 middle of 4 2 brothers/1 sister 
59 No degree No degree MBA    2 youngest of 2 1 sister 
63 B.A.  No degree M.A. 2 youngest of 2 1 sister 
70 No degree No degree B.A. 4 youngest of 4 3 sisters 
41 B.A.  No degree M.A. 4 youngest of 4 3 brothers_________ 
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Four women were the oldest child in the family and four the youngest, one 

woman had no siblings and the remaining seven were middle children.  The number of 

children in the household ranged from one to seven, with one family of seven children, 

one family of five children, six families with four children, five families with two 

children and one family each of three children and one child. The interviewees 

collectively had 27 brothers and 11 sisters.  Two women were born outside the United 

States (Taiwan and Israel) and two of the women had military service backgrounds.  

While parents’ education level did not appear to directly impact social development, the 

influence of siblings, sometimes in context of their birth order, played a role in the social 

development of some participants.  All 16 women attended college, with one completing 

a two-year A.A. program that was specific to her career.  The highest degree earned for 

the remaining 15 women were two with bachelor’s degrees, 11 with master’s degrees and 

two with doctoral degrees.   

The study findings centered on the purpose of the study, to discover the actions 

schools could take to build social capital in students.  The first research question, “What 

factors led to the development of social capital in women who hold senior executive 

positions in corporations or similar positions in government and other organizations?” 

was explored.  Next, the obstacles that women pursuing the highest levels of leadership 

face through the experiences of the women in the study are described.  The role that 

social capital played in the study’s participants successfully navigating the obstacles they 

faced is then examined.  Finally the study findings were analyzed to determine how 

information from this study could answer the second research question, “What role 

can/do schools play in building social capital in female students?” 
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Qualitative Findings Information 

Table 2: The Development of Social Capital and Barriers to Women’s Leadership 

Themes   Included Codes     Participant’s Experience 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Growing Up:    Family dynamics,   Being Nice 
Family &   Siblings, Birth order  Behavior is important 
Community   Child-directed play  Self-reliance 

Sense of importance  Valued member of family 
Self-confidence messages Expectation of college 
Behavior expectations 
College importance 
 

School Experiences  Sports, Band, Tutoring, Teamwork, Standing up 
    Cheerleading, Student  for others, Friendships, 
    government, Clubs,  Teacher encouragement 
    Yearbook, Newspaper  Teacher high standards 
    Coaching, Teachers  Teachers making students 
    Mentors, Peers, Role  feel special 
    Models 
 
Activities Outside  Clubs, Girls Scouts,  Self-confidence 
of School   4-H    Exposure to public speaking 
 
What We Know vs.  Leadership style  Servant, authentic, & 
Who We Know  Importance of contacts collaborative 
    Inside information  Human capital influence on 
    Career mentors  social capital 
    Advocates & champions Other women 
 
Barriers   Marginalization  Seen as less than 
    Double standards  Work harder than males 
    Double Bind   Need for nice 
        Appearance can matter 
________________________________________________________________________ 
   

There were four themes that emerged in the development of social capital from 

the interviews.  Social capital was developed through family life and experiences in the 

community, school experiences, and activities outside of school.  Social capital also was 

developed through human capital and the information benefits that come from “what we 

know as well as who we know”.  The fifth theme from the interviews were the 
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participants’ experiences with the barriers to leadership, that led to them to personally 

experience or be aware of the marginalization of women, the double standards between 

male and female leaders, and the double bind of women’s leadership.  As each of the five 

themes are elaborated upon codes derived from representative segments will appear in 

italics. 

Growing Up:  Family and Community and Social Capital Development 

 A single mom raised one participant in the study; the other participants were 

raised with a father and mother although one lost her mother when she was 9 and another 

woman’s mother died when she was 17.  Four women grew up in rural America, the rest 

in urban or suburban areas.  Two participants moved extensively as children due to their 

father’s work requirements.  For the future college president, this was a social capital 

building experience. “My father was in the Navy or worked for the government 

throughout my childhood, so we moved a lot.  And, I always liked that. I liked 

experiencing new things, and meeting new people, and just enjoyed the fact that my 

father was part of a Naval community. . .and I can remember feeling this though, part of a 

community where people looked out for each other” (sense of importance). 

The participants in the study had many experiences with other children in multi-

age settings.  Some of those experiences were more structured and involved adults, as one 

participant was in combination classes with her older brother throughout elementary 

school and another attended a one-room schoolhouse that served grades one through eight 

with her sisters.  There were also semi-structured activities that involved family members 

and other adults that helped build confidence.  Both school superintendents interviewed 

mentioned confidence building activities that occurred with them and their friends.  The 
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first mentioned “the confidence of simple things, like teach your kid to ride a bike, in that 

moment when your Dad lets go and you’re on your own, they’re cheering, right?”  The 

second recalled her dad who coached girls’ sports “pitching balls to us as little kids, and I 

remember learning to bat when I was in kindergarten” (family dynamics).  The first 

superintendent mentioned the “very middle class, very multi-cultural and diverse” block 

parties in her community growing up.  She felt the block parties were wonderful, “It was 

huge and there was an endless array of food, and there’s organized games with prizes. . . 

See? Confidence.  There’s games for all levels of kids because we’re going to make sure 

everybody has a positive experience” (self-confidence messages). 

The majority of the participants’ experiences in the community with other 

children were activities that were organized and directed by the children themselves.  

They played outside a great deal, with games like hopscotch, kickball, hide and seek, and 

games they created from their imagination or related to stories they knew (child-directed 

play). A principal remembered that “our neighbors across the street had a big willow tree 

and we always played Swiss Family Robinson in the tree. [She] “had to be the boy 

because there weren’t enough boys who were playing”, and she talked about their daring 

at walking across the top of the swing set (self-confidence, sense of importance, child-

directed play).  She viewed the experience as kids within a six-year age span of each 

other, working together and so, “of course you’d be the boy because they needed 

someone to be the boy” and pointed out in jest, “I’m pretty sure I’m not scarred by that.”  

Many of the women interviewed had regular chores to do.  Some were routine 

duties like washing dishes and picking up after themselves, and in two cases involved 

working around the farm, raising chickens to sell, or helping with dairy cows.  One 
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astronaut described rotating chores between siblings “wiping the counter, making the 

lunches for the next morning, sweeping the floor, clearing the table” (behavior 

expectations). I always liked the lunch one because then I always could get the Doritos.”  

A C-suite executive, the oldest of seven siblings, would get the list from her mother of 

the chores and she was responsible for assigning them.  She thought, “Well, there’s seven 

of us, so here’s how we’re going to tackle this. . . I think just for our family to survive 

when I was younger, I had to learn how to manage things and delegate and hold people 

accountable” (family dynamics, siblings, sense of importance). 

A critical aspect to the development of social capital in the participants seemed to 

be the messages they received from their parents or other family members.  All 16 

participants received the message that college was important.  In some cases they 

followed in the footsteps of their parents or siblings who attended college.  Three 

participants followed in the footsteps of their parents who were educators.  One C-suite 

woman’s parents always talked about “first college and second college. . . bachelors and 

where are you going for graduate school?” In the summers traveling with her parents they 

visited college campuses.  The law enforcement commander noted, “My parents really 

instilled that they had not had an opportunity to go to college and that they wanted that 

for me.  I think that is pretty huge. . . just setting that expectation is always very 

important on the part of parents” (sense of importance, college importance).  The 

counterintelligence agent who knew her parents valued education, became, although the 

youngest sibling, the first to go to college in her family because her sisters “encouraged 

me and then helped me financially” (siblings, college importance).  The college president 

recounted feeling guilty for wanting to go to an out-of-state university and having her 
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family pay more than in-state tuition. Her father told her, “Hey, You’re one-fourth of this 

family. You deserve to draw resources from one quarter of the family’s income.”  She 

went on to say she found that “Telling, I guess about how important I was in the family.  

And my father’s approach to both education and to honoring me as his daughter” (college 

importance, sense of importance, family dynamics). 

The importance of college was not the only message participants received from 

their families.  One participant whose parents were Methodists and attended Methodist 

church did not have her baptized until she was confirmed, so she could “make her own 

decision as to whether she wanted to be baptized in that faith.” Her parents had allowed 

her to attend other churches growing up with friends and “make up my own mind about 

something as important as faith” (family dynamics, self-confidence).  A principal who 

said her mom was the youngest of seven kids who grew up as “poor white trash” in an 

urban community “determined her daughters were not going to have her experience.”  

Her mother would listen to what she would say and then tell her, “You don’t listen to 

what those people say.  You know what the right thing to do is.  You do the right thing” 

(behavior expectations).  One of the astronauts mentioned that when she was around ten 

that her “mom asked my sister and I what we wanted to be when we grew up.” She had 

replied, “Well, maybe I want to be a pilot, because dad had just gotten his pilot’s 

license.”  Her sister told her she could not do that, that she could be a stewardess. But her 

mother said, “No, no, you can be whatever you want to be” (self-confidence messages, 

family dynamics).  The second astronaut’s mother told her in regard to anything she 

wanted to do, “Well, if that’s something that you wanted then you better go work for it. 
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And nobody’s gonna tell you that you can’t” (family dynamics, self-confidence 

messages). 

Behavior was also seen as important.  Several women commented on the fact that 

they were to be well behaved in school.  This was true for them and their siblings 

regardless of gender.  Two of them noted, that they had had conversations about these 

expectations with siblings and realized that these were unspoken rules, they just knew 

they were supposed to be well-behaved in school.  Four women in the study specifically 

mentioned that growing up, they were consistently told to be nice and respectful to others 

(behavior expectations).  A company partner remarked, “My mom would say, ‘Now just 

be nice, don’t hurt anybody’s feelings.  Treat people with respect.  Be respectful to 

authority.’ I remember going into kindergarten thinking you gotta be nice to everybody 

and follow the teacher’s directions.”  A C-suite executive stated, “Citizenship was a big 

thing.  Mom thought I was a reflection of her.  I must get good grades in citizenship.”  

The counterintelligence officer recounted, “My parents were nice people and so I was 

always nice to people.  I had to fire people, but was always nice to people and respected 

them” (family dynamics, behavior messages).  The college president recalled, “My 

parents instilled in me that you treat people with respect above all else.”  One 

superintendent remarked that her “parents treated people as people” and that “her father 

would talk to the school custodian the same way he would talk to the President of the 

United States” (family dynamics, behavior expectations). 

Social Capital Development in Schools 

In some respects, beginning school carried over some of the same social capital 

building activities as participants experienced with their families.  There was recess, 
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which was largely unstructured, and participants remembered playing marbles, hide and 

seek, hopscotch, tag, kickball, shooting baskets, as well as using the playground 

equipment (child-directed play). Values continued to be communicated as one principal 

mentioned, “I still remember learning about discipline, learning about punctuality, 

learning about responsibility, learning about behavior.”  There were new things to 

experience as well, awards like Citizen of the Month, art classes, and music.  School 

provided opportunities for younger students to witness older students in activities (role 

models).  A superintendent whose father was a superintendent remarked that her parents 

would take her to “all the ball games, concerts, and plays, they made a concerted effort to 

take us to all that, and then as a little kid watching, wow, I wanna do that when I get 

older.”  She went on to state that those high school girls were her role models and her 

hero was a six-foot forward on the basketball team, “I remember that in kindergarten 

thinking I want to be her” (role models).  

Table 3:  Participation in Athletics, and Extra-curricular Activities Through College 
 

Interviewee   Athletics   Extracurricular Activities 
1    none    none 
2    volleyball/softball  cheerleader, sports editor 
3    none    of newspaper, musical 
        T.A. creative writing class 
        director of dance program 
4    none    girls league, YMCA club, 
        drill team 
5    basketball, softball  student council, school paper 
        Future Teachers of America 

Honor Society, Quill & 
Scroll 

6    none    student government, head of 
        school spirit department 
7    basketball   student body president 
8    soccer    choir, Girl Scouts 
9    softball, volleyball  cheerleader 
10    soccer, volleyball, track environmental club 
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11    none    drama, speech, debate 
12    none    student council, yearbook 
        editor, service organization 
13    volleyball, basketball  band/pep club, French club 
    softball, track   National Honor Society 
   
14    badminton, golf  speech & debate, president 
        of accounting society 
15    basketball, track  service organizations, 
    field hockey   volunteer 
16    swimming, softball,  children’s hospital 
    rugby    day care volunteer 
________________________________________________________________________
     

As participants moved into middle school, high school and college a variety of 

activities were available to them.  Ten of the 16 women interviewed participated in 

athletics in middle school or high school with five continuing to participate in athletics in 

college (Table 3).  For some, athletics and being part of a team were cited as pivotal to 

their social capital development.  One executive was asked about experiences growing up  

in relation to her developing competence and the ability to engage well with others.  She 

replied, “I will say that in a word, and it’s sports.”   She went on to explain that sports 

were “huge in learning how to work as part of a team and also learning how to be 

competitive, and I think for women sometimes that’s hard”, it “was an avenue for girls 

[to] learn those things, both the teamwork, how to win.  Also how to lose graciously” 

(sports).  A school superintendent discussed her college basketball experience, “I think 

being on the basketball team, again, I guess I was seen as a leader.  I was the top scorer 

and there were certain expectations.  I really admired my coach. . . but you can just tell 

when girls would come to you or ask you stuff or sometimes I’d be directing things on 

the floor because it was like, for the love of God, girls what are you thinking?” 

(opportunities to be in charge.) 
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Athletic participation was only one venue for building social capital and 

leadership capacity. All but one of the women were in extra-curricular activities in 

school, as well as some outside of school, with a few of them taking advantage of 

opportunities to serve others through service groups.  A National Distinguished Principal 

remarked on her high school experience, “I had lots of opportunities for creativity.  I was 

the sports editor of the school newspaper.  I was the creative writing class T.A.  I was the 

student director of the dance production.  I was a cheerleader, and I took French at the 

community college at night” (opportunities to be in charge).  A CFO listed marching 

band, concert band, the school musical, school newspaper, French club and Pep club as 

activities she participated in.  She felt marching band in particular was connected to both 

building confidence and social capital.  “The band at school had won unit contests every 

year, and everyone knew you did not want to be the group that broke that streak. . .that 

really created quite a bit of cohesion and dedication. . . and you were in four-person units 

that marched together. . . that was a big deal that the older ones, more experienced ones 

in the unit, would kind of look out and help the younger ones” (band, opportunities to be 

in charge, mentors, role models). 

Activities connected to some schools but run by outside organizations also 

developed social capital.  One astronaut credited the presentations in 4-H for showing her 

that “a shy person could actually get up and speak in front of people.”  The firefighter 

cited her experiences in Girl Scouts to answer what experiences she had that prepared her 

to be a firefighter when she applied to the department. “We go out, we sleep in a tent, we 

sleep in the dirt, we have a campfire, we go hiking, we do these projects. The dirt doesn't 

bother me and hard work does not bother me. I can go camp in the wilderness, I can go 
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hike up a hill with a hose pack.”  For some participants becoming involved in service 

organizations was important: 

• “I was part of a service organization at school, I volunteered in day care, I 

started volunteering at the children’s hospital.”   

• “There’s a service organization on campus that definitely took up some time and 

then I had a leadership role in that.”   

• “I was [part of] Children of Mary which was a volunteer organization.” 

•  “I was in a service sorority. . . we did all kinds of volunteer work.” 

   (activities out side of school, leadership style). 

Teachers and coaches contributed to the development of social capital in a variety 

of ways for the participants.  They allowed students freedom in directing their activities, 

or gave them opportunities to mentor, teach, or coach others.  Still others were the 

listeners and the voice of encouragement.  These educators offered role models for future 

leadership.  A principal remarked about the positive influence of a male teacher, and the 

support she got from her mother and neighbors when her friends dumped her for a more 

popular girl right before cheerleader tryouts.  She was encouraged to find another group 

to try out with, she did, and her new group made the team. She stated that she had this 

adult support system and that when disappointments occurred they were there to say, 

“No, no, no.  This isn’t going to hold you back.  Get over it and let’s go” (teachers, 

mentors).  She went on to comment that in high school there was always an adult 

supervisor, but the students had tremendous freedom. “We met, picked our uniforms, 

paid for the whole thing on our own.  They didn’t think the world was going to end if our 

cheerleader uniform design turned out to be kind of ugly.  We were going to wear those 
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uniforms.  We designed them. We wore them.  That was our problem” (opportunities to 

be in charge).  A school superintendent “thought the world of her high school coach, and 

learned a lot from him and how he treated the girls” on the team.  She had him as her 

geometry teacher and admired the way he conducted his classroom (role models).  She 

continued on the theme of role models and discussed an adjunct professor when she was 

getting her Master’s degree and there were not many female professors.  This woman was 

a high school principal in a large district and “I had two classes from her and it was like 

God sent her at the right time, because I needed to see a woman doing the secondary and 

that was successful at it” (role model, mentors, career mentors). 

Educators as listeners and voices of encouragement played a critical role in 

building confidence.  Both astronauts commented on the importance of mentors.  The 

first remarked about a undergraduate professor who due to “her enthusiasm, her energy, 

her work ethic was really positive for me and it kept me driven.” In graduate school her 

advisor was a strong mentor citing her, “work ethic, just incredibly strong and she could 

do everything, she’d write proposals, write papers and do research in the lab and she just 

struck me as she could do it all. And it made me think, Why can’t I?” She mentioned 

another mentor at the Johnson Space Center who was “known to be incredibly 

supportive” as well (career mentors).  The second astronaut mentioned two high school 

teachers stating, “I attribute so much of my success to them because I really think that 

kids just need, outside their families, just need one person that looks at them and says, 

‘You’re going to be o.k. I see you going places.  You’re not like the others.’  One of her 

teachers “was genuinely happy when I would walk in the room.  And I’d often walk in 
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her room just so I didn’t have to go and stand in the hallway for 10 or 15 minutes before 

class.  [It] was not just a safe place but also a really encouraging place” (teachers). 

Teachers often previously taught the siblings of the participants in class.  Women 

in the study mentioned this as generally positive in three cases, as older siblings had been 

good students and so the teacher’s assumed the study participant was also a good student.  

However, one participant reported the downside of following her sister who struggled in 

school, “It was a journalism class and the teacher on the first day gave us a quiz because 

she wanted to find out what we knew, and she came and bent over my shoulder and she 

says, ‘Well, you got those right!’  Because she’d had my sister before and she had zero 

expectation that I would be able to do anything.  I think I dropped out of her class.”  This 

reflects teacher expectations that are part of the school experiences theme (siblings).  

Teacher expectations, setting a high standard for academic accomplishment and 

reinforcing that behavior is important to help students build human capital and develop 

social capital.  A C-suite woman who skipped her high school classes regularly 

recounted, “My mother believed that if you knew how to type and you knew shorthand 

that you never had to stay in a bad marriage.” As a result, both she and her sister, “the 

valedictorian of her school” had to take typing.  She argued with her mother and said, 

“Look, I’m going to have a secretary. I am not going to be typing.”  However, her mother 

persisted and she learned how to type and take shorthand.  It was a positive experience 

for her, “The very best teacher I ever had in high school was the shorthand teacher.  I did 

go to her class every day.  She created an expectation of professionalism.  I was like one 

of the only kids going to college in that class.  She created a degree of professionalism as 

to how you conducted yourself and she was a remarkable lady” (teachers, role models, 
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career mentors).  A school superintendent remembered “being very, very good at math, 

and teachers encouraging me and pushing me toward that.” However, when she was in 

fourth or fifth grade, the school came out with a gifted program and she was not 

identified as gifted.  She remembered, “So the kids that were identified as gifted would 

go somewhere else, but the rest of us would stay back. . . I remember the teacher saying, 

‘I don’t believe in that stuff so we’re going to do some really strong enrichment stuff 

while the rest of us our back here” (sense of importance, self-confidence, teachers).  In 

these examples you see not only the result of teacher expectations, but also the teacher 

encouragement that comes from being sensitive to students’ feelings and needs. 

Two participants mentioned the role of peer relationships in helping them through 

trying times at school.  It happened that due to their parents’ professions they both 

attended several different elementary schools.  The first participant had arrived at a new 

school, “I was in sixth grade.  I was in the third seat back, on the right.  And this girl was 

two seats in front of me . . . So the teacher left and it was one of those study hall things.  I 

. . . moved around a lot and so I got to see a lot of different group dynamics.  And this 

particular school, kind of had a reputation for being a little bit non-inclusive.  Anyway, 

she turned her eyes to me when everybody was quiet and just said, “‘How's it feel to not 

have any friends?’  Like that.  And I remember just being in one of those moments where 

I could just die.  Like crawl under a desk and die.  Because it was mortifying and 

embarrassing.  Hurtful, because it hit on a true insecurity of mine.  Which is probably 

mostly why it was hurtful. But I had a lot of that social angst growing up.”  However, a 

few minutes later, when her tormentor turned over to one of the other girls in the study 

hall and asked to borrow something, that girl rebuffed her, saying ‘no’.  When the first 
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girl asked ‘why not’, the second said, ‘How does it feel not to have any friends?’  She 

remembers, “listening to that and my jaw was on the floor.  Oh my gosh, that girl heard it 

and she fully stuck up for me, . . . that was a pretty poignant moment for me” (peers).   

An eventual Olympic gold medalist and broadcaster learned to develop personal 

relationships in college through her athletic team. One of those friends was particularly 

good at relationships and there was the kinship of the same experience of honesty that 

comes from not being able to “fake it when you are being pushed emotionally, physically, 

cognitively like you are when you’re a student athlete on campus” (peers).  Learning to 

develop interpersonal relationships carried her through during the years on the national 

team where “everyone is a team, team first, but at the same time we’re all competing for 

minutes.” 

Gendered Perceptions of Leadership 

The problem this study explores was the underrepresentation of U.S. women in 

leadership positions in companies, government agencies, and other organizations.  The 

literature indicated that women faced obstacles not faced by men in their quest for higher 

leadership positions. Did the participants in this study believe they faced barriers not 

faced by men in their leadership journey? 

The findings in regard to obstacles involving the gendered perceptions about the 

nature of leadership were experienced by 15 of the 16 participants in the study, although 

two of those 15 participants in the study were not certain they were personally 

marginalized, but believed their organization’s opportunity for advancement was not 

equal for women.  The following examples represent some of the women’s experiences:  

The college president pointed out that of college and university presidents “25% are 
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women, true for decades.  Even though more and more women have gone into the 

profession, but it’s almost like there is a glass ceiling or something.”   For women, the 

unequal playing field was discovered before they began their professional life.  One 

woman had played soccer since she was a small child in American Youth Soccer 

Association (AYSO), and then as a freshman and sophomore in high school.  As she 

began her junior year she was told, “We don’t have enough girls for a team, so there is no 

girls’ soccer this year (fire captain).”  A superintendent had participated in athletics in 

high school and the girls’ and boys’ teams were treated equally.  She went out of state to 

play college basketball only to discover, “The college girls traveled to games in station 

wagons, girls, some over six feet tall, crammed into a station wagon for four hours.  The 

boys’ team got a chartered bus” (marginalization, double standards). 

In their professional world, some experiences were less overt. “As one of the few 

female principals and later superintendents, I had to navigate the male thing.  Been at a 

meeting, you give an idea, not much response.  Pretty soon same thing comes from a 

male and they said it’s a good idea and you’re like, what am I chopped liver?”  A C-suite 

executive echoed that experience, but stated if her comment is ignored and then later 

repeated by a male, she called it out saying, “Oh, like what I just said?”  She noted that 

women were not always supportive.  She and her boss were making a presentation to a 

30-member board that had one female member.  Her boss began the presentation by 

praising the participant and that resulted in the board members giving her a standing 

ovation.  As the room quieted down, the only female board member remarked, “Oh look, 

how cute, she’s blushing.”  Her feeling was “I didn’t want to be cute, I wanted to be 

smart” and felt unsupported.  A second C-suite executive who stated she had “an anti-
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victim” mentality, upon reflection mentioned that there were “these meetings and they 

(one of the men) would say something and maybe it made no sense at all about what we 

were going to do. . . early in the conversation, I would say, Gee, I don't understand this, 

this doesn't make any sense to me, and the conversation would go on for about half an 

hour.”  As the meeting progressed, her observation was later repeated by a male in 

attendance, and the response would be “Yeah, you’re right John, that’s really what we 

ought to do” (marginalization).  

Participants also faced the equation of leadership with masculine traits, and more 

overt sexism.  “Oh, she is getting married, probably going to have a couple of kids, how 

does that factor into. . . making partner?”  One principal was asked at an interview “How 

I would balance the demands of the job with taking care of my family,” and noted she 

was unhappy with the question, yet knew if she said anything she would not get the job, 

adding it “puts women in a tough situation.  She also mentioned she was subjected to 

“slightly inappropriate sexual jokes or pats”, but noted “I’ve got a pretty tough side, so 

was able to sort of laugh it off, but there were times I thought, you’re such an asshole.”  

The counterintelligence officer was surprised when a nice guy she was going through 

officer training school with commented, “He did not think women should get the same 

salary as him”, as eventually he would “marry and have a family to support.”  She 

recognized she was a rarity (as a woman) while training, and said that some instructors 

“would use curse words”, see her and say, “well, we have another”, or   

“I’m not going to change my lecture because of them” and her response was “I just 

thought, what an idiot.”  When she was in a class that had an older instructor, “she had to 
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sit in a (separate) room with ear phones and listen” so the men would not be embarrassed 

with her in the same room when they were talking about sex abuse and crimes. 

Another aspect of sexism is the double bind women face. The double bind 

involves the contrast between the stereotypes we hold about women being nice compared 

to our beliefs about what a leader does that involves being tough and assertive. The 

double bind in the work place was evidenced by several of the women’s experiences.  

“When I became an assistant principal for the first time the superintendent said, “Why 

does a nice little girl like you want to do this?’  At a team meeting a C-suite executive 

discovered that the man she was mentoring not only passed off her team’s work as his 

own, but had been scheming to have some of her job functions transferred to him.  She 

lost her temper and the team decided to regroup after everyone calmed down.  That night 

she got a call from a senior manager who said, “You’re usually so respectful, how could 

you just attack him like that?” She did not feel she was to blame and asked for 

clarification.  He noted that “you really just launched into him” and she asked, “If a man 

said the things I said would you have the same impression? “He responded, ‘Well, no, it’s 

just that you’re always so nice’” (double bind).  Another top female executive put it very 

bluntly “If a guy’s not likeable as long as he is good at what he does, it does not matter.  

But as a female, if you’re not likeable you’re just a total bitch . . .So why would we 

promote a bitch to do the job?”  Conversely a C-suite executive, who believed that 

without her level of toughness there were certain positions or promotions within the 

company she would not have gotten, realized “There became a point where [toughness] 

got in the way, managing partner opportunities would come up across the U.S. [and] 

people would worry about whether I was a little too tough” (double bind). 
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A part of what some participants faced was the belief that women were not 

capable of serving in the position.  During her military career, a participant arrived only 

to hear from the head instructor, “There’s number three.”  She asked him, “What do you 

mean?” and he responded, “Well, you’re the third female to come through this course.  

The first one failed out.  The second one’s career only lasted a couple of years.  And so I 

hope you’re better than them.”   She described being troubled by this for three reasons, “it 

was really unprofessional”, it was the “the first time ever in a professional environment” 

that being female was pointed out, and “the first time I got tied to anybody else’s 

performance because of a common trait, that of being of the same gender.”  The fire 

captain noted, “Obviously a lot of people didn’t like having women around, did not think 

women could do it.  Thought the whole thing was one hokey social experiment, that 

women can’t do the job. [There] was enough awareness that they would not say it to your 

face, but you could figure out who liked you, who didn’t, who would work with you, who 

wouldn’t, who the accepting people were and who were the people that there was nothing 

you could do. . . they didn’t think you were worth a damn ” (marginalization).   

A law enforcement officer in a major U.S. city that was just beginning to increase 

the woman officers in the department did not face overt sexism outside of a comment 

from a fellow officer “when we’re taking down the door, why aren’t you on the 

(battering) ram instead of the hook (tool to pop metal door)?” which she believed implied 

she was lesser (marginalization).  She did point out her assignments were better than 

women in her training class who “had had training officers that wanted to sleep with 

them” or “were told on the first day on the job, I don’t believe women can do this, but I 

am stuck with you because they tell me I have to work with you.” 



SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 72 

Overt sexism as well as gender discrimination in how male and female employees 

are evaluated was indicated by two interviewees experiences with appearance and women 

in their professions.  One woman addressed television broadcasting and the importance of 

how women look when it comes to getting fewer assignments, “[my work] is sporadic 

because I’m not a man and also because how I look, ‘cause I’m not a knockout so I don’t 

get certain jobs.  So the fact that’s actually part of the evaluation process when it comes 

to being a female.  It irritates me.”  Another woman talked to one of the men who 

reviewed the folders to see which women would be allowed in the covert operation 

program.  “He said, ‘We review the folders and the first one of the criteria was they (the 

women) had to be good looking.’  And here was this male agent that was not good 

looking at all and I just looked at him. . .I wanted to say it and I didn’t, I’m sad they did 

not have it for males, too” (double standards). 

This study examined reasons for the underrepresentation of women in the highest 

level of leadership that were not expressed by the women in the study.  Three women 

acknowledged they adjusted their career paths and limited future positions because they 

had children, but they had already been in top positions when they made that 

determination.  The ambition gap was not mentioned and while not all women had what 

we think of today as mentoring, all had people who informally mentored them or at the 

least served as advocates for them. 

Surmounting the Barriers Through Building Social Capital  

 Developing social capital assisted the women in the interviews in navigating the 

barriers to their leadership.  Some factors that have influenced the building of social 

capital in women include family support, participation in athletics or extra-curricular 
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activities at school or outside of school, service leadership opportunities, and role models 

or mentors.  The study found that 14 of the 16 participants cited strong family support as 

one of the reasons for their success in life.  For many participants the role models and 

mentors who helped them develop a sense of community, as well as beliefs about where 

they fit into that community came from their own family members.  A sampling of their 

thoughts illustrates this:   

• “I really give the credit to my parents because with four children they always 

identified the importance of education, the importance of looking up, the 

importance of being able to stand on your feet and look out for ourselves.” 

(family dynamics, sense of importance, self-confidence messages, behavior 

expectations). 

•   “We all knew we were suppose to do well.  We were all capable.  My parents 

had gone back to school when we were young . . . figured that’s what you do. 

You go to school and you do well.” (self-confidence messages, behavior 

expectations).  

• When one participant had a “crisis in confidence” when she began at UCLA, she 

heard her mother’s voice in her head, “You’ll muddle through. . .You’ll figure it 

out.  It’ll be o.k.” (self-confidence messages). 

•     “. . .family values, my parents instilled in me that you treat people with respect 

above anything else. . .we practiced our faith but we never imposed it on anyone 

else, . . . that when someone needed a hand, you gave that.  There was never a 

question that we would go to college.” (family dynamics, self-confidence 

messages, behavior expectations).   
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•  “My mom would always say, ‘treat people with respect’.  But I think because of 

that and I saw her, how she interacted with people. . .I think people were drawn 

to me because I’d listen to them and I was nice to them” (family dynamics, sense 

of importance, self-confidence messages, behavior expectations).   

Siblings also played a role in social capital development.  In elementary and high 

school four participants mentioned the older siblings had helped set teacher expectations 

for their own academic achievement, and three attended the same university as their older 

sibling or siblings.  Sometimes siblings played roles that helped them build social capital 

and were important for their careers, but might be viewed as less than supportive.  One 

corporate executive shared her story, “My sister was going to be there (LMU). . .I 

intended to study political science or history. . .my sister thought ‘that’s dumb, you’ve 

got to study business’ I switched to business because my sister told me that’s what I 

should do.”  A second executive explained, “I think of lot of what formed me is having 

five brothers, and really rough brothers, like I grew my nails long to protect myself and 

fight back. . .now they are lawyers and doctors but back then they were like ruffians.  I 

have to fly on a corporate jet with the CEO and the President and what not and there'll be 

four of us on a plane, and sometimes you just sleep on the plane going from here to 

Europe and there's twin beds, but you're like five inches from the next bed and they’re 

like burping and farting and I’m like ‘Oh, my God, knock it off.’ I feel like I am with my 

brothers.  I think having brothers makes me more confident in the way I have to interact 

with the men and standing up to them but also kind of, I guess more anticipating how 

would a man handle this situation?  So they're expecting me to handle it this way and I'm 

not willing to change who I am but at least it makes me anticipate what they're expecting 
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and sometimes I can use that to my advantage and catch them completely off guard” 

(family dynamics, siblings). 

For two C-suite women athletics played a large role.  One partner in a large public 

firm felt that her familiarity with sports helped with clients, “I could talk the game as well 

as almost any man.  In fact, I remember one of my clients who was the controller at a 

construction company, so very sort of a man’s world.  He actually made a comment about 

my ability to talk about sports, which I think probably increased me in his eyes and made 

it acceptable that they brought a woman out to work on that engagement.”  Another 

woman who was a partner in an accounting firm noted the importance of learning to play 

golf in high school.  “A lot of my business relationships with clients were around a golf 

course. . I felt like if I could get a client to come out and play golf with me, and hangout 

for five hours, we would end up in a good relationship. It’s very hard to get a client for an 

isolated period of time. I think that I had a huge advantage.”  

Relationships were shaped through the sport of basketball for one astronaut as she 

described how the concept of a team was very important to her as a player because she 

was not one of the offensive stars. She believed that “her work ethic, and determination” 

led to her becoming “kind of a coach, a team captain” and she relished what she got out 

of that experience of being part of something “she helped build.”  That social 

development experience would be useful in working with team members from other 

countries on the International Space Station (sports). 

Sometimes tough situations created opportunities that helped develop social 

capital.  The fire captain had been dismayed to be told her junior year of high school, 

“We don’t have enough girls for a team, so there is no girls’ soccer this year, but would 
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you like to be a coach?”  As disheartening as not playing was for her, she did comment 

on the coaching experience and her leadership. “I’ll bet [coaching helped] . . . 

confidence-wise, about being in charge, being able to organize” Her players were 

kindergarten students so “it was a lot of fun to try to help the girls be active and learn. . 

.and then on Saturdays getting the game cards, following the rules, making sure 

everything’s together, so that was a bit of organization” (opportunities to be in charge).  

What We Know Versus Who We Know 

The interview question that caused the most hesitation among participants was, 

“Based on your personal experience, what is your reaction to ‘it is not what you know, it 

is who you know’ in relation to your professional success especially as it relates to people 

you admired, your role models, or mentors?  After I added the caveat, among individuals 

who are equally qualified, the participants readily answered and one explained, “I thought 

you were implying something like the old boys’ network.”  After it was clarified that 

their abilities, and qualifications, were equal, all participants agreed that on a level 

playing field, who you knew made a difference.  Two participants noted their fathers 

were well known in the education field and believed that led them to find mentors more 

easily and opened doors to available positions.  One participant believed her acceptance 

into a department’s graduate school program was related to her uncle working in a 

different department of the university.  In most participant’s cases, however, the human 

capital they brought to an organization led to the development of social capital and 

created respect for them among people in the position to assist their careers.  

The gender of career mentors, advocates, and champions did not appear to matter.  

In fact, male mentors or advocates were often the norm.  The counterintelligence agent 
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found out her male peers in the class stood up for her, “a lot of the guys in my class 

talked to these instructors afterward and told them they were, the rude people they were” 

(peers, advocates).  The agent also mentioned that she had resented her commander 

having her go to the ladies’ [other agents’ wives] luncheon and argued that she was an 

agent and “I’m suppose to be working.”  Her commander insisted and explained to her 

that she was a novelty and they “just kind of want to scope you out.”  It was excellent 

mentoring advice because “they all turned out to be nice ladies, and turned out to be my 

friends.”  The commander had helped her build her social capital through providing other 

supporters for her.  She later had another commander that “really encouraged me and 

knew I had an interest in counterintelligence” and helped get her assignments that led to 

advancement (career mentor).  The other military service member had all male mentors 

in the service because, “I always found the people that . . .did not just accomplish things, 

but had the respect of everybody around them.  And that’s what I emulate off of.  And the 

military unit I was in didn’t have any females that outranked me.  So my mentors were 

always male” (role models, career mentors). 

The paucity of females in positions of leadership in their career fields found other 

interviewees being mentored and encouraged by male superiors.  Two of the C-suite 

women worked for a company that only had one female partner at the time.  Both of their 

careers benefited greatly from male partners who took an interest in them and mentored 

them, and both of these women did become partners (career mentors).  The same 

firefighter, who was given responsibility to coach a group of kindergarteners when she 

was 16, was seen by her earliest captain as someone who should pursue the driver’s job 

(which is second in the line of command at a station in her county’s department).  “Oh, 
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you can do this. You need to take the test.  You need to try this.” He taught her to drive 

when she was still a firefighter.  He then continued to push her to take on more roles, “If 

you don’t do that, you’re going to be working for one of your co-workers that takes the 

job.  So you may not think that you’re ready yet, but everybody else in the same room is, 

so if you don’t take it you’re going to be working for the idiot that took it” (career 

mentors).  The police commander as a young lieutenant was met by her new captain who 

sat down with her for two hours and asked her to, “Tell me everything about your 

command.”  After she finished, he stated, “Okay, I’ve just found one area of this 

command I don’t have to worry about.”  Although, they were never close, and only spoke 

about business, when he was promoted, he told her, “If you ever need anything let me 

know.”  That man was “my advocate when I made captain. He was my advocate when I 

made commander, because he was very much in a power position at that time” 

(advocate).  In the case of the military counterintelligence agent who had moved to a 

civilian intelligence position (but stayed in the reserves) being known earned her plum 

assignments in the reserve.  “People knew me as a civilian agent so they knew what . . .I 

was capable of, so they would request me a lot. . .I was one of two reservists that went 

through the inspection and safety center and I augmented the active duty on inspections.  

And so I got to travel in Europe a lot, because they would request me (advocate).  

Because again, they knew what I was capable of and I did work hard.” 

The information benefits of social capital relationships where “who you know” 

can have an impact on the information you receive was experienced by some participants.  

The college president had worked with a headhunter on a search committee for a new 

president when she was at her former institution.  When her current job opened up, the 
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headhunter contacted her and thought this job was “the perfect job for me”. The 

participant was not actively looking for a new position, but the headhunter remembered 

her from their previous working relationship (advocate). The counterintelligence agent’s 

supervisor wanted her to do a certain task, but apparently the FBI did not want to 

relinquish control.  “The FBI agent that I was working with in the field had warned her 

about it beforehand (importance of contacts, inside information). And my agency up-

tailed it to my headquarters who backed me up.”   

The NASA astronaut had been the lead science researcher assigned to the Russia 

space program and had been called into a U.S. commission meeting on safety regarding 

science experiments in Russia. “. . .they took me in a room [she later realized was likely 

bugged] and started asking me these questions. . .” She had no interest in throwing the 

Russians under the bus and so she accepted responsibility for things that had gone wrong 

(leadership style).  She added in regard to the Russians that after that meeting, “I had 

more people talking to me next week than you would believe.”  This action would be 

important later in Russia.  She and her team walked into a planning meeting to find her 

Russian counterpart missing.  She understood something was wrong, and that her team 

was likely being given the run around, so she announced that they were leaving the 

meeting and heading back to the U.S.  Thanks to the previously established social capital 

and the mutual respect she had with her Russian counterpart, he contacted later that day 

to give her the news that the Russian mission to carry the science materials would not 

launch as planned.  The only thing he could offer was smaller room for experiments on 

two supply ships.  This information allowed the team to work frantically throughout the 

weekend and have experiments ready for the Russians that met the supply ships’ 
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requirements (importance of contacts, inside information).  This insider information 

provided the American astronaut with science experiments for his space station mission.   

Leadership Styles and Leadership/Followership. 

All 16 women described their personal leadership style as either collaborative, 

cooperative, or in terms of a team. Three women used the term authentic leadership to 

describe themselves as leaders, and five used the term servant leader.  Three of the 

participants, even though in interviewing them it was clear they had been in leadership 

positions in their twenties and thirties did not think of themselves as leaders until it was 

suggested to them by others.  Some of the participants’ thoughts on their own leadership:  

• “Cooperative. Try not to dictate, more coaching, open personality and people 

know I am approachable.” 

•   “. . .servant leader, good at putting things together, quieter-better not to seek the 

limelight, you see a great idea from someone else. . .and I figure out how to help 

that person get that done.” 

•   “The job of the principal is to hold people accountable for doing their jobs well 

but then to provide the support and materials necessary to make sure the job can 

be done well.  Asking for help brings people together and it is important to lead 

by example.” 

•   “I am a servant leader. When I’m a leader what keeps me up at night is figuring 

out how to make other people realize their potential, convince them that they are 

good enough.  And I see my job as breaking down all the barriers so they can 

achieve the things I can’t imagine.  I see true leaders when everything is going 

well, they’re in the background.  When it hits the fan and things are really going 
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wrong, that’s when you see them. They’re in front. They’re taking blame. On the 

worst day, when your group has the worse day, you’ve got to have your best day.” 

• “A leader has to be a spear catcher.  They have to take the blame for the team.” 

The participants had all had experience with the fluid nature of the 

leadership/followership dynamic as it had applied to their career or life 

experiences. 

• “Yes you need leaders, but other people are valuable, . . .the rest of the people 

may be following a command and they’re doing what they are told, [but] they’re 

also respected for being a follower.  That is as important of a job as being a 

leader.”   

• “In the fire department in any kind of emergency everyone has a role to play. 

Working together is vitally important just as much as having someone in charge. 

. . so cooperation at filling a role and filling whatever needs to be done, if you 

don't’ have someone to do it, you step forward.” 

•   “In a choir you have to fulfill your part in the choir, but then you also have to be 

a part of the team and follow, stand in the background and blend.” 

•  “As a principal I believe in the importance of the leadership/followership 

dynamic, although I think I am better at followership in terms of support and 

having a lot to offer.” 

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings  

The school’s role in building social capital in female students could benefit from 

exploring the study data from two different thematic aspects.  If we use Table 2, the 

“Importance of Family and Community, School Experiences, and Activities Outside of 
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School”, each contain factors that are important for social capital development in 

students.  Social capital development is further enhanced as relationships are built and 

benefitted from under the theme of “What we know vs. Who We Know.”  Finally, an 

awareness of obstacles is the first step to successfully surmounting them, so information 

about the “Barriers” to women’s leadership is beneficial to the school community.  

However, the importance of discussion of leadership barriers has value for students 

primarily in the context of how building social capital is a means to overcome obstacles 

on one’s leadership journey.  For educators and schools providing students with social 

capital experiences could equip them with another navigation tool for leadership success.  

Depending on the grade level and audience, taking those themes that build social capital 

and ordering their contents into unstructured, semi-structured and structured experiences 

may be useful. 

Schools do not have control over the experiences of students within their family 

and community.  However, once students arrive on campus, staff members serve as role 

models who can reinforce the social development building messages and actions that 

occur outside of school.  Schools conversely can also help parents reinforce the social 

development experiences and messages students receive in school and at home through 

school communications, parent education events in conjunction with parent groups, 

school assemblies, and activities that are open to parents as well as students.  

Students often experience having the same teachers as their older siblings.  This 

can be a double-edged sword for students.  Women in the study mentioned this as 

generally positive in three cases, as older siblings had been good students and so the 

teacher’s assumed the study participant was also a good student. Conversely one 
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participant, whose sister was a poor student, was automatically assumed to be a poor 

student, based on the teacher’s prior experience with her sister.  This reflects the impact 

of teacher expectations that are part of the school experiences theme and point to the 

importance of high expectations for all students who enter a teacher’s classroom. 

Teacher expectations, setting a high standard for academic accomplishment and 

reinforcing that behavior is important to help students build human capital and develop 

social capital.  The bright but class skipping C-suite woman never missed the shorthand 

teacher’s class because she appreciated the environment of professionalism.  The school 

superintendent who after being told, and believing she was “being very, very good at 

math”, was surprised and likely disappointed to find she was not identified as gifted.  

Fortunately, her classroom teacher was dismissive of labels and emphasized the strong 

enrichment that would be happening in class when the gifted students left the room. In 

these examples you see not only the result of teacher expectations, but also the teacher 

encouragement that comes from being sensitive to students’ feelings and needs. 

The value of offering a variety of activities for students was evidenced throughout 

the interviews.  School experiences offer a good venue to incorporate structured, semi-

structured, and unstructured activities.  Athletics played a large role in the development 

of social capital for many of the participants.  For the most part participation in athletics, 

marching band, and other activities with coaches or faculty directors are structured 

activities, as coaches or directors are responsible for developing guidelines, determining 

practices times, and how student participation is determined.  However, teammates and 

other members of the school community may be involved in semi-structured activities 

such as organizing team dinners or band fundraisers.  Individuals or small groups may 
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engage in unstructured activities, such as determining how much of their own time is 

dedicated to practice.  Student government, cheerleading, and comparable organizations 

that give students the opportunity to have some authentic leadership experiences under 

adult guidance, such as being a yearbook or newspaper editor, mentoring younger 

students, or being a team captain build social capital.  Activities outside of school, 

especially if they have some school connection such as Girl Scouts, 4-H, robotics clubs or 

the Air Force sponsored Cyberpatriot give students the opportunity to experience 

leadership in activities that move beyond the school setting.  These types of activities are 

semi-structured in nature, with students again given the opportunity to experience the 

fluid nature of followership/leadership. 

If schools are committed to developing social capital they should create a 

comprehensive curriculum that systematically builds social capital through reinforcing 

students experience in the home and community that are designed to develop self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1977).  The curriculum should include training for staff members in 

gender-neutral terminology such as firefighter and police officer, the availability of 

materials showing women in a variety of professions including ones where women are 

underrepresented, and ensuring students are aware of female role models in 

underrepresented areas via guest speakers, videos, classroom libraries, etc.  If a person 

does not see someone like them in a role, they may believe they cannot themselves have 

that role.  The police commander benefited from the recruitment of women. “[the 

department] and it was just in the early stages of them really strongly encouraging, I think 

based on a lawsuit, women to join the police department.  They have these evening 

programs where you could go and work out and practice taking the physical fitness test.  
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Maybe a dozen women in our class of which total had about 80 graduated, there was so 

much camaraderie. . .The numbers in classes are so much smaller now, and I remember 

one class where I saw one female graduate, and I sat there thinking, how isolating is that?  

The company of other women was really critical.”  One astronaut was in high school 

when NASA accepted the first female astronauts, she realized it was now possible for 

women to be astronauts.  The fire captain noted that at her first station there was one 

female engineer there regularly, and another female engineer, maybe from another station 

around some of the time. “They were doing the job, so it was obvious that you could do 

this. It wasn’t like I was trying to do something that no one else was doing. . . There were 

other women in positions that I could see, Well, yeah, she can do.  I can do it.” 

We need to empower students through existing programs.  Our school uses a 

bullying prevention program that looks at the bully, the target, and the bystander.  It is 

often the bystander who has the best chance of ending the bullying behavior.  Sharing 

with students actions bystanders can take, such as the peer who stood up for the study 

participant when she was a 6th grade girl with no friends, sharing appropriate videos 

regarding bystander behavior from shows like, “What would you do” or having students 

create anti-bullying posters, skits, and videos themselves are possible steps.  This helps 

students understand the leadership/followership dynamic and the importance of 

bystander, or followers being engaged and stepping up when needed.  It would be 

worthwhile to look at unstructured and semi-structured activities such as recess and day 

care settings to see how social capital development may be encouraged.  Schools 

participating in the Global Day of Play would be one way students could have fun and 

build social skills and leadership skills at the same time.  Students participating in events 
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like the Global Day of Play would experience the semi-structured environment of game 

playing with the unstructured opportunity to play games of their choice.  Finally schools 

can help students see what leadership is through a different lens.  The experience of 

NASA astronauts, members of Olympic gold medal teams, and firefighters demonstrate 

the fluid nature of the leadership/followership dynamic, the importance of collaboration, 

and teamwork to the leadership styles they develop. 

Summary 

The aim of this phenomenological study was to discover experiences or actions 

that led to the development of social capital in women who have reached the top level of 

leadership in their professions.  Sixteen women in top leadership positions were 

interviewed and experiences that helped build their social capital were extrapolated. 

These social capital building findings led to the purpose of the study, to discover the 

actions that schools could take to build social capital in female kindergarten through 

eighth grade students.  

The findings indicate that participants in this study were aware of the problem 

explored in this study, the underrepresentation of U.S. women in leadership positions, 

had experienced some of the barriers to leadership that led to that underrepresentation 

and yet had attained top leadership positions.  The women in this study had successfully 

navigated some of these obstacles to leadership because of their social capital which had 

been built through family support, participation in athletics, extra-curricular activities in 

schools or through outside organizations, service leadership opportunities, role models, 

and mentors.  Those findings helped answer the first research question, “What factors led 

to the development of social capital in women who hold senior executive positions in 
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corporations or similar positions in government and other organizations.  The findings 

indicate that the participants’ experiences in school provide evidence for possible 

solutions to the second research question, “What role can/do schools play in building 

social capital in female students?  The information gleaned from this study will be 

discussed in Chapter 5 as the participants’ experiences will be analyzed in relation to the 

aim of study, to discover experiences or actions that led to the development of social 

capital in women who have reached the top levels of leadership in their professions.  That 

information will help fulfill the purpose of the study, to discover the actions schools 

could take to build social capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATION 

Introduction 

 This qualitative study addressed the problem of the underrepresentation of 

women in the United States in leadership positions in companies, government agencies, 

and other organizations.  The problem was explored through the lens of the importance of 

social capital to the development of women’s leadership.  A phenomenological study 

design was selected, and the phenomena that was examined was the development of 

social capital in women who had been successful in their leadership journeys.  The 16 

women who were interviewed had experienced the same phenomena they had all become 

top-level leaders in their professions.  The information gleaned in the participants’ 

interviews fulfilled the aim of the study, to discover experiences and actions that led to 

the development of social capital women and helped them attain top leadership positions.  

This information may be useful to elementary, middle, and junior high schools in 

developing leadership curriculum that builds social capital. 

This study examined women’s experiences with the development of social capital 

and this chapter will first suggest a proposed solution that reflects the purpose of the 

study, to discover actions that schools may take to build social capital in female 

kindergarten through eighth grade students.  The chapter will then explore implications 

for schools in the proposed solution’s implementation.  The practical, research, and 

leadership implications for the solution will be considered and final conclusions 

presented. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice study was to discover the 

actions schools could take to build social capital in female kindergarten through eighth 

grade students. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to discover experiences or actions that led to the 

development of social capital in women who have reached the top levels of leadership in 

their professions.  

Proposed Solution 

Schools are tasked with, and often evaluated on, their ability to develop the 

human capital of their students.  Schools generally follow the content standards, 

curriculum framework, and instructional materials that have been established by their 

state’s Department of Education.  State and sometimes national testing is used to measure 

students’ performance.  The schools have an organized plan in place to help all students 

meet these benchmarks.  Activities that develop social capital in students also occur at 

school, whether it is in the classroom when students are involved in collaborative 

learning environments, during recess time with student-directed play, or through 

activities that require being part of a team or group such as athletics, band, student 

government, robotics, or campus clubs.  However, although these and other social capital 

building experiences occur, they usually happen in isolation, not as part of a systematic 

plan to build social capital in students.  For our school to successfully build social capital 

in female kindergarten through eighth grade students we must create a school culture that 

takes a comprehensive approach to social capital building.  
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To create a comprehensive school culture that builds social capital will require 

extensive collaboration among staff members.  Our school has the foundation for social 

capital building already in place.  Our curriculum materials such as textbooks, classroom 

library sets, and our school library have selections that feature male and female 

protagonists equally.  The school curriculum offerings provide fictional and non-fiction 

role models of women in leadership roles.  Teachers submit weekly lesson plans that 

specifically include leadership-related activities and role models for leadership.  The 

importance of role models to women’s career success was noted by Marx and Roman 

(2002) and Komives, Longerbeam, Ownen, Mainella, & Osteen, (2006).  Several women 

interviewed, (for example, the school superintendent, firefighter and astronaut) cited the 

importance of role models in terms of seeing other women doing what they wanted to do, 

reinforcing the idea that their dream was obtainable.  Students often cite parents and 

family members as people they admire and who serve as role models.  As previously 

noted, several participants in the study mentioned that their parents were nice people, and 

that they emphasized the importance of being nice or treating others with respect. Our 

school can reinforce parents’ values while helping develop social capital in students.  

   The idea of moving seamlessly between leadership and followership depending 

on the situation was discussed by several study participants, with comments such as, “yes 

you need leaders. . .but others are respected for being followers”, “. . .in an emergency 

everyone has a role to play. . .cooperation at filling a role, if you don’t have someone to 

do it, you step forward”, “in a choir you have to fulfill your part in the choir, but you also 

have to be a part of the team and follow”.  These statements support our staff discussions 

and curricular lessons about the leadership/followership dynamic, whether it is part of 
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religion class with Jesus as a servant leader, discussing in social studies class a 

commander change on the International Space Station, or a first grade class walking to 

recess with a line leader, the majority of students in the middle, and the student caboose 

at the end, our students can come to understand the fluid nature inherit in the 

leadership/followership dynamic.  Many teachers incorporate collaborative working 

groups, with students rotating through various team positions, especially in classes such 

as science.  An extensive offering of athletics, other extra-curricular activities, and 

campus organizations give students opportunities to work together collaboratively for a 

common goal.  We host an annual two-day leadership event where students in grades K-8 

take part in numerous collaborative and challenging contests. Our school activities and 

practices are support by the literature, with the value of engaged followers noted by 

Chaleff, (2003); and Bennis, (2007). The leadership day challenge course development 

was influenced by former astronaut selection exercises and three members of the study 

had provided feedback as facilitators on the challenge course and as role models in their 

question and answer sessions with our students.  While we have taken several steps to 

develop student leadership, we have only just begun to articulate our leadership 

development efforts in the context of building social capital in our students.  Moreover, 

our efforts are not effectively integrated nor vertically or horizontally articulated 

throughout the grades or among the subject areas in grades five through eight where 

departmentalization exists.  

Working Toward a Solution:  Personnel and Planning 

The initial movement toward a comprehensive leadership curriculum that 

included building social capital across grade and subject levels began at the end of the 
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2016-2017 school year.  Our school administrative structure had consisted of a Director 

of Leadership, A Director of Curriculum, an Assistant Principal (AP) and Principal.  Our 

Curriculum Director was retiring and my Director of Leadership expressed an interest in 

working full-time.  This provided an opportunity reshape the administrative team to 

better facilitate the creation of the social capital developing-leadership building 

curriculum that was our goal.  The school board approved my recommendation to change 

the administrative structure to three Assistant Principals with both distinct and 

overlapping duties to work in collaboration with me.  We now have an AP for Academic 

and Student Services, an AP for Curriculum and Instruction, and an AP for Leadership 

and Operations.  All of us have daily teaching responsibilities, I teach 8th grade American 

history and my assistant principals teach 7th grade science, English Language Learners, 

and P.E. as well as leadership courses.  They were tasked with working with me to create 

a plan to systematically build leadership in our students using social capital development.  

We planned to gather information on our own to share informally with each other during 

the summer and fall as I analyzed and completed my research and began writing my 

dissertation, and the assistant principals assumed their new positions.   

We began to meet in November of 2017.  Our preliminary discussions centered on 

findings from my research and from data they had collected, discussions of personal 

experiences in social capital building, expression of thoughts on our respective leadership 

styles, and thoughts on how we could incorporate this into our school’s mission 

statement, and student learning outcomes (School Handbook, 2017-2018).  The first 

action we took was to prepare a preliminary SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, Threats) analysis regarding the implementation of comprehensive 
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approach to social capital building.  We plan to discuss the initial analysis with 

stakeholders (school board, faculty, staff, parents, and students) at their designed 

meetings and informally with student groups to solicit their input in February.  

Current Status of Proposed Solution 

Table 4:  SWOT Analysis of Leadership-Social Capital Development Status 
 
 
(SWOT)  Strengths  Weaknesses  Opportunities   Threats 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Strengths     Weaknesses 
 
Faculty-innovate, early adopters  Unstructured and semi-structured play 
School board support, Funding available relies on least trained staff, Inclusive 
Administration specifically tasked (first- language, stereotypes can be an issue, 
hand knowledge, teach), Staff familiar Need for additional training and materials, 
with collaboration, and social capital,  Curriculum is already full, staff stretched 
(Strengthfinder, books read as staff  with extra-curricular activities, most  
daily best thing/goal-partner,    teachers have additional school programs 
WASC accreditation process)   they direct, coach, or advise 
 
Opportunities     Threats 
 
Parent involvement, Expertise can  Economic downturn impacts funding 
be solicited through the Booster   Loss of key personnel, Failure to actively 
Club, and school media, Alignment  monitor the process and lose comprehensive 
of implementation with  WASC  aspect of the program, Mission fatigue,  
cycle lessens/integrates work load   come to view it leadership as a box to be  
for staff, Involve students in the    checked not as a continuous cycle of  
process of creating an integrated  improvement 
curriculum for building leadership 
through social capital 
 

The second action we have taken is working to refine a project we discussed with 

faculty members last year where students in K-8 select five males and five females each 

year they admire, and write why they admire the person and how that person is a leader.  

The length of the writing aligns with their grade level writing standards. The completed 

student project would be given to them at the end of their 8th grade year.  We will begin 
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early in 2018 to get the first year of selection and writing completed.  The projects’ 

purpose is to have students reflect on what makes someone a person to admire, and what 

factors make a person a leader.  This is part of the school experiences theme expressed by 

study participants in regard to teachers, mentors, peers and role models. 

For the rest of the 2017-2018 school year we will mostly work on making existing 

practices better.  The assistant principals have already begun to examine lesson plans and 

classroom materials and offer suggestions.  Particular focus is being placed on the theme 

school experiences, looking at the school opportunities to be in charge and teamwork 

codes.  The Leadership AP will begin supplementing leadership and social capital 

development curriculum through introducing activities or lessons in K-8 classrooms on a 

rotating basis starting in January.  Our school has a student goal group assigned to every 

faculty member. These are groups of seven to nine students who remain together 

beginning in fifth grade until they graduate in eighth.  They meet for prayer on Tuesday 

mornings with their advisor to share concerns, and once every five or six weeks for a 

mid-morning snack and special activity.  The Curriculum AP has created team-building 

activities for our goal groups that will begin with the December 2017 goal meeting.  

 Our guest speaker for our February two-day leadership event has been booked 

and staff planning is already underway for activities that occur in the classroom.  Part of 

the leadership event involves a challenge course for seventh and eighth grade students 

who are divided into teams.  Each station activity includes a debriefing where students 

evaluate the exercise through the evaluation of their teamwork, judgment/decision-

making, communication, and leadership/followership.  An adult facilitator records their 

observations.  The goal is to see improvement in the targeted areas as each team moves 
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through the six stations.  Students in grades five and six have similar challenge events, 

but they occur in the classroom.  Students in kindergarten through fourth grade play 

collaborative games in the classroom. The leadership event supports study participants’ 

experiences on the importance of self-confidence messages, opportunities to be in charge, 

role models and teamwork. 

Preliminary Evaluation of Implementation Efforts 

For our school to be successful in the development of social capital we must look 

for ways to evaluate our efforts.  We have four years of wrinkled challenge station sheets 

that we looked at each year to explore the improvement of teams on the challenge course.  

However, we need to change the way we number the sheets in order to see if team 

performance improves from start to finish and then enter the data into an online database 

to be able to more readily access and track data.  There are other ways we currently 

collect information.  Each seventh and eighth grade student completes a self-ranking on 

their own leadership qualities approximately two weeks prior to the two-day event.  At 

the conclusion of the two-days, students again fill out the self-ranking of the leadership 

qualities and the two are compared, and the data recorded on spreadsheets by our IT staff.  

We can use that data, as well as student assignments such as “I think I am a leader 

because. . .” or “these are the qualities of good leaders” to help understand what students 

are thinking about leadership.  We have some other sources that indicate students are 

thinking of themselves as leaders. Last year for the first time several students wrote in 

their Baccalaureate booklets that the main thing they learned at our school was how to be 

a leader.   
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A more coordinated approach to data collection is needed, and again, it should be 

comprehensive in nature.  One idea is to examine school discipline incidents that involve 

failure of bystanders to stop incidents from escalating which is consistent with our 

bullying prevention program and then work with those students in building social capital. 

Part of that process may involve role-playing.  The women in the study were often 

subjected to remarks that were indicated they were not up to job and it seemed that these 

women did not internalize those messages.  They ignored them in most cases, although 

several women shared the disdainful thoughts that went through their minds.  Role 

playing could also help the bystanders understand that value of standing up for others and 

being part of collective good that would be social capital building. 

My goal for the 2018-2019 school year is to have in addition to the regular 

administrative and faculty groups that work on curriculum and grade level concerns, four 

task forces set up that include additional stakeholders who explored social capital and 

leadership development.  One task force would work with curriculum implementation, 

textbook adoptions, and classroom materials, the second with co-curricular and extra-

curricular activities and would include the possibility of more offerings for students in 

kindergarten through fourth grade, the third with training of staff and ongoing 

professional development, and the fourth task force would look at the physical plant and 

strategic management of resources.  These task forces are somewhat aligned with areas of 

the WASC accreditation process so findings of the task forces will be useful to that 

process.  We are up for our mid-term WASC review in March of 2019 so this solution 

would lend itself well to becoming a part of our six-year accreditation cycle. 
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Support for the Solution  

My research indicates that factors that have been instrumental in developing 

social capital in women and thereby played a role in assisting them to overcome barriers 

to leadership they have encountered often occur as a part of their school experiences. 

Their participation in athletics was cited by 10 of the 16 study participants, and 15 of 16 

participants were involved in extra-curricular activities in school or through outside 

organizations often affiliated with schools.  The study participants’ experiences in 

athletics (Kelinski, Mayer, and Chan, 2001; Pedersen & Seidman, 2004), and 

involvement in extra-curricular activities in schools or through outside organizations 

often affiliated with schools (Eccles, Barber, Stone & Hunt, 2003; Feldman & Matjasko, 

2005) importance was supported by the literature.  While none of the participants went to 

schools that required community service to graduate, some had been part of service 

organizations and performed service leadership (Astin, Vogelsesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; 

Des Marais, Yang, & Farzanehkia, 2000).  Almost every participant mentioned at least 

one school staff member that served as a role model or mentor, whether elementary 

school, high school or even into graduate school for others (Marx, & Roman, 2002; 

Komives, Longerbeam, Owen, Mainella, & Osteen, 2006) helped develop social capital. 

The interviews with the study’s participants support the importance of school 

experiences to the development of social capital.  Whether it was involvement in 

athletics, marching band, cheerleading, choir, a variety of school clubs, or the interactions 

with teachers and coaches, many social capital development experiences occurred.  These 

women learned to be part of a group working toward the same goal, overcome 

disappointments and continue on, collaborate on academic projects, and serve others.  
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They recounted teachers and peers who supported, encouraged, and challenged them.  

Many of the study’s participants were given opportunities to have authentic leadership 

experiences, where they decided how an activity would be performed, and even at a 

young age served as mentors or coaches for others. 

The participant interviews supported the literature that a variety of experiences in 

schools can play a strong role in the development of social capital in female students.  

For our school, these findings will be used to undertake a comprehensive approach to 

building social capital that permeates the climate of the school and creates a school 

culture that is carefully designed to develop social capital.   

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 For our school, there are many factors already in place that will be useful in the 

implementation of the proposed solution.  Our school board approved the creation of a 

leadership academy and the hiring of an assistant principal tasked with leadership 

development.  As principal I continue to meet with faculty members to understand what 

experiences in the classroom help students develop their leadership and ascertain their 

thoughts about what additional support students might need.  Parents have been 

enthusiastic about the academy and our annual two-day leadership event.  Over the past 

year, as I worked on my dissertation regarding what social capital is and how schools 

could help develop it, it has been discussed with staff members and with our board.  

Resources have already been allocated in the budget to begin to implement the 

development of social capital using a comprehensive approach.  
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Policies Influenced/Influencing the Proposed Solution   

The proposed solution likely would not create policy change as much as have us 

examine how we may allocate personnel or funds.  It may become an influencing factor 

on curriculum selection, but we already strive to have gender-balanced curricular 

materials.  I do not see any policy structures in place that would prevent us from building 

this comprehensive curriculum for our students.  The school board, staff, and parents 

support has been instrumental in beginning to build this program.  The mission statement 

of the leadership academy (School handbook, 2017-2018) reflects our church and 

school’s faith based values. “Creating positive change in the world by developing student 

and staff leaders who act justly, love mercifully, and walk humbly with their Lord (Micah 

6:8).  Two of our five Student Learning Outcomes reflect leadership (School handbook, 

2017-2018): 

1) “Faithful Servants of God-Students develop a deepening faith and 

understanding of God grace evidenced by acts of servant leadership.” 

2) “Responsible Citizens-Students mature as productive, conscientious citizens 

who demonstrate the technical (hard) and non-technical (soft) skills of leadership.”  

Potential barriers and obstacles to proposed solution.  Our school families have 

high expectations for their children, and I have never had a conversation with any school 

parent that did not indicate college was the expectation for their son or daughter.  

However, it is likely that there are some ingrained attitudes or beliefs in families about 

what boys and girls should do in terms of academic pursuits or leadership.  Roughly two-

thirds of our school population is comprised of cultures that have traditionally placed a 

higher value on male children.  Yet in our school’s extra-curricular activities and in 
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activities outside of school their sons and daughters seem equally involved in those social 

capital building experiences.  A more insidious influence lies in the depiction of women 

in television, movies and other media in ways that are not often supportive of women in 

leadership roles.  It would be valuable for all staff members to be informed of findings 

such as those detailed by the Geena Davis Institute on Gender to help provide awareness 

of the messages as I also believe that staff development in regard to their own attitudes 

and beliefs, the importance of using gender-neutral language such as firefighter or police 

officer, as well as strategies to help more recess activities be student-directed rather than 

staff directed would be useful.  We intend to set up a task force to provide training to our 

staff members.  This type of information would also be useful as part of our parent 

information efforts. 

Financial/budget issues related to proposed solution.  The solution will involve 

some additional cost.  Most of the cost would have been already budgeted because we 

allocate professional development funds each year and it is simply a matter of what the 

professional development will have as its focus.  However, the proposed solution 

involved the addition of an assistant principal of leadership to help drive the 

implementation.  This has been presented to the school board and has been approved.  

Other issues or stakeholders related to proposed solution.  While my dissertation 

in practice concerns the development of social capital in female students, for the most 

part with stakeholders, particularly parents and students, I will be discussing the 

implementation of the proposed solution in terms of student leadership in a gender-

neutral manner.  Whether the curriculum and extra-curricular activities, as well as 

opportunities to practice and engage in authentic leadership activities build social capital 
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in male students was not part of my study. However, it seems to me that these types of 

activities are good for all young people.  I certainly believe that having all students 

understand that the leadership/followership dynamic is fluid and that there is true value in 

collaboration are strong life skills to teach to students. 

Change theory.  The change this proposed solution requires is evolutionary in 

nature, and as previously noted, supports Burke’s remarks that equated evolutionary 

change with continual change (2014).  Continual change is something that is familiar to 

all of our stakeholders as it is part of the WASC accreditation process, a six-year cycle of 

organizational review of practices and attainment of student learning outcomes. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

The implementation of the proposed solution has already begun.  After the 

analysis of literature in working on my dissertation proposal, and with the knowledge that 

our school was going to need to repurpose some rooms to allow for the addition of a third 

kindergarten classroom, I approached the school board with an architect’s design for the 

remodeling of the room next to the school office to incorporate not only the staff 

members displaced by the additional kindergarten classroom addition, but also to allow 

office space for a third assistant principal to be added to the staff who would be directly 

involved with leadership development.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

The factors and stakeholders related to the implementation of the proposed 

solution involve numerous aspects of the school community.  The solution involves 

school board member support, and most importantly the involvement of the staff in 

creating and implementing social capital building into the curricular and extra-curricular 
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activities and experiences of our students.  It would also involve keeping parents 

informed of our progress and using parent connections and resources to provide 

additional opportunities for our students through guest speakers or parent-generated 

activities. 

The school board’s role in implementing the proposed solution.  Our school board 

meets once per month, and as all school board members are members of the church I 

have often spoken to them on Sundays after church, as they have been interested in my 

doctoral progress. The school board has funded my doctoral program as part of a policy I 

proposed to the school board several years ago.  The school assists all staff members who 

want to pursue additional education and educational degrees.  The school board has 

always been a strong proponent of developing staff members’ human capital and believed 

that would translate into better instruction and curriculum development for the students 

under our care.  

Principal’s role in implementing the proposed solution.  The proposed solution 

involves several steps.  The school board approval was needed for financial 

considerations such as remodeling office space for the addition of a full-time staff 

member, and additional monies placed in the budget for staff and training.  These two 

steps to the implementation have already occurred.  Our part-time Director of Leadership, 

began her new duties as the full-time Assistant Principal of Operations and Leadership in 

November, 2017.  I will lead the discussion of the preliminary SWOT analysis, and will 

work with the administrative team and staff in the holding of our annual leadership event 

in February, the refinement of existing practices that can be put in place this year, and the 

assembly of task forces for next year.  I may move to more of an encourager role within 
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the school and let my assistant principals be out front leading our efforts.  I will likely be 

more involved with communication of our progress with our church and school board as 

well as parent booster meetings.  

Building support for the proposed solution.  The next step to be taken in this 

process is to provide in-service training for all staff members to introduce them to the 

concept of social capital, its connection to human capital, and why it is important we 

build social capital in our students.  During these professional development times, the 

underrepresentation of women in top leadership positions will be discussed, as well as the 

barriers that women face on their leadership journey.  Then the themes that emerged from 

collected data from the study that revealed how women’s social capital was developed 

will be presented along with evidence from the literature review.  During that 

presentation, the sharing of staff members’ thoughts about their own social capital 

development will be solicited.  

The second phase of the process involves intensive collaboration.  Faculty 

members and administrators (all administrators at our school teach at least one subject) 

will examine the current curriculum and analyze instructional delivery methods in 

relation to social capital development both at their grade level and in subject areas.  As 

part of the curriculum examination, all school activities, in the classroom, at recess and 

lunch, and extra-curricular activities such as athletics, music, student government, clubs, 

and organizations will be reviewed by coaches, faculty activity directors, day care staff, 

teaching assistants, department heads, and administrators to consider how each may 

contribute to social capital development.  Specifically, the study’s qualitative findings 

regarding the importance of being nice, schools reinforcement of parent and family 
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messages and values, deportment in general, teamwork, and the influence of teachers and 

peers will be compared to the what occurs at our school.  To assist with the horizontal 

and vertical integration of activities inside and outside the classroom in developing a 

curriculum that builds social capital in female students, staff members may find it 

practical to first place curricular and extracurricular activities into the categories of 

structured, semi-structured, and unstructured.  This will allow us to organize social 

capital building experiences in a way that helps students develop leadership in a 

sequential manner. 

I am fortunate that I am a principal at a school with talented faculty members and 

other administrators.  Many of the social capital building extra-curricular activities are 

possible due to teachers or administrators willing to shoulder additional responsibilities. 

Others are generated from areas of staff interest.  In the past month, my Assistant 

Principal for Academic and Student Services (and 7th grade science teacher) wanted to 

assist struggling students by having students on the cusp of ineligibility due to academic 

performance to be required to attend a new Grade Recovery Intervention Program (GRIP) 

she is beginning.  The 5th grade language arts teacher, who has been dealing with 

bullying, formed a lunch program for 4th through 6th grade students called Empathy, 

Compassion, Hope, and Opposition to Bullying, (ECHO) which is meeting weekly.  As 

principal, I do not have to work very hard to generate support for an idea that benefits 

students because our faculty and staff are filled with early adopters and innovative 

educators. 
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Additional Considerations for Implementation and Assessment 

While it is likely that this comprehensive curriculum would be valuable in 

developing social capital in both male and female students, three inter-related areas of 

emphasis are of special importance to female students.  The first is leadership style, and 

most students at our school in the upper grades will identify themselves as either a 

servant or authentic leader.  This would also be true of our staff.  This is likely due to the 

fact that we are a Christian school and Jesus’s servant leadership is discussed across 

grade levels.  The value of being authentic dovetails with school values like integrity and 

standing up for what one believes.  Secondly, the concept that service to others does not 

automatically place one in a follower role is important.  Student understanding of the 

fluid nature of the leadership/followership dynamic dispels the image that a leader must, 

saber in hand, lead the charge into battle.  A curriculum that emphasizes that good 

followers are not akin to sheep following a leader blindly, but rather engaged members of 

a leadership team who are obligated to give good advice to the leader is vital.   

Finally, we believe that all students should in fact be respectful and stress the 

importance that respect for others is important.  However, our leadership curriculum in 

the eighth grade should make students understand that there is a double bind that women 

seeking leadership face, a balancing act between nice and tough that they can 

successfully negotiate by treating people with respect even when firm action is needed.  

We must help our female students, through classroom scenarios, examples of life 

experiences, role models, and appropriate media to understand treating people with 

respect is important, but that does not negate standing up for yourself as a leader.  One 

can lead and treat others with respect. 
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The comprehensive social capital building leadership curriculum will be 

something that we not only discuss with staff and students, but also with parents.  We 

will work closely with the Parent-Teacher Booster Club to host parent information 

meetings and perhaps find among parents additional women who have met the study’s 

criteria and could share their experiences with our students. 

In terms of organizational structure, there is a need to have a person dedicated to 

the building of social capital as it applies to leadership at the school.  Therefore, the 

school’s leadership academy will no longer simply be focused on organizing our annual 

two-day leadership event.  The new full time Vice-Principal of Operations and 

Leadership will assist teachers with their leadership curriculum as well as teach lessons 

occasionally in the kindergarten through eighth grade classrooms.  These actions focus 

the school on the study’s findings from the literature on the development of social capital 

in women as well as the experiences of the women in the phenomenological study. 

Global / External Implications for the Organization  

 I do not see many external implications for our school.  The emphasis on 

leadership may assist in student enrollment, but the impetus of the leadership academy 

was not designed with marketing in mind.  There will be ongoing financial costs for 

personnel and the training of new staff members in the importance of social capital 

development.  In a longer view in regard to planning for my successor, I would 

recommend that the school board provide financing for that person to pursue a doctoral 

degree in leadership from a university such as Creighton.   Our shareholders currently 

seem proud that we have a leadership institute and I hope that alumni will provide 

feedback on how their experiences at our school helped them on their leadership journey.  
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I do not see any issues with negative press or any political concerns, as the leadership 

academy would provide leadership opportunities for both male and female students.  I 

would hope from a global perspective that students would take the social capital they 

began to develop at our school and become leaders committed to making the world a 

better place through their own actions. 

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

The proposed solution will occur in stages and will be ongoing.  I believe the best 

way to implement the proposed solution and make sure it is purposefully assessed is to 

link to our six-year WASC accreditation cycle.  That means what we have done to build 

social capital will become a part of our mid-term WASC review in the spring of 2019.  At 

that time we will include our social development efforts as part of the school curricular 

and extra-curricular programs in our review.  In addition to the regular student work 

samples, we will provide WASC with student work that is part of our social capital 

building curriculum. We will add an exit survey for 8th graders beginning in May of 2018 

that is designed around their thoughts regarding are efforts to build leadership through 

social capital.  We will revise our student and parent surveys we use for WASC to 

include leadership to help us assess its impact.   

I am considering continuing in an interviewer role and would like to host some 

“Breakfast with the Principal” or perhaps targeted group meetings to discuss with parents 

not only their impressions on what we are doing as a school, but also to listen to their 

stories about their own social capital and leadership journeys that might provide more 

insight into how our curriculum could be developed.  They could also become wonderful 

resources for the school.  We have adjusted our student learning outcomes to reflect this 
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emphasis, but may need to connect additional student learning outcomes to leadership.  

Our new WASC accreditation cycle that begins in the spring of 2022 would have 

elements of our social capital building efforts as it relates to leadership in the WASC self-

study categories of Organization for Study Learning; Curriculum, Instruction, 

Assessment; Support for Student Personal and Academic Growth; and Resource 

Management and Development.  This approach will meet the objective of a 

comprehensive approach of the proposed solution and link it to what staff members are 

currently reporting and assessing so as not to add and additional layer of assessment for 

them. 

Implications 

Practical Implications 

The most practical implications for this study are the discovery of experiences 

schools can provide to students to develop their social capital and thereby improve the 

likelihood these students will have the opportunities to assume leadership positions if 

they so desire.  I do not believe students will be the only people that will benefit from this 

study.  Staff members are usually life-long learners themselves, and understanding how 

social capital is developed is valuable not only for their students, but in their own lives as 

they think about family members and family experiences or are involved in other 

activities in the community.  Reflecting on their own social capital development may 

assist them in their future leadership journeys. 

 Implications for Future Research 

Future research would likely find additional ways that social capital was built in 

the lives of participants.  This study did not specifically delve into relationships with 
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peers in high school, and in one of the later interviews I conducted, a very poignant story 

about the impact of a bystander standing up for a participant who was bullied led me to 

think about peer relationships and social capital.  I believe additional research could 

reveal positive and negative aspects social capital and peer relationships.  Several books 

and movies have addressed the concept of “mean girls”, but there may be something to 

discover about female sisterhood, or even the influence of close friends in school and 

how that shapes social development.  While early jobs were addressed in the interview, 

there is more that could be learned about the participants’ economic situation as it 

influenced their social capital development.  Did the need to work impact their 

experiences in high school and college?  Did it make them more determined?  Was 

economic status a factor in their decisions on how they pursued their higher education 

dreams?   

 A minority of the participants in the study described themselves as introverts, yet 

those were among the participants with the highest public profiles, who had interviews 

with the media that I had watched or read.  I think additional research on social capital as 

it relates to personality type could be useful in helping students who are introverted or 

shy in classes understand that does not disqualify them for future leadership positions.  It 

would likely be worthwhile to study other populations of high achieving women in 

politics or top government positions as well as CEO’s of Fortune 500 companies to 

compare their experiences with those of the participants in the study.  Finally, most of the 

women in the study could be the subjects of a case study.  An in-depth case study may 

allow the researcher to discover additional avenues for social capital development. 
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Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

I believe the most important implication from this study in considering leadership 

theory and practice is to be honest about the obstacles that women face that are not faced 

by men in attaining top positions of leadership.  These obstacles should not be addressed 

necessarily in relation to their inherit unfairness or as a way to encourage a victim 

mentality.  The importance of the barriers lies in that the very acknowledgement of their 

existence provides the impetus for finding ways to surmount those barriers.  Well-

developed social capital may provide women the self-confidence to successfully move 

into top leadership positions.  This study demonstrates that the development of social 

capital can happen in a variety of ways, but that schools have an opportunity to play a 

large role in the development of social capital in female students.   

Another implication that arises from this study is that males may not perceive that 

their female counterparts are experiencing the path to leadership in a way different from 

their own and may believe leadership advancement is based strictly on merit.  My 

Master’s degree in Organizational Management did not have any coursework that 

suggested the leadership path was different for men and women.   Creighton’s doctoral 

leadership program has a set of required courses that involved some consideration of 

leadership in regard to gender, especially in discussion boards, although, more emphasis 

on networking and gender barriers would be helpful for graduate students who wish to 

expand their leadership capacity. 

Summary of the Study 

This qualitative study examined how social capital was developed in women who 

hold or have held top leadership positions.  A phenomenological study design was chosen 
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and the participants in the study had all experienced the same phenomena, they had all 

become top-level leaders in their professions.  The interview sample of 16 women 

included participants who were the first woman to hold a position in firefighting, law 

enforcement, military covert intelligence and broadcasting (who was also an Olympic 

gold medal winner), as well as astronauts, C-suite corporation members, a college 

president, school superintendents, and National Distinguished Principals.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted that discussed early family and 

community life, experiences in school, activities outside of school and the relationship 

between human capital and social capital or “what you know versus who you know.” 

Barriers women faced and how social capital helped them overcome those 

barriers were described. The study then addressed the purpose of the research, to discover 

the actions schools could take to build social capital in female kindergarten through 

eighth grade students.  The participants’ views on how their social capital was developed 

were detailed.  My proposed solution is to move beyond simply the human capital 

building activities schools are tasked with, and work on the building of social capital.  

For our school to successfully develop social capital in female kindergarten through 

eighth grade students we must create a school culture that takes a comprehensive 

approach to social capital building.  

The implementation of the proposed solution involves evolutionary change. The 

existing budget for leadership development will be increased. Extensive in-service 

training to inform staff members of the importance of social capital, its connection to 

leadership, and how they can help build social capital in our students will be required.  

Collaboration will be the cornerstone of the success of the implementation.  We will 
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solicit input from administrators, faculty, coaches, teaching assistants, day care workers, 

and student activity directors to begin the process.  Information from students and parents 

will also be collected. The social development curriculum information will then become 

an integral part of our curriculum, encompassing both grade levels and subject matter to 

insure vertical and horizontal integration into the curriculum.  This must be carefully 

articulated to coordinate not only content, but also types of experiences in relation to 

structured, semi-structured and unstructured leadership development.  For the 

implementation to be successful and regularly assessed, it will become a part of our 

WASC accreditation six- year review cycle, a process that requires input from all 

organizational stakeholders.  This study’s results and its implementation would realize 

the purpose of the study, to discover the actions that schools could take to build social 

capital in female kindergarten through eighth grade students and put into place an action 

plan to achieve the study’s purpose. 
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Appendix 

Interview Protocol 

Interviewee (Title and Name) ______________________________________________ 

Interviewer ________________________________ 

Date:  ____________________________________ 

Time: ____________________________________ 

Place: ____________________________________ 

Introductory Protocol 

Hi ________________________ 

I am researching social capital as it relates to women’s leadership. 

The working definition or social capital for this study is: 

Social capital: The network of relationships that allow people to work together to achieve 

a common goal. 

The problem I am examining is the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions 
in companies, government agencies, and other organizations. 
 
The two research questions that shape this research are: 

Research Question #1 What factors led to the development of social capital in women 
who hold senior executive positions in corporations or like positions in government and 
other organizations? (The dissertation criteria includes women who are the 1st to do 
something or be in the position)  
 
Research Question #2  What role can/do schools play in building social capital in female 
students? 
 
You have been selected because you have “beaten the odds” so to speak. You have 
overcome the obstacles and are in a top leadership position. 

 

To help insure I would like to record our conversations today. Please sign the release 
form, Only researchers on the project will be privy to the recordings which will be 
destroyed one month after transcripts are confirmed. 

In addition, you must sign a form devised to meet our human subject requirements. 
Essentially, this document states that: (1) all information will be held confidential, (2) 
your participation is voluntary and you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, 
and (3) we do not intend to inflict any harm.  

Thank you for agreeing to participate. 


