
ABSTRACT 

 

CUNNINGHAM, GINGER IRENE MCLAURIN. Assessment of the Organizational Culture of 

the Cooperative Extension System: Women in Positions of Leadership. (Under the direction of 

Dr. Jackie Bruce and Dr. Katherine McKee). 

 

Women face unique barriers that their male counterparts do not experience in male-

dominated disciplines and careers, such as agriculture.  The body of literature reflecting the 

presence and impact of women in agriculture and leadership is lacking.  The purpose of this 

study was to provide insight into the organizational culture (and viability) of the Cooperative 

Extension System by examining the leadership dynamics, power relationships, and cultural 

impacts experienced by women County Extension Directors/Coordinators across the United 

States.  Using a critical feminist autoethnographical approach and utilizing methodologies of 

interviews, dialogue, and prolonged engagement, the findings of this study have given voice to 

those individuals in these unique positions, allowing all individuals to better understand the 

challenges and barriers to equality in this context.   

As societal views regarding gender roles continue to change and evolve, stereotypes 

continue to be influenced primarily by culture, not by inherent biological differences between 

males and females (Khajehpour, Ghazvini, Memari, & Rhamani, 2011; Rogers, 2016).  Social 

cognitive theory provides guidance for how observed behavior (i.e., modeling) can “influence 

values, attitudes, and thoughts, thereby affecting stereotypes and regulation of gender roles that 

are typically associated with the feminist label” (Rogers, 2016, p. 8).  As a result, by fusing 

feminist theory with social cognitive theory, we are afforded both a political/social lens and a 

learned behavior (i.e., modeling) lens (Rogers, 2016) through which to view the impact of gender 

and culture on women County Extension Directors/Coordinators. 



Guided by three overarching research questions, a number of conclusions were drawn.  

Regarding the assessment of the cultural values/beliefs exhibited by Cooperative Extension, it 

was determined that the organization values sexism at its core.  With regards to the ability of the 

organization to respond to change, it was concluded that the organization is resistant to 

committing to change (that of diversified staff, clientele, demands for programming, etc.) due to 

the rigid, patriarchal-based workplace structure which currently undergirds the foundation of 

Cooperative Extension.  Regarding the ways in which Cooperative Extension exhibits cultural 

globalization, it was concluded that the organization exhibits very little cultural globalization 

outside of those individuals which it has employed.  Overall, building a diverse workforce would 

help the organization to remain relevant, viable, and uniquely situated to meet community needs 

by leveraging multiple experiences/lenses through which issues are addressed. 

Should inaction be the chosen course of action, we should expect to see an internal 

organizational stalemate on the part of Cooperative Extension while similar organizations and 

universities advance and firmly situate themselves as progressive 21st century institutions.  This 

could likely affect federal funding/backing, legislative support, and community viability, causing 

the organization to enter a state of obsolescence that renders it a vestigial entity altogether.  This 

assessment of the organizational viability and effectiveness of Cooperative Extension should 

implore the organization to better itself in the coming years, not just for organizational health, 

but for overall societal wellness and empowerment as aware global partners; by espousing many 

of the recommendations put forth by this study, Cooperative Extension can enact meaningful 

change that is so direly needed.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The thing that differentiates scientists is purely an artistic ability to discern what is a good 

idea, what is a beautiful idea, what is worth spending time on, and most importantly, what 

is a problem that is sufficiently interesting, yet sufficiently difficult, that it hasn't yet been 

solved, but the time for solving it has come now. 

-- Professor Savas Dimopoulos (Stanford University), Particle Fever 

Background to the Study 

As I sit down to begin this journey - or perhaps more aptly said, end this journey with 

you - I find myself in unfamiliar waters.  I did not expect to find myself immersed in such 

research in such a discipline, and yet, this feels like home to me.  Because I have claimed this as 

my “home,” I feel a very intimate connection to how this story will play out because - regardless 

of the characters, the setting, the plot, or the conflict - the resolution of the story will forever be a 

part of me on my life’s journey, and I can never distance myself from that realization… nor 

would I wish to.  My greater awareness of life and self has caused me to become a better 

individual, a better leader, a better neighbor - a better disciple.  Some years back, I came across 

some sagacious words that drew me near when trying to determine if this was the pathway I 

would venture down regarding my research:  find your passion or your pain, and there’s your 

research.  I realized that most days my pain and my passion had become so entangled that I 

could not separate the two, and on days where I thought my discernment allowed me to put them 

in their respective corners, I found them to be almost too familiar, too connected, too similar, and 

undistinguishable.  In a very transparent - and perhaps selfish - declaration on my part, I embark 

on this journey with you in an effort to once again lay claim to the distinguishing characteristics 
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of what passion and pain have melded into one so that I can make sense of this for myself (and 

you) in hopes that we are all the better because of it. 

... 

Can beautiful ideas hurt?  The kind of hurt that may bring physical pain, tax you 

emotionally, or bring about an angst that forces you to act on a vision, plan, course of action, or 

perhaps, even a beautiful idea, to bring about some alleviation?  In our curiosity to gain deeper 

meaning and pursue such beautiful ideas, there is always an innate driver deep within our souls 

that causes us to expend our blood, sweat, and tears in pursuit of something much greater than 

ourselves.  As Fals-Bord (1996) alludes, “maybe it is more than curiosity. Perhaps what you need 

is anxiety or you experience anguish and you look for an answer…” (p. 17).  Perhaps such a time 

has come. 

While initiating this journey, Richardson (1994) reminds us that a qualitative researcher 

must seek to reflexively understand one’s self as a person writing at a specific time from a 

particular position.  I know this position and time quite well.  Being positioned in a role of 

leadership for a county-based Extension office in a rural North Carolina county as a young 

professional, I have faced a number of unique challenges in my role in my short tenure; such 

challenges, I often ponder, that may be vastly different had this been a different time, different 

place, different organization, or perhaps, had I been different myself in some capacity.  I found 

myself situated at the crux of an intersection point where two, historically, male-dominated 

realms collided:  that of agriculture and leadership.    

To make better sense of these experiences, it was necessary to employ a method of 

inquiry that would bring sufficient light to the voices of those whose stories had previously been 

shrouded in silence.  Denzin and Lincoln (1998) compared the qualitative researcher to a 
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bricoleur, who would masterfully piece together experiences from research that would ultimately 

give light to the holistic representation of the much larger issue at hand.  Data retrieved from 

resulting research would form the bricolage of that researcher.  Denzin and Lincoln (1998) 

described the process as:   

The bricoleur understands that research is an interactive process shaped by his or her 

personal history, biography, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity, and those of the 

people in the setting.  The bricoleur knows that science is power, for all research findings 

have political implications.  There is no value-free science.  The bricoleur also knows 

that researchers tell stories about the worlds they have studied (p. 4). 

Tasked with wearing the bricoleur badge, this study seeks to bring attention to a population that 

has positioned itself in providing guidance to all locally-based Extension offices across the 

nation:  women County Extension Directors/Coordinators.  These women lead staff who, in 

conjunction with land-grant universities, provide integral non-formal education to their 

communities, allowing individuals to improve their lives and livelihoods.  Here in North 

Carolina, of 91 total County Extension Director positions, only 35 are held by women County 

Extension Directors (NCSU Extension Personnel, 2019).   

These women, within the agriculture discipline, are also not well represented in the 

scholarly literature.  While limited literature exists which addresses the needs and barriers of 

such women who have positioned themselves in areas of leadership within this particular field, 

one may question whether this could be attributed to a particular disciplinary or organizational 

culture.  This study will examine the lived experiences of women County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators across the United States in a concerted effort to bring light to these 

experiences related to leadership dynamics, power relationships, and organizational culture in 
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hopes of furthering a cultural shift for the betterment of us all.  We look to Extension as a 

platform for change due to the mission work of the organization to provide avenues for change.  

While the organization advocates programming and services to empower and uplift Extension 

clientele in our local communities, the organization should make a concerted effort to provide 

the same internal support and guidance to its most valuable asset:  its employees. 

A painfully beautiful idea for which the time to solve has come now. 

Conceptual Framework 

Leadership 

Bass and Bass (2009) noted that “leadership has been built into the human psyche 

because of the long period we need to be nurtured by parents for our survival” (p. 3).  Early 

research in the discipline of leadership focused on how individuals came into leadership 

positions and the interaction between a leader and their followers (Gardner, 1987).  This 

interaction between leader and follower is integral; Lipman-Blumen (1996) noted that “without 

the supporters’ consent, the aspiring leader cannot lead” (p. 32).  Such affirmation lends 

credence to the notion that “leadership is an influence relationship among leaders and followers 

who intend real changes that reflect their mutual purposes” (Hickman, 1998, p. 108).  For any 

individual who has been tasked to lead, no one can deny that there is give and take from all 

involved.   

When great leaders are armed with the necessary skills, attitude, will, and motivation to 

succeed (Hevesi, 1996), what is ultimately sought after - from an impact perspective - is 

effective leadership.  Hart and Quinn (1993) explained that effective leadership “requires a 

balancing and simultaneous mastery of seemingly contradictory or ‘paradoxical’ capabilities” (p. 

544).  Ultimately, effective leadership is an “evolutionary process of interconnected events and 
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responses to events” (Amagoh, 2009, p. 994).  Gardner (1987) explained that “effective leaders 

deal not only with the explicit decisions of the day – approving budget, announcing a policy, 

disciplining a subordinate – but also with the partly conscious, partly buried world of needs and 

hopes, ideals and symbols. They serve as models; they symbolize the group’s unity and identity” 

(p. 188).  Furthermore, a leader’s effectiveness has been shown to be influenced by such factors 

as gender, motivation, emotional stability, and intelligence (Amagoh, 2009; Conger, 1999; Manz 

& Sims, 2001).  While leadership is defined as “the ability to perform the multiple roles and 

behaviors that circumscribe the requisite variety implied by an organizational or environmental 

context” (Denison, Hooijberg, & Quinn, 1995, p. 526), when analyzed through a critical feminist 

lens, leadership should be defined as countering the emphasis placed on individualism, 

hierarchical relationships, abstract moral principles, and bureaucratic rationality (Blackmore, 

1989).  With this in mind, it is important to next lay groundwork related to women positioned in 

such leadership roles in which society does not always readily accept. 

Women in Leadership Positions 

Eagly and Carli (2007) noted that male domination in leadership roles, and the visibility 

of that domination, has made it easier for individuals to associate leadership roles with males.  

For females in leadership roles, they must act in contradiction to gender stereotypes to appear 

confident and assertive (Rudman, Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012).  As a result, “a woman’s 

first hurdle to leadership is the ‘lack of fit’ between feminine stereotypes and leadership 

qualities” (Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012, p. 165).  Individuals expect females 

to be friendly, sympathetic, and polite; likewise, highly effective females are viewed as less 

friendly, similar to effective males who are deemed to be assertive and controlling (Eagly and 

Carli, 2007).  Kinder traits of females are not viewed as effective leadership traits.   



   

6 

 

Oftentimes, in addition to traits, the style of leadership exhibited by females is generally 

more difficult to be accepted by society because it is unlike that of their male counterparts.  

Eagly and Carli (2007) noted that there “is a real penalty for a woman who behaves like a man.  

The men don’t like it, and the women don’t either” (p. 168).  Likewise, females are tasked with 

finding a style that will gain acceptance by both their colleagues and society.  Ultimately, female 

leaders are forced to adapt rather than being accepted for who they are and their unique 

leadership style (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  Bergman and Hallberg (2002) noted that a female in a 

male-dominated field required “mental strength to apply different coping strategies” (p. 320) in 

an attempt to gain acceptance.  Ultimately, society sets standards for females in leadership 

positions that actually prohibit their success in such roles, and this is even more evident when 

females situate themselves in non-traditional occupations and fields. 

Non-Traditional Occupations 

The American labor force as a whole continues to undergo changes and evolve.  Females 

accounted for 29% of the workforce in 1950 and 46% in 1997 (Seevers & Foster, 2004).  

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, equitable, balanced wages for males and females do 

not exist.  While employed in similar positions, females earned approximately 59.7% of men’s 

salaries during 1970, while in 2000, females earned approximately 76% of males’ salaries 

(Women’s Bureau, 2001).  Of important note is also how family, or the ability to have a family, 

differs amongst male and female executives.  Approximately 90% of the males in executive 

positions under the age of 40 reported being fathers; only 35% of their female counterparts 

reported being mothers (National Multicultural Institute, 1997). 
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In addition to these inequalities, when females verge into nontraditional occupations, they 

encounter additional issues in regards to barriers, biases, and attitudes.  Over 110 nontraditional 

occupations exist, according to the U.S. Department of Labor, where the label of 

“nontraditional” is determined by one gender contributing to 25% or less of the cumulative 

workforce (USDOL, 2001).  A study produced by Seevers and Foster (2004) shed light on the 

particular challenges and barriers perceived to be unique to females in Agricultural and 

Extension Education.  Work conducted by Foster (2001) noted that the number of female 

secondary agriculture education teachers on the national level totaled only 16%.  Female 

Agriculture and Extension Educators in academic departments on the university level accounted 

for only 14.7% of the total population (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  A census of female 

Cooperative Extension System directors and associate directors was a population of eight percent 

(Maddy, 1992).  Why are these women so underrepresented within this field?  We look next at 

this discipline to help provide much-needed framework. 

Agriculture and Females 

Traditionally, males have dominated the agriculture field, and while females were present 

within agriculture, the main role they served was as a farmwife (Sachs, Barbercheck, Braiser, 

Kiernan, & Terman, 2016).  Today, females continue to have an increasingly greater presence 

within the field of agriculture, but such advancements have been met with adversity. Hoppe and 

Korb (2013) note that the number of female-owned farms nearly tripled during a recent 25-year-

span, from 121,600 in 1982 to 306,000 in 2007; today, nearly 30% of all farmers in the United 

States are females.  Of the $12.9 billion in annual agricultural product sales nationally, $4.9 

billion is generated from female agricultural producers (Hoppe & Korb, 2013).  Even with these 

significant contributions, the prevalency of females in leadership positions within agriculture is 
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significantly less than the number of positions held by their male counterparts (Griffeth, Tiller, 

Jordan, Sapp, & Randall, 2018), and they often receive little recognition for their contributions.  

Sachs, Barbercheck, Braiser, Kiernan, and Terman (2016) expound on this discussion of 

recognition and validation regarding the efforts of females within agriculture: 

As researchers, we are all currently, or were previously, faculty members and graduate 

students in land-grant universities in colleges of agriculture […] We have been asked 

multiple times why we focus on women farmers and if they are really farmers. One 

would expect that in an academic setting, in an era of diversity training, institutional civil 

rights reviews, and general political correctness around the issue of diversity, we would 

have progressed beyond the need to explain women’s contribution to agriculture or any 

profession perceived as the traditional province of males (p. 2-3). 

Researchers noted that the success of females depended on creating opportunities for access to 

resources, knowledge, and social support through nontraditional means.  “While these women 

can accomplish much on their own, their efforts are thwarted without the support of agricultural 

institutions to create equal opportunities for them […]” (Sachs, Barbercheck, Braiser, Kiernan, & 

Terman, 2016, p. 4).  Here is yet another opportunity where Cooperative Extension can provide 

such a support structure for these women farmers/producers. 

Females striving for a career within this sector continue to seek acceptance into and 

validation for what had been traditionally intended for males.  While males in female-dominated 

industries have been advanced, commended, and compensated better due to their gender 

(Muench, Sindelar, Busch, & Buerhaus, 2015), females in male-dominated fields, such as 

agriculture, have not experienced similar situations.  It was shown that many females perceived 

that they were working much harder than some of their male counterparts who were being 
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actively promoted; in essence, many of these females claimed that they felt that they always had 

to try to impress someone within their workplace setting.  Additionally, females perceived that it 

was required for them to set higher than necessary standards in order to receive simple 

recognition.  Based on their overall contributions to the workplace, these females working within 

the field of agriculture - be it production, business, or academic realms - did not feel that they 

were being given the same opportunities and treatment as male counterparts.  Such perceptions 

demonstrate that some male-dominated fields may lack appropriate distributive justice regarding 

their rewards systems.    

Furthermore, females are lacking representation in all levels of agricultural leadership in 

education and business.  In 2015, female faculty held 37% of positions in the biological, 

agricultural, and environmental life sciences and related fields at four-year universities (National 

Science Foundation, Science & Engineering Indicators, 2018).  When discussing education that 

acts as a stepping stone to such leadership positions, in 2012, for the first time in history, females 

outpaced males in the total number of bachelor’s degrees awarded in agriculture, surpassing male 

counterparts by a margin of 23% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013).  In the most 

current update from the Council of Graduate Schools regarding U.S. graduate school enrollment 

and degrees issued for 2017, women earned the majority of doctoral degrees awarded (53%).  

That became the ninth year in a row that women earned the majority of doctoral degrees in the 

U.S., and the 53% female share is a new record-high (American Enterprise Institute, 2018).  

Regarding biological and agricultural sciences doctoral degrees, females earned 52.6% of those 

degrees, aligning with the national percentage share of all doctoral degrees awarded (American 

Enterprise Institute, 2018).  With regards to representation amongst senior faculty, deans, and 

university presidency, based on the American Council on Education’s American College 
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President Study in 2017, only 30% of the nation’s college and university presidents are female 

(Bartel, 2018).  However, at agricultural and land-grant institutions nationwide, females 

accounted for less than 10% of deans and vice presidents (Griffeth, 2013).  Aside from academia, 

within the business realm, although females in business management occupations are holding 

steady at an average of 38%, the percentage of females in agribusiness management positions is 

lower, with only 23% of agricultural management occupations held by females (U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2015).  

Research has substantiated the early work establishing that when females take on 

leadership roles within organizations, there is a net improvement in financial performance, the 

marketplace is more adequately represented, employee talent is better leveraged, group 

performance gains are realized, and innovation is increased (Catalyst Information Center, 2013).  

Griffeth et al. (2018) note that “as the field of agriculture becomes more dynamic and 

challenging, diverse leadership groups having creativity, empathy, and collaborative qualities are 

vital. Women’s strengths align with these needed skill sets.”  These findings complement work 

conducted by Woolley, Chabris, Pentland, Hashmi, and Malone (2010) regarding the collective 

intelligence of groups which showed that groups that housed one individual who dominated the 

setting were, overall, less intelligent; researchers noted that the key for overall collective 

intelligence for a group dynamic was possessing considerable “social sensitivity” which is a trait 

predominantly exhibited by females.  Overall, Griffeth et al. (2018) noted that more women in 

agricultural leadership positions are needed for the impact they can have not just nationally, but 

also globally, in strengthening the safety, security, and sustainability of our food system.  But 

will society afford such opportunities to these women?  We next look to the multifaceted concept 



   

11 

 

of culture to provide framework related to what are deemed societal norms, values, and 

abilities/inabilities to change.  

Culture 

While countless definitions exist for culture, common language found in most definitions 

include that, collectively speaking, learned beliefs, customs, values, and behavioral norms that 

are present in a particular society ultimately influence the intentions, needs, and behaviors of 

those individuals.  Hofstede (2011, p. 2) notes that “culture is the collective programming of the 

mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from others.”  While the 

term can be applied to various generations, genders, or social classes (Hofstede, 2011), 

individuals exhibit similar thinking, feeling, and behavioral patterns that are deep-seated in 

common societal values, norms, and conventions.  In essence, to call something a culture, that 

implies that it is “habitual and well-entrenched” and “perhaps taken for granted and governed by 

certain established procedures” (Eagleton, 2016, p. 6).  Eagleton (2016) also notes that cultures 

are “free-standing” and as a result, “are not to be seen as resting on anything more fundamental 

than themselves” (p. 42).  

Eagleton (2016, p. 2) explains that “culture is a multifaceted concept” which can be 

viewed “as a kind of social unconscious.”  Such a social unconscious oftentimes is created within 

individuals at a young age; children acquire societal, national, and gender cultures very early on, 

causing these to be much more ingrained in the human mind than occupational cultures obtained 

at school or organizational cultures acquired on the job.  Hofstede (2011) explained that societal 

cultures often reside in such unconscious values, namely in the sense of individuals’ broad 

tendencies to prefer certain states of affairs over others; in contrast, organizational cultures 
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oftentimes reside in visible and conscious practices based on how individuals perceive what 

takes place in their organizational environment. 

It is important to note that while cultures are predisposed to change, they are concurrently 

predisposed to resist change.  With that in mind, there are three main sources of influence that 

are responsible for change within a culture, and consequently, that resulting resistance to such 

change (O’Neil, 2006):  

1. Forces at work within a society 

2. Contact between societies 

3. Changes in the natural environment 

When we take into account that culture tends to reflect the life of a nation, region, social class, 

ethnic group, etc., we acknowledge that “culture is humanly fashioned” and is a matter of 

“grooming and nurturing” (Eagleton, 2016, p. 26).  As such, culture can be explained as what an 

individual has done before, and perhaps his/her ancestors before that, countless times, where 

one’s conduct can be validated if/when it aligns with that of his/her predecessors.  Resistance to 

change is built on habit and the solid integration of cultural traits.  In that regard, culture 

becomes not only a way of life, but it is also a matter of custom and something that is not 

acquired all at once or at a finite point in one’s life. 

One critical resistance to change centers around the fact that cultural institutions are often 

“integrated and interdependent” (O’Neil, 2006), and I dare say deep-seated.  For example, the 

changing roles of North American and European females in the second half of the 20th century 

was greatly resisted by males within those societies due to the fact that it changed their own roles 

as well; male and female roles do not exist in a vacuum independent of one another.  Such 

integration of cultural traits works to both slow down and modify any resulting cultural changes.  
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It also functions as a source of frustration for those who want to initiate change and those who do 

not.  Ultimately, change in a society is frequently attributed to innovation (be it technological 

and/or ideological) and ultimate culture loss (O’Neil, 2006).  As old cultural patterns are 

replaced or succeeded by new ones, generalized culture loss is inevitable. 

Cultural Oppression of Women 

As we provide a platform for this research to serve as the political, socially-just, and 

socially-conscious act that is necessitated by this undertaking, we must understand the scope of 

cultural oppression of women from a global perspective.  As Omvedt (1986) so pointedly 

remarked, for generations, women have been battling against rape, bride-burning, unequal pay, 

lack of access to work and education, inheritance systems which term women into propertiless 

dependents, sexual violence inside and outside the family, and basic legal and political rights.  In 

numerous global societies, women are not afforded the same legal or political rights as their male 

counterparts, and as such, they are under the direct control of fathers and husbands.  Likewise, in 

some societies, this dependent status is so dire that women have few options for supporting their 

lives if not supported by a husband; the practice of ritual suicide or murder has been employed in 

many cultures, especially in Asia, where this practice was commonplace well into the 20th 

century and still continues to this day (Napikoski, 2021).  Greece, often viewed as a model of 

democracy, did not allow women basic rights related to owning property or participating directly 

in the political system (Napikoski, 2021).  In many cultures and religions, women are still treated 

as children where they are stripped of all ability to function as autonomous individuals.  Several 

cultures and religions justify the oppression of women by attributing unnatural sexual power to 

them; as such, men are put into a position of power to strictly control this “power” of women in 

order to maintain their own purity and retain a position of societal power (Napikoski, 2021).   
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Today, we see this cultural oppression of women perpetuated through such acts of 

shaming, ridiculing, physical abuse, and the distribution of fewer political, social, and economic 

rights, all in an effort to reinforce the “inferior nature” of women from a global perspective.  The 

rigid social and cultural models and gender roles assigned to women limit their access to power 

and situate them as the underprivileged within society; cultural constructions of gender that 

privilege men are not newly-formed constructions, nor are they limited to just one society. 

Gender and Social Constructs 

Society has ultimately defined many gender features as an area of social classification 

(Anker, 1997).  Hasanovic (2015) has noted that “gender is a social construct that outlines the 

roles, behaviors, activities, and features that a particular society believes are appropriate for men 

and women” (p. xx).  This social construct of gender has created a division in what is deemed 

appropriate for males and females related to roles, careers, behaviors, and actions.  Hoffman and 

Hurst (1990) posit that the creation of gender stereotypes resulted from separate expectations for 

each gender in both personal and professional settings.  For example, males were expected to 

exhibit such traits including strength, independence, and confidence; in contrast, females were 

expected to be helpful, kind, and emotional (Whitely & Kite, 2010).  If individuals fell outside 

these parameters of expectation, they were scrutinized and chastised.  Throughout history, the 

continual reinforcing of these standards has ultimately solidified these beliefs in our culture and 

current perceptions. 

Sadly, we see these social constructs present themselves within the workplace as well, 

and Yang (2010) explained that professional settings perpetuate the existence of gender 

stereotypes.  Such stereotypes are strictly delineated, so what is deemed masculine could not be 

feminine, and what is deemed feminine could not be masculine (Whitley & Kite, 2010).  
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Traditionally, these characteristics described males as achievement oriented, while females were 

socially oriented; likewise, while males were viewed as forceful and independent, females were 

seen as being empathetic and showing concern for others (Bakan, 1966).  In professional settings 

today, those traditional gender stereotypes still prevail.  As such, this likely reinforces the 

prevalence of gender inequalities (Bruckmuller, Hegarty, & Abele, 2012).  Career choices for 

males and females are influenced greatly by gender stereotypes; in the event that individuals do 

not align with these societal “norms,” society will view them with condescension, apprehension, 

and consternation.  Ultimately, these situations create dire issues for those who may be pushing 

the limits of preconceived norms. 

Concrete Walls, Glass Ceilings, and Labyrinths 

As we begin to understand some of the barriers that women have faced across 

generations, we first look to the concept of the “concrete wall,” and how those disparities are still 

at play today in the United States.  The concrete wall epitomized the patriarchal division of labor 

which was further reinforced by the explicit bans that were put in place to prevent women from 

entering higher education or the workforce over the past century.  Sadly, while these elements of 

discrimination are still in play presently, we know that women of color face many of these 

insurmountable barriers in their present day career advancement journeys (Clay, 1998).  While 

the notion of glass may imply something that is more easily broken, the notion of a concrete wall 

signifies the all-too-real impenetrable barriers that face women of color.  Discrimination 

surrounding identities of both race and sex creates an obstacle that is even greater than the 

concept of the glass ceiling itself.  Aside from the impenetrable nature of this structure, we must 

also address the idea of “invisibility” as well.  As Clay (1998) explained, those who are closed in 

behind the concrete wall cannot learn about the organization because they are isolated from the 
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mainstream of organizational life; further compounding this ill effect is the fact that those 

individuals are also invisible to the decision makers on the other side. 

As Eagly and Carli (2007) noted, “the most effective way to prevent people from 

advancing is to block their path with overt, absolute barriers” (p. 2).  Within the concrete wall 

era, explicit norms and rules acted to keep females in fixed gender stereotypes to show their 

“appropriate” place/role within society.  The long-held belief that “a woman’s place is in the 

home,” tending to her duties associated with child-rearing, dismissing any notion that she could 

successfully enter the labor force; like other gender-based stereotypes, these fuel sexist beliefs 

that women are less than or inferior to men.  Such concrete wall views were exemplified by 

comments President Richard Nixon shared when questioned why he would not consider 

appointing a female justice to the Supreme Court during his presidency: 

I don’t think a woman should be in any government job whatsoever […]  The reason why 

I do is mainly because they are erratic. And emotional. Men are erratic and emotional, 

too, but the point is a woman is more likely to be (Clymer, 2001, p. A16).   

Females had little opportunity to attain leadership roles when such opinions ran rampant in 

society culture.  As Eagly and Carli (2007) explained:   

The concrete wall rested on a division of labor dictating that men should be breadwinners 

and women should be homemakers. [...] In the era of the concrete wall, the division of 

labor between women and men struck most people as part of the natural order. Although 

some individual women fought against this wall, most people simply accepted the 

absolute barriers that it implied (p. 3). 

Barriers to advancement began to shift in the 1970s, coinciding with the women’s 

liberation movement which grew out of the civil-rights movement demanding equal rights and 



   

17 

 

opportunities.  Cultural shifts began to challenge males’ privileged positions within the public 

and private spheres related to the workplace and civil society at large and the role that females 

played within those same public and private spheres.  While females were not excluded from all 

positions of leadership and authority, those positions of higher-level executives were still not 

attainable.  The notion of the “glass ceiling” was first coined in 1986 in reference to the invisible 

barrier that females confronted when trying to advance to top-tier jobs (Catalyst Report, 1993), a 

term that was introduced in a Wall Street Journal article by Hymowitz and Schellhardt (1986).  

As they explained: “even those females who rose steadily through the ranks eventually crashed 

into an invisible barrier. The executive suite seemed within their grasp, but they just couldn’t 

break through the glass ceiling” (Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986, p. 1).  Here is where we are 

presented with the “unseen” discriminatory practices of the glass ceiling effect; while blatant, 

toxic patriarchal cultural practices may have been mitigated by policies, procedures, and 

legislation, the additional barriers which could not be tidily defined, named, and easily seen 

presented themselves.  The U.S. Department of Labor further defined the glass ceiling as 

“artificial barriers on attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified women from 

advancing into mid- and senior-level administrative positions” (Seevers & Foster, 2004).   

The U.S. Congress acknowledged the public’s concern in the glass ceiling, and as a 

result, the Glass Ceiling Commission was convened.  Findings from the commission included 

facts that employers noted that they would not promote females because they may leave the 

workplace to have children, and others provided excuses noting that their clientele may not feel 

comfortable working with females (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  A male CEO of an executive search 

company made his intentions clear to a member of the Glass Ceiling Commission, a sentiment 

that was held by many: “Listen, I’m meeting my bottom line and I want to find people that the 
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client wants. My reputation is based on my track record of getting them candidates they are 

comfortable with. I can’t bring in too many minorities and women” (Federal Glass Ceiling 

Commission, 1995a, p. 33).  As such, more females gained entry to lower-level positions but 

were in effect blocked from advancing to leadership positions. 

While the phenomenon of the lack of presence of females in powerful roles was evident, 

Eagly and Carli (2007) explained that the notion of the glass ceiling no longer fit based on the 

greater understanding of the multifaceted barriers preventing advancement.  Eagly and Carli 

(2007, p. 7) offer seven reasons why the glass ceiling metaphor is misleading: 

1. It erroneously implies that females have equal access to entry-level positions; 

2. It erroneously assumes the presence of an absolute barrier at a specific high level in 

organizations; 

3. It erroneously suggests that all barriers to females are difficult to detect and therefore 

unforeseen; 

4. It erroneously assumes that there exists a single, homogenous barrier and thereby ignores 

the complexity and variety of obstacles that females leaders can face;  

5. It fails to recognize the diverse strategies that females devise to become leaders; 

6. It precludes the possibility that females can overcome barriers and become leaders; and 

7. It fails to suggest that thoughtful problem solving can facilitate females’ paths to 

leadership. 

Understanding these shortcomings, Eagly and Carli (2007) challenge that the:   

Glass ceiling metaphor conveys a rigid, impenetrable barrier, but barriers to women’s 

advancement are now more permeable. [...] Prejudice and discrimination that slow or 
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sometimes completely block women’s advancement have surely not disappeared, but the 

idea of a glass ceiling, with its portrayal of inflexible limits, has lingered too long (p. 1). 

The concepts of a glass ceiling and concrete wall have been replaced by the notion of a 

labyrinth, indicating that paths to the top are both elaborate and difficult, but through unique, 

indirect pathways that are challenging, yet still navigable, some females find their way.  This 

metaphor also explains how this line of demarcation between those who prosper and those who 

are left behind is not so easily distinguished or detected.  Eagly and Carli (2007) note:  

The labyrinth contains numerous barriers, some subtle and others quite obvious, such as 

the expectation that mothers will provide the lion’s share of childcare. Yet there are 

almost no exclusionary laws and few clear-cut, widely endorsed norms of exclusion. 

Glass ceiling beliefs that deny women high positions solely on the basis of their sex now 

strike most decision makers as unfair. And denying women opportunities because of their 

capacity to reproduce or because some people ‘have a problem’ with powerful women 

raises the red flag of sexism. The glass ceiling metaphor now falls short in multiple 

respects (p. 6). 

In order to more fully understand the scope and breadth of these barriers, it would prove prudent 

to utilize a critical feminist lens to gain insight into the complexity of such issues, grounded 

firmly within the context of feminism and feminist critique.  Functioning in the socially-just and 

socially-conscious capacity that this research finds itself, this provides greater context to a denial 

of social justice that affects not only women, but other minorities as well. 

Context of Feminism 

As Frederick Douglass (1888) stated with conviction: 
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“No man, however eloquent, can speak for woman as woman can for herself.  

Nonetheless, I hold that this cause is not altogether an exclusively woman’s cause.  It is 

the cause of human brotherhood as well as the cause of human sisterhood, and both must 

rise or fall together.  Woman cannot be elevated without elevating man, and man cannot 

be depressed without depressing woman also” (p. 116). 

Feminism was based on understanding the complex interrelationship of males and females and 

with females knowing that they are able to pursue the same opportunities as their male 

counterparts (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  Ultimately, females have always sought after the power to 

allow them to change their lives (Friedan, 1998).  For example, females have had an increasingly 

greater presence in the workforce since the early 1900s, but the discrepancy in wages earned 

between males and females remains significant.  Females still receive dimes in comparison to a 

man’s dollar (Warner, 2014).  Furthermore, while females represented 50% of the U.S. 

population and earned 60% of undergraduate and graduate degrees by the early 2000s, only 

14.6% of them held executive officer positions (Warner, 2014).  Additionally, studies show that 

females oftentimes never get a man’s title or pay even when they possess education and 

experience equal to or greater than that of their male counterparts (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  Within 

careers which have traditionally been female-dominated (library science, nursing, and social 

work) males have been able to climb career ladders much more quickly and land in leadership 

roles much sooner than female counterparts, even when those males possess less experience 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007).   

Feminism has evolved and expanded past more than just equal opportunities.  While 

feminism acknowledges that gender should never act as a barrier, the evolution of feminism has 

ultimately grown to become much more inclusive: 
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The best kinds of contemporary feminisms are for me, inclusive, empathetic, and 

constantly striving to do more. Feminism today is important for the same reason it has 

always been important: because women still face continued and consistent oppressions. 

These oppressions may have changed and evolved over time, but they still exist. Changes 

in feminism are due to a change in oppressions, but also because feminism has needed to 

adapt to the demands of its growing community. Rightly so, the feminist movement that I 

subscribe to is inclusive of women of color, trans women, queer women, sex workers, 

disabled women, and other women that face oppressions outside of those that white, 

middle class feminists can sometimes only be seen to address. As a result, feminism 

today needs to remain always inclusive, always adaptable, and always open to further 

growth and learning. (Gleeson, 2016) 

Contemporary Feminism and Feminist Critique 

Feminism is rooted in neither fear nor fantasy. […] Feminism is a movement to end 

sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression.  

-- bell hooks, Feminism is for Everybody (2000) 

As critical as Doris Lessing (1962), the British novelist, was in initiating the second wave 

of feminism and its coalescence around womanhood, it was Lessing’s work that set the stage for 

today’s inclusive contemporary feminism.  Successfully raising public consciousness allowed 

individuals to more clearly see culture and cultural constructs within their own lives and societies 

which resulted in an emerging realization that experiences of females are multiple rather than 

singular in nature.  This realization set a transformative stage for the approach of third wave 

feminism and the recognition of the diversity of female experiences.  To more clearly focus that 
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critical feminist lens that informs this work, we first look to the physical body and the historical 

politicization it has held.  

The Body as a Historical Figure and Gender as Performative   

Judith Butler (1988) first tackled the notion of the physical body, the role it plays from a 

historical context, and how this differs from gender.  Butler (1988, p. 521) explained the 

Body is understood to be an active process of embodying certain cultural and historical 

possibilities, a complicated process of appropriation which any phenomenological theory 

of embodiment needs to describe. […] One is not simply a body, but, in some very key 

sense, one does one’s body and, indeed, one does one’s body differently from one’s 

contemporaries and from one’s embodied predecessors and successors as well. 

The political construction of women’s bodies has been shaped over the years through 

aspects of appearance, sexuality, and other embodied experiences (Stearns, Sharp, & Beutel, 

2015).  From a political perspective, much of what is implemented is that which is enforced 

regarding the physical body itself, “as illustrated by victims of government-sponsored torture and 

rape (Adams, 1998; Scarry, 1985), the shift from midwives to the medical community’s control 

of women’s sexual and reproductive behavior (Ehrenreich & English, 1978), and laws regulating 

abortion, contraception, homosexuality, and prostitution” (Stearns, Sharp, & Beutel, 2015, p. 

126).     

From a historical perspective, women’s bodies have been intertwined within nationally 

and internationally identified issues (Gomez, 1997), that they are constructed as “political bodies 

that appear acquiescent to policy manipulation” (Stearns, Sharp, & Beutel, 2015, p. 126).  We 

also see that women’s bodies have long been associated with legal statutes that define females as 

the property of others (Smith, 1987; Turner, 2008; Weitz, 2003), further showing the social 
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construction these physical bodies have been shaped by.  However, we have not seen this similar 

social construction with men’s bodies.  Thus, we can interpret the reality that women’s bodies 

are oftentimes manipulated to serve a variety of political, national, symbolic, and cultural 

battleground platforms.  

As we acknowledge that physical bodies are indeed sites in which social constructions of 

differences are differentiated onto human beings, we can understand how subjecting the body to 

various systemic regimes, like that of government regulation, is one method of ensuring that 

those physical beings will behave in socially, politically, and culturally accepted ways.  This was 

evidenced by nineteenth-century authorities who began to infer individual citizens as belonging 

to a collective population and developed policy and procedure to ensure that civil and political 

bodies were compliant to both management and discipline, a development that continues still to 

this day (Foucault, 1988; Turner, 2008).  Because the body is both socially shaped and 

colonized, we acknowledge that the body is politically informed and shaped by practices of both 

control and containment.  Here, it is necessary for us to also address power and power relations 

that arise with control and containment.  As Brown and Gershon (2017, p. 1) explain 

As active subjects, marginalized bodies can confound the dominant discourse by 

opposing prevailing ideologies that have marked the body with meaning. To be sure, 

power relations are dynamic, nuanced, and highly contextual. Power is not manifested in 

a static form. As such, resistance and change are incessant.  

Because we are able to analyze the physical body as a site where power dynamics are both 

contested and negotiated, this affords us the ability to examine the dynamic states of 

marginalization and privilege within this context. 
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Apart from the physical body, Butler (1988) explained that gender was a cultural 

construct, and as such, could be identified as performative, implying that it had a social audience 

where historical social practice drove the actions that resulted.  Gender is acknowledged as a 

performative repetition of acts associated with a female or male, and such gender performance is 

passed along from generation to generation by ways of socially-established meanings.  It is the 

performance of gender itself that creates gender.  Butler (1988) further explains that 

When Beauvoir [French political activist and feminist] claims that 'woman' is a historical 

idea and not a natural fact, she clearly underscores the distinction between sex, as 

biological facticity, and gender, as the cultural interpretation or signification of that 

facticity. To be female is, according to that distinction, a facticity which has no meaning, 

but to be a woman is to have become a woman, to compel the body to conform to a 

historical idea of 'woman,' to induce the body to become a cultural sign, to materialize 

oneself in obedience to an historically delimited possibility, and to do this as a sustained 

and repeated corporeal project.  Hence, as a strategy of survival, gender is a performance 

with clearly punitive consequences. Discrete genders are part of what 'humanizes' 

individuals within contemporary culture; indeed, those who fail to do their gender right 

are regularly punished.  The tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain 

discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of its own 

production. The authors of gender become entranced by their own fictions whereby the 

construction compels one's belief in its necessity and naturalness. The historical 

possibilities materialized through various corporeal styles are nothing other than those 

punitively regulated cultural fictions that are alternately embodied and disguised under 

duress. (p. 522) 
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As Butler called upon society to create “gender trouble” by disrupting the binary view of sex, 

gender, and sexuality, she was arguing that gender, rather than being an essential quality 

resulting from biological sex or an inherent identity, is rather an act which grows out of, 

reinforces, and is reinforced by, societal norms and culture. 

Within the United States, the most influential historical system organizing gender has 

been one that is binary in nature, characterizing two supposedly distinct categories of man and 

woman, male and female.  As we understand that in other times and points in our history that 

binary gender “rules” have looked different than what we commonly identify as familiar with us 

today, many gender studies scholars can point to such variations in gender rules/systems as 

evidence that gender is indeed a cultural construct rather than based on innate biological 

characteristics.  Scholars have acknowledged that many societies, across time and space, have 

not had binary gender constructs at all; other systems with as many as seven different genders 

present.  While there is no universal “right” or “wrong” way to “perform” one’s gender, there are 

prescribed acceptable ways of how one “does” gender within a particular culture. 

Diverse Voices – Factoring in Race, Class, Sex, and Power Structures   

In addition to Butler’s contributions to contemporary feminism, Audre Lorde, Angela 

Davis, and bell hooks offered up a platform to espouse a more inclusive feminist theory, one that 

encouraged the support of long-standing sisterhood, but advocated for females to acknowledge 

their differences while accepting one another and the direct relation gender shared with class, 

sex, race (Davis, 1990; hooks, 2000) and even Lorde’s inclusion of health (Byrd, Cole, and Guy-

Sheftall, 2009).  This concept, better known as intersectionality, laid the groundwork for truly 

impactful feminism on a global scale. 

With specific regards to race and social class, Davis (1990) explained that  
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We must begin to create a revolutionary, multiracial women’s movement that seriously 

addresses the main issues affecting poor and working-class women.  Women of all racial 

and class backgrounds will greatly benefit from such an approach. (p. 7) […]  We know 

that empowerment for the masses of women in our country will never be achieved as 

long as we do not succeed in pushing back the tide of racism. (p. 13) 

Davis (1990) further expounded on this issue to show her alignment with the political 

ideology of socialism: 

As Afro-American women, as women of color in general, as progressive women of all 

racial backgrounds, let us join our sisters – and brothers – across the globe who are 

attempting to forge a new socialist order – an order which will reestablish socioeconomic 

priorities so that the quest for monetary profit will never be permitted to take precedence 

over the real interests of human beings.  This is not to say that our problems will 

magically dissipate with the advent of socialism.  Rather, such a social order should 

provide us with the real opportunity to further extend our struggles, with the assurance 

that one day we will be able to redefine the basic elements of our oppression as useless 

refuse of the past (p. 14) 

This intersectionality spoke to masses of women, and as Davis advocated for a socialist 

order, Lorde addressed another political ideology, capitalism, and its connectedness to racism 

and sexism (Byrd et al., 2009, p. 48): 

If the problems of Black women are only derivatives of a larger contradiction between 

capital and labor, then so is racism, and both must be fought by all of us.  The capitalist 

structure is a many-headed monster.  I might add here that in no socialist country that I 
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have visited have I found an absence of racism or of sexism, so the eradication of both of 

these diseases seems to involve more than the abolition of capitalism as an institution. 

As evidenced by Davis and Lorde, for some females, racism acts as a more detrimental source of 

oppression than sexism.  From a global perspective, oppression, as the “many-headed monster,” 

is indeed multifaceted.  It is important for us to understand this within the concept of patriarchal 

societies, so we next look to the work of hooks (2000) to expound on the fight against sexism. 

Patriarchal Cultural Systems and Feminism   

hooks (2000) focused on the shift of feminism away from victimization and towards 

espousing an understanding and appreciation for all genders and sexes so that all individuals 

could gain control of their own destinies rather than be controlled by patriarchal cultural systems.  

hooks (2000) was explicit in noting that the feminist movement was not anti-male, but rather, a 

fight against sexism; as such, she implored males to join in on the movement for cultural change.  

hooks (2000) explained that if one were to identify as a feminist, that would show one’s desire to 

want all individuals, female and male, to have “liberation from sexist role patterns, domination, 

and oppression” since “we have all been socialized from birth on to accept sexist thought and 

action” (p. viii).  hooks (2004) further noted that breaking free from the bondage of patriarchal 

thought was critical for both females and males: 

Visionary feminism is a wise and loving politics.  It is rooted in the love of male and 

female being, refusing to privilege one over the other.  The soul of feminist politics is the 

commitment to ending patriarchal domination of women and men, girls and boys.  Love 

cannot exist in any relationship that is based on domination and coercion.  Males cannot 

love themselves in patriarchal culture if their very self-definition relies on submission to 

patriarchal rules.  When men embrace feminist thinking and practice, which emphasizes 
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the value of mutual growth and self-actualization in all relationships, their emotional 

well-being will be enhanced.  Genuine feminist politics always brings us from bondage to 

freedom, from lovelessness to loving. (p. 123-124) 

Contextual Framework 

This study focused on female County Extension Directors/Coordinators across the United 

States.  To put the study into proper context, the following areas must also be addressed:  the 

Land-Grant University System, the Cooperative Extension System, and County Extension 

Director roles. 

Land-Grant University System 

A land-grant university is an institution that has been designated by Congress to receive 

the benefits of the Congressional Morrill Acts of 1862, 1890, or 1994.  There is a land-grant 

institution in every state and territory of the United States, as well as the District of Columbia.  

Named for its sponsor, Vermont Congressman Justin Morrill (1810–98), the Morrill Act granted 

each state and territory 30,000 acres of land for each of its congressional seats where funds from 

the sale of the land were used by states to establish new schools.  Over 17 million acres, the 

majority of which were taken from Indigenous peoples through violent land cessions, comprised 

the bulk of these land holdings.  The original intent and mission work of these institutions, as set 

forth in the first Morrill Act, was to teach agriculture and the mechanic arts, in addition to 

classical studies, enabling members of the working classes to obtain a practical education.  

Passage of the first Morrill Act (1862) was enacted to meet the growing demand for 

agricultural and technical education in the United States. The second Morrill Act (1890) 

extended access to higher education by providing additional endowments for all land-grants, but 

prohibited distribution of funds to states that made distinctions of race in admission processes.  
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However, many segregated Southern states that provided a separate land-grant institution for 

blacks were eligible to receive the funds.  The third land-grant act (1994) expanded land-grant 

status to Native American tribal colleges and universities across the country (APLU, 2021).   

Cooperative Extension System 

Established by the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, the mission of the Cooperative Extension 

System is to “advance agriculture, the environment, human health and well-being, and 

communities by supporting research, education, and Extension programs at land-grant 

universities and other organizations” to empower individuals on a local level (Extension USDA, 

2019).  As the non-formal educational program extension of each land-grant university, 

Cooperative Extension is tasked with the aim of assisting individuals to improve their lives and 

communities with research-based information.  Initially, each county situated in all 50 states 

hosted a local Extension office; over the years, some county-based offices have restructured and 

consolidated into regional Extension offices.  Currently, there are more than 2,900 Extension 

offices nationwide (Extension USDA, 2019). 

County Extension Director Roles 

The County Extension Director/Coordinator (CED/CEC) ensures that the total county 

Extension program is functioning properly and addressing community needs.  In this role, a 

CED/CEC will lead, manage, and coordinate the total county program by administering the 

operations of the county office.  They will be responsible for supervision of all professional staff, 

budgeting, programming oversight, and building/maintaining relations with public officials (NC 

State Extension Organizational Chart, 2019; University of Florida IFAS, 2019).  
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Female County Extension Directors 

Whiteside and Bachtel’s (1987) study of County Extension Directors through the Georgia 

Extension Service sought out to identify the management skills deemed necessary to perform as 

a county director.  Training needs identified centered around program administration, financial 

management, personnel management, and office management.  Of these needs, personnel 

management was the most essential administrative function identified (Whiteside & Bachtel, 

1987).  While the study identified 34 essential managerial skills, the top skills identified focused 

on the following areas:  communicating, leading, planning, establishing and maintaining a good 

office image, budget accountability, decision making, evaluating, staff support, public relations, 

and motivating (Whiteside & Bachtel, 1987).  While Whiteside and Bachtel (1987) noted that 

management experience, management training, age, and educational level of the county director 

served as “significant predictors of response differences,” the gender of the county director “was 

the most consistent predictor for response differences.”  Whiteside and Bachtel (1987) noted that 

the results “showing that female county directors had different attitudes toward the skills needed 

may be due to the fact that, historically, it has been more difficult for a woman to become a 

county director, and women achieving these positions have tended to exhibit strong leadership 

characteristics.” 

Seevers and Foster (2004) also noted that females of an ethnic minority background were 

severely underrepresented in agriculture.  During the early history of Extension, there were no 

female administrators in 1862 or 1890 Extension systems (Maddy, 1992).  In recent history, 

Moore and Jones (2001) have acknowledged that there have been few African American females 

administrators employed by 1890 land-grant institutions.  Such aspiring female leaders have had 

difficulty identifying African American role models who have cracked the “concrete ceiling” 
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(Moore & Jones, 2001).  The term “concrete ceiling,” which is similar to the concrete wall and 

glass ceiling analogies, is defined by:   

Those artificial barriers based on attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified 

individuals from advancing upward in their organization into management level 

positions.  ‘Concrete ceiling’ not only restricts access to top-level positions but middle 

management positions.  It is denser and not as easily shattered (Moore & Jones, 2001).   

… 

As we delve deeper into the greater Land-Grant University System to explore the 

leadership dynamics, power relationships, and culture of Cooperative Extension, specifically, 

through examining experiences with women County Extension Directors/Coordinators, we 

would be remiss if we did not pause to take account of the power dynamics of the system in play.  

While the Land-Grant System has admirable and critically-needed intentions, like so many 

institutional systems, the methodology to the means to the end was built upon oppression and an 

inherent power struggle that further marginalized many populations.  If we look back to the 17+ 

million acres of land that was utilized to fund this system, it is well-known that the majority of 

these land holdings were taken from Indigenous peoples through hostile, violent land cessions.  

In acknowledging this dominating wield of power, from a historical perspective, we see that 

other oppressive acts have been ingrained in cultural acts, based in a patriarchal cultural 

stronghold, that the system has not yet rectified.   

Statement of the Problem 

Within the Cooperative Extension System, gains in female leadership representation have 

been slow, and we also see that females are lacking representation in all levels of agricultural 

leadership in education and business.  As we begin to focus intentionally and fiercely on 
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identifying what injustice is at play, we employ the political, socially-just, and socially-conscious 

act of researching culture and leadership.  Because we acknowledge that culture and leadership 

are inextricably connected, we are forced to look at the organizational culture of Cooperative 

Extension to determine why so few women hold leadership roles to determine if that 

organizational culture is unconducive to empowering female leadership. 

In an effort to better understand the approach for this study, it is best to frame our 

intentions in this manner: 

● We analyze a traditionally male-dominated field/organization to seek out female 

leadership representation, in the form of women County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators, to give insight into our examination of leadership dynamics, 

power relationships, and culture. 

● When we analyze that leadership and see very small changes in the percentages of 

representation over the course of many years, we seek out answers as to why this exists. 

● We tease out data as to why this occurs in one organization in hopes of changing this 

organization’s culture regarding females in leadership roles and hope, in all earnest, that 

this will bring about a cultural change for us all. 

We seek to provide insight into the feminine experience to make meaning of leadership 

dynamics, power relationships, and organizational culture within the Cooperative Extension 

organization.  We will aim to make a determination as to whether the culture of Cooperative 

Extension is patriarchal at its essence, and as such, toxic to its female personnel seeking 

leadership opportunities within the organization.  It is critically essential for us, at this time, to 

make a concerted effort to view the cultural constructs and overall culture of Cooperative 
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Extension to ensure that its (our) practices, visions, and overarching identity are adequately and 

appropriately equipped to carry our people and our mission forward. 

Purpose of the Study 

With the unique position that County Extension Directors/Coordinators across the United 

States play in shaping their communities and agriculture as a whole, this leadership position 

serves as a powerful vehicle for creating change within the organization and our communities 

collectively.  In the position of acting as a change agent, that one individual is tasked with 

providing oversight to an entire county’s Extension program, ensuring that it is all-

encompassing, functioning properly, and adequately addressing community needs in alignment 

with the mission work of the respective land-grant university.  Due to the mission of Cooperative 

Extension to advance agriculture, the environment, human health and well-being, and 

communities, Extension programming impacts each community - and all of those within it - in a 

multitude of ways.  From a cultural standpoint, a challenge of this caliber taps into an 

organizational pipeline that feeds from our local communities to the federal government. 

The purpose of this study is to understand the barriers faced by female County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators across the United States through an examination of the leadership 

dynamics, power relationships, and culture of Cooperative Extension in order to make an 

assessment of the organizational culture of the organization; we examined these experiences 

alongside and with these women through this autoethnographical platform.  The body of 

literature reflecting the presence and impact of women in agriculture and leadership is lacking.  

Using a critical feminist autoethnographical approach and utilizing methodologies of interviews, 

dialogue, and prolonged engagement, we will add to the existing knowledge related to female 

leadership within the field of agriculture, generally, and Cooperative Extension, specifically.  By 
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giving voice to those in these unique positions, all of us can better understand the challenges and 

barriers to equality in this context.  This study will illustrate how women contribute to areas of 

agriculture and leadership, and the hurdles they encounter.  We will examine unique challenges 

and/or barriers with which their male counterparts do not contend.   

To guide data collection and seek to better understand the research problem that has been 

posed, the following research questions provide direction to gain insight into the understanding 

that fails us: 

● What are the cultural values and beliefs exhibited by Cooperative Extension? 

● How does Cooperative Extension respond to change? 

● In what ways does Cooperative Extension exhibit cultural globalization? 

When we acknowledge that culture and leadership are inextricably connected, we are 

able to make an assessment of the organizational viability and effectiveness of Cooperative 

Extension.  Unspoken behaviors, social patterns, and culture can perpetuate values, beliefs, and 

assumptions that persist for decades within our organization.  It is necessary and prudent of us to 

ensure that what is being valued, and thereby espoused and enacted by our organization, is what 

will advance us - for the better - in the coming years, not only in terms of organizational health, 

but for overall societal wellness and empowerment as aware global partners. 

Definitions 

To ensure that readers begin this journey by fully understanding the context of the study, 

the following definitions are offered: 

● AGRICULTURAL & EXTENSION EDUCATION - field of study which prepares 

formal and nonformal educators in disciplines related to agricultural sciences, applied 
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youth, family and community education, community wellness and civic development, 

and leadership development  

● AGRICULTURE - “the science, art, or practice of cultivating the soil, producing crops, 

and raising livestock and in varying degrees the preparation and marketing of the 

resulting products” (Tey, Li, Bruwer, Abdullah, & Cummins, 2012, p. 383) 

● BARRIER - “something that impedes or separates, prevents or prolongs something from 

happening” (Sklet, 2006, p. 495) 

● COOPERATIVE EXTENSION SYSTEM - “CES empowers farmers, ranchers, families, 

youth, and communities of all sizes to meet the challenges they face, adapt to changing 

technology, improve nutrition and food safety, prepare for and respond to emergencies, 

and protect our environment.  CES is a nationwide, non-credit educational network that 

addresses public needs by providing non-formal higher education and learning activities 

to individuals throughout the nation” (Extension USDA, 2019) 

● COUNTY EXTENSION DIRECTOR/COORDINATOR - individual tasked with 

providing oversight to an entire county’s Extension program, ensuring that it is all-

encompassing, functioning properly, and addressing community needs in alignment with 

the mission work of the respective land-grant university; there are a number of titles that 

describe this role from state to state, but for ease of understanding, we will refer to it as 

“CED/CEC.” 

● DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE - concerns the socially just allocation of goods/outcomes 

(income, wealth, jobs, opportunities, welfare, utility, etc.) and the substantial degree of 

fairness within the distribution of such goods/outcomes (Lamont & Favor, 2017); equal 
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work should afford individuals with equal goods/outcomes acquired or the ability to 

acquire such goods/outcomes  

● GENDER - “a social construct that outlines the roles, behaviors, activities, and features 

that a particular society believes are appropriate for men and women” (Hasanovic, 2015) 

● GENDER IDENTITY - “the extent to which a person experiences oneself to be like 

others of one gender” (Steensma, Kreukels, de Vries, & Cohen-Kettenis, 2013, p. 21) 

● LEADER - “an individual who can deal with numerous paradoxes at one time while 

looking out for the betterment of their followers” (Birchfield, 2012) 

● LEADERSHIP - “the ability to perform the multiple roles and behaviors that 

circumscribe the requisite variety implied by an organizational or environmental context” 

(Denison, Hooijberg, & Quinn, 1995, p. 526) 

● WE – used throughout this autoethnographical text, “we” refers to the collective group 

consisting of the researcher and study participants 

Assumptions 

Regarding our approach to this study, a number of assumptions need to be adequately 

relayed to all readers: 

● Information provided by participants was both truthful and accurate. 

● Information provided by participants was representative of the individuals themselves. 

○ It is important to note that while qualitative research has no aim to be generalized, 

it has been shared and depicted in such a way that is transferable to other women 

county director populations. 
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● The lens through which this study has been framed is based on the assumption of the 

gender binary, where there is a belief that only two genders exist and the classification of 

gender falls into two distinct and disconnected identities of female and male. 

● Realities are context-bound and multiple.  As such, functioning as human instruments 

ourselves, the realities we portray as researchers are interpreted and analyzed with a 

certain degree of subjectivity and bias. 

○ Espousing the value of transparency, such subjectivity and bias will be made 

known throughout the research process. 

Limitations 

This study was limited to women County Extension Directors/Coordinators within the 

United States.  Consequently, some factors contributing to their experience, leadership styles, 

and work environments may be unique to this group only.  As a result, this research was not 

meant to be generalized to groups outside of this population.  However, transferability is 

determined by how a reader responds to a representation.  A reader may question, does this speak 

to her or him as a universal singular (Ellis et al., 2010)?  My sincere hope is that this 

performance text will be portrayed in such a way that it will move others to appropriate ethical 

action. 

Chapter Summary 

Within the agriculture discipline, women are not well represented in the scholarly 

literature.  While limited literature exists which addresses the needs and barriers of such women 

who have positioned themselves in areas of leadership within this particular field, one may 

question whether this could be attributed to a particular disciplinary or organizational culture.  

Eagly and Carli (2007) noted that male domination in leadership roles, and the visibility of that 
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domination, has made it easier for individuals to associate leadership roles with males.  

Ultimately, society sets standards for females in leadership positions that actually prohibit their 

success in such roles, and this is even more evident when females situate themselves in non-

traditional occupations and fields. 

In addition to these inequalities, when females verge into nontraditional occupations, they 

encounter additional issues in regards to barriers, biases, and attitudes.  Based on their overall 

contributions to the workplace, females working within the field of agriculture - be it production, 

business, or academia realms - did not feel that they were being given the same opportunities and 

treatment as male counterparts.  Such perceptions demonstrate that some male-dominated fields 

may lack appropriate distributive justice regarding their rewards systems.  This lack of 

distributive justice has foundational beginnings within patriarchal cultural systems. 

Today, we see this cultural oppression of women perpetuated through such acts of 

shaming, ridiculing, physical abuse, and the distribution of fewer political, social, and economic 

rights, all in an effort to reinforce the “inferior nature” of women from a global perspective.  The 

political construction of women’s bodies has been shaped over the years through aspects of 

appearance, sexuality, and other embodied experiences (Stearns, Sharp, & Beutel, 2015).  

Successfully raising public consciousness allowed individuals to more clearly see culture and 

cultural constructs within their own lives and societies which resulted in an emerging realization 

that experiences of females are multiple rather than singular in nature.  This realization set a 

transformative stage for the approach of third wave feminism and the recognition of the diversity 

of female experiences.   

  The purpose of this study is to provide insight into the organizational culture (and 

viability) of the Cooperative Extension System by examining the leadership dynamics, power 
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relationships, and cultural impacts experienced by women County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators across the United States.  When we acknowledge that culture and 

leadership are inextricably connected, we are able to make an assessment of the organizational 

viability and effectiveness of Cooperative Extension.  Unspoken behaviors, social patterns, and 

culture can perpetuate values, beliefs, and assumptions that persist for decades within our 

organization.  It is important to note that while cultures are predisposed to change, they are 

concurrently predisposed to resist change. 

 

 

 

 

  



   

40 

 

CHAPTER 2 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW OF SALIENT LITERATURE 

 

This chapter will discuss the theoretical framework for this study as well as review salient 

and related literature. Feminist theory and social cognitive theory constructs provided the 

theoretical frameworks used to ground this study, providing the necessary political/social and 

learned behavioral lenses we have deemed critical to view impacts of gender and culture. 

Theoretical Framework 

Feminist Theory 

In an effort to bring a focus to empowerment and facilitate societal consciousness raising, 

feminist theory provides insight into both the constitution of gender and the resulting inequality 

present in gender relations.  As such, feminist theory provides the groundwork for questioning 

the “cultural/historical context and biological premises of gender” through challenging the 

multiple gender-based social oppressions held by numerous populations (Nagoshi & Nagoshi, 

2017).  Aligned with the ideas of philosopher Michel Foucault, feminist theory’s critique of 

historical gender concepts is based upon the framework that gender is a social construction 

defined and enforced by societal processes, cultural norms, and by the exhibition of behaviors 

defined as being gendered (Rogers, 2016).  Corey (2009) acknowledges that feminist theory is 

based upon the following principles: 

● Commitment to social change is mandatory; 

● Problems and challenges originate in political and social contexts; 

● The acknowledgement of different ways of knowing gives females a voice; and 

● Political and social inequality affect all individuals negatively. 
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Feminist theorists oftentimes base their approach as Marxist, radical, liberal, 

psychoanalytic, socialist, or existentialist or postmodern, among many modes of thought; each 

approach lends its own methodological lens in which to answer questions concerning females’ 

lived experiences (Griffeth, 2013). Tong (2009) acknowledged that in any type of feminist 

theory we employ, we:  

Lament the ways in which women have been oppressed, repressed, and suppressed, and 

[...] celebrate the ways in which so many women have “beaten the system,” taken charge 

of their own destinies, and encouraged each other to live, love, laugh, and to be happy as 

women (p. 2).  

Carlson and Ray (2011) provide insight into how feminist theory has evolved and the 

current shift in practice: 

Whereas feminist theories first began as an attempt to explain women’s oppression 

globally, following a grand theoretical approach akin to Marxism, the questions and 

emphases in the field have undergone some major shifts. Two primary shifts have been 

(1) from universalizing to particularizing and contextualizing women’s experiences and 

(2) from conceptualizing males and women as categories and focusing on the category 

“women” to questioning the content of that category and moving to the exploration of 

gendered practices. Thus, while many theorists do focus on the question of how gender 

inequality manifests in institutions such as the workplace, home, armed forces, economy, 

or public sphere, others explore the range of practices that have come to be defined as 

masculine or feminine and how gender is constituted in relation to other social relations. 

Feminist theories can thus be used to explain how institutions operate with normative 

gendered assumptions and selectively reward or punish gendered practices (paragraph 1). 
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Providing such insight into the feminine experience, via this framework, is a critical 

component of making meaning of leadership dynamics and power relationships within the 

Cooperative Extension organizational setting we have positioned ourselves. 

Social Cognitive Theory 

To provide depth, richness, and a holistic understanding of the constructs being examined 

in this study, social cognitive theory has been coupled with feminist theory to provide a 

comprehensive guiding framework.  Bussey and Bandura (1999) note that social cognitive theory 

is based upon the human capability for observational learning and symbolization, a tool utilized 

to create, comprehend, and regulate environmental conditions.  Likewise, social cognitive 

theorists espouse the notion that individuals’ beliefs in their abilities to influence the 

environment inform their actions to produce desired outcomes (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998).  

Thus, the learned behavioral (modeling) lens that social cognitive theory affords will be 

invaluable to this study. 

Bussey and Bandura (1999) explain that social cognitive theory is based upon the human 

capability for symbolism and observational learning.  They note that symbolization is a vehicle 

for creating, comprehending, and regulating everyday life conditions, and because individuals 

are able to ascribe meaning from information and interactions in their own lives, they 

unknowingly assign symbols to gender and identifying labels as a result (Bussey & Bandura, 

1999).  This accumulation of symbols and identifying labels are made through observational 

learning, which is the ability to build upon that existing knowledge and skill base through 

conveyed information from modeling influences.  Individuals are able to learn attributes of 

gender outside of individual experiences within their own self; they can learn by seeing those 

experiences of others.  As Bussey and Bandura (1999) explain, learning experiences can come 
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from three main sources:  personal factors (namely gender-linked conceptions), behavioral 

patterns related to gender, and environmental factors that include social influences.  These 

varying sources further explain that it is multiple aspects of one’s everyday life that influence 

gender identity development and give credence to the idea that gender-linked ideas are acquired 

and processed through varying modes of influence in an individual’s life.  Specifically, within 

the context of this study, we will zero in on the mode of modeling and later tie this into an 

overall cultural context significance that undergirds our work. 

Individuals are exposed to a multitude of sources of gender-linked information, including 

family, peers, significant persons, and mass media (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  At its core, it is 

integral for us to understand that his exposure begins with children at very young ages and such 

exposures build and are compounded over a lifetime.  As young people begin to form their own 

opinions, behaviors, and linkages of gender and identity due to those various exposures, this 

leads to the concept of modeling (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  It is important to differentiate 

modeling from mimicry; modeling is not an act of mimicry, but rather abstract learning through 

observation.  As Bandura and Bussey (1999, p. 686) denote, “once observers extract the rules 

and structure underlying the modeled activities, they can generate new patterns of behavior that 

conform to the structural properties.”  Thus, because children can learn gender stereotypes from 

observing the “differential performances of male and female models” (Bussey & Bandura, 1999, 

p. 687), this begins to inform what they consider appropriate/acceptable for each gender.  It is 

equally important to note that while children learn from both male and female stereotypes, how 

they apply such behaviors to their own lives is very much situational.  This is dependent on the 

availability to put various modeled activities into practice and the resulting social reactions that 
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come from such actions, namely whether or not such actions were accepted or not from those 

around them (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). 

Perception and preconception are ingrained in gender acceptance.  Bussey and Bandura 

(1999) explain that perception of gender and the process of assigning appropriateness to models 

of behavior are guided by preconceptions, causing some individuals to predispose them to look 

for some things and not others.  The more information that young people are exposed to and 

learn, the greater the scope of information they have to draw from to contribute to how they 

perceive same-gender and other-gender models and interactions (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  It is 

important to note that because older youth have greater cognitive skills/abilities and prior 

knowledge than younger youth, as we age, we tend to “pay greater attention to and learn more 

about modeled conduct that we regard as personally relevant” (Bussey & Bandura, 1999, p. 687).  

If we couple this factor with the “human interactions and associative networks” that are present 

in a person’s life, we can see how this perception is shaped tremendously at a very young age.  

The society that a youth is surrounded by inherently influences the availability of observable 

differences in the gender models from which youth make sense.  From a very intimate 

perspective, we see this quite often in western societies where there is a tendency to display what 

is called “traditional gender conduct,” which allows for “differences in gender-typed behavior” 

to be readily observable (Bussey & Bandura, 1999, p. 687).  Mass media is tremendously 

influential within western societies, and much of the gender roles and stereotypes portrayed 

within that content is even more traditional than what is found in reality.  Thus, it is important to 

recognize that as youth are raised in a connected society that exposes them to gender roles and 

influences that are more rigid, it ultimately affects the way they act and perceive not only 

themselves, but those around them, in relation to gender (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). 
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This leads us into the actions that result from connecting gender and identity perceptions 

that result from observational learning.  Youth guide their behaviors upon the informational 

foundations they have built concerning gender, and this can also explain why variations amongst 

youth occur in relation to how they act upon gender; in short, they are not all exposed to the 

same experiences (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  Youth do not act upon every tenet they have 

learned or been exposed to.  That is seen quite often with young males who are exposed to 

various maternal modeling, but they often choose not to espouse those behaviors for their own 

lifestyle.  Rather, youth take what they learn about gender and turn it into actions they find 

acceptable due to what they have been exposed to and what they deem acceptable for others as 

well.  It is important to note that when choosing those “acceptable” gender-based behaviors to 

act upon in their own lives, youth are more likely to adopt and exhibit models that result in 

positive outcomes, rather than negative outcomes (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  Furthermore, if a 

youth may perceive the possibility of a negative reaction to a particular behavioral model, they 

will likely not choose that action.  

As children, we are influenced by what others deem acceptable and the consequences that 

result due to those courses of action; this influence carries well into our adulthood.  We are 

constantly making judgement calls on various models of behavior based on how we think our 

actions will be perceived by others.  Many youth may go against what they feel is natural in 

order for them to be accepted by society or to be successful in said society (Bussey & Bandura, 

1999).  Furthermore, this brings into consideration how youth view their peers and oftentimes 

hold them to the same standards and guidelines they have established for themselves; this is 

problematic for youth who wish to go against the status quo but fear of rejection prevents them 

from doing so (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  We see youth who tend to choose that path “of least 
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resistance” which is the one with the least amount of negative consequences tied to it based upon 

the information they have gathered through observing models of behavior; modeling allows 

youth to “extract, weigh, and integrate this information” (Bussey & Bandura, 1999, p. 689).  We 

see such gender norms – behaviors, roles, and expectations – being reinforced through time and 

place because individuals pattern themselves after individuals who are more similar/like them in 

an effort to determine what behavior will be successful. 

People are motivated by the success of others who are similar to themselves, but they are 

discouraged from pursuing courses of behavior that they have seen often result in 

aversive consequences. The evaluative reactions people generate to their own conduct 

also regulate which observationally learned activities they are most likely to pursue. They 

express what they find self-satisfying and reject what they personally disapprove. 

(Bussey & Bandura, 1999, p. 687-688) 

Social Cognitive Theory Within a Cultural Context 

To further our exploration of a cultural framework, we seek out “human functioning in 

cultural embeddedness from the agentic perspective” (Bandura, 2002, p. 270) of social cognitive 

theory where the act of being is agent is to influence one’s functioning and life circumstances.  

Three modes of agency are denoted within social cognitive theory:  direct personal agency (that 

which is exercised individually), proxy agency (that which relies on others to act on one’s behest 

to secure desired outcomes), and collective agency exercised through group action (Bandura, 

2002, p. 270).  Within personal agency that is exercised individually, personal influences directly 

impact those individuals and the environments they find themselves in as they seek to manage 

their lives.  For many individuals, they do not have direct control over the institutional practices 

and social conditions that inform/affect their day-to-day lives.  As a result, many individuals seek 
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out individual well-being through the utilization of proxy agency, a socially-mediated mode of 

agency (Bandura, 2002).  Here, individuals seek to get those individuals who have access to 

expertise or resources or can successfully leverage power and/or influence to act on their behalf 

to secure desired outcomes.  Bandura (2002) explains that individuals do not live their lives 

autonomously and many of the outcomes/goals they seek are only able to be achieved through a 

“socially-interdependent effort.” 

This requires individuals to “pool their knowledge, skills, and resources, provide mutual 

support, form alliances, and work together to secure what they cannot accomplish on their own,” 

(Bandura, 2002, p. 270).  Ultimately, successful “functioning” as Bandura (2002) explains, 

requires an agentic blend of these aforementioned modes of agency; likewise, the collective 

blend of these individual, proxy, and collective modes will vary from culture to culture.  

Regardless of the culture in which an individual finds oneself residing, all of these agentic modes 

will need to be utilized to make it successfully through each day.    

Bandura (2002) posits that among the mechanisms of human agency, none is more 

pervasive or integral than beliefs of personal efficacy.  Self-efficacy thoughts/beliefs/feelings 

dictate human functioning through cognitive, affective, motivational, and decisional processes 

(Bandura, 2002).  Such beliefs drive whether an individual may think in either self-enhancing or 

self-debilitating ways; likewise, they affect how well those individuals may persevere when 

faced by difficulties and the resulting decisions such individuals may make at critically-

important times that shape crucial life paths/trajectories.     

As has been noted before, in social cognitive theory, efficacy beliefs are not confined 

solely to judgments of personal capabilities; collective agency is an integral player.  

Furthermore, it is important to note that perceived collective efficacy is not simply the sum of the 
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efficacy beliefs of individual group members.  Instead, it should be viewed as an “emergent 

group-level property that embodies the coordinative and interactive dynamics of group 

functioning,” (Bandura, 2002, p. 271).  Such a group operates through the behavior of its 

collective members where the “locus of perceived collective efficacy resides in the minds of 

group members,” (Bandura, 2002, p. 271).  We see that individuals, acting in concert on a shared 

belief, are then enacting the aspiring, regulating, motivating, and cognizing for that collective 

entity.  As Bandura (2002, p. 271) notes, “there is no emergent entity that operates independently 

of the beliefs and actions of the individuals who make up a social system.”  Furthermore, while 

collective efficacy beliefs do have a sociocentric focus, they function in a similar capacity to 

those of personal efficacy beliefs: 

People’s shared beliefs in their collective efficacy influence the type of futures they seek 

to achieve through collective effort; how well they use their resources; how much effort 

they put into their group endeavors; their staying power when collective efforts fail to 

produce quick results or meet forcible opposition; and their vulnerability to the 

discouragement that can beset those taking on tough social problems. (Bandura, 2002, p. 

271) 

Social Cognitive Theory and Occupational Activities 

As we work to build a sound framework for this study, it is of the utmost importance that 

we address occupational activities within the realm of social cognitive theory.  A tremendous 

portion of an individual’s daily life is spent immersed in occupational activities, and those 

pursuits function much more than to provide income to sustain one’s livelihood; those 

occupations “structure a large part of people’s everyday reality and serve as a major source of 
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personal identity and self-evaluation” (Bandura, 2002, p. 279).  Likewise, those occupational 

pursuits also comprise a sizeable portion of a person’s social relations. 

Researchers have shown that beliefs of personal efficacy play a highly influential role in 

occupational development and pursuits (Bandura, 1997; Betz & Hackett, 1986; Hackett, 1995; 

Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994).  The greater an individual’s perceived efficacy to fulfill 

educational requirements and occupational roles, the greater the scope of career options they will 

consider pursuing, the greater the perceived interest they have in such occupations, and the 

greater their own staying power in challenging career pursuits may be (Bandura, 2002, p. 279).  

No matter how interested an individual may be in a particular occupational field, they will 

dismiss considering entire classes of occupations if they deem them to be beyond their 

capabilities.  This is oftentimes seen within career interests and pursuits of women; such 

occupational pursuits tend to be severely constricted by “a sense of inefficacy for activities and 

skills necessary for occupations traditionally occupied by males” (Bandura, 2002, p. 279). 

Within the context of social cognitive theory, gendered socialization exerts a comparable 

impact cross-culturally on perceptions of personal efficacy for the same activities performed 

within different contexts.  For example, researchers have shown that women both in the United 

States and Japan have a high sense of efficacy for quantitative activities embedded in 

stereotypically feminine activities, but low perceived self-efficacy when these same quantitative 

activities are embedded in scientific pursuits (Betz & Hackett, 1983; Junge & Dretzke, 1995; 

Matsui & Tsukamoto, 1991).  Researchers have also shown that perceived coping efficacy also 

affects stress and burnout in occupational milieus in much the same way cross-culturally.  

Bandura (2002) explains that occupational stress arises when perceived task demands exceed 

perceived efficacy to manage them.  Likewise, similar stresses present themselves when 
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individuals find themselves in jobs below their capabilities or in careers which have plateaued, 

with very little opportunity to make full use of their skills or to enhance them (Bandura, 2002). 

... 

As societal views regarding gender roles continue to change and evolve, stereotypes 

continue to be influenced primarily by culture, not by inherent biological differences between 

males and females (Khajehpour, Ghazvini, Memari, & Rhamani, 2011; Rogers, 2016).  With the 

prominent role that culture plays, Khajehpour et al. (2011) posit that modeling, abstract learning 

through observation, is the most powerful means of transmitting attitudes and behaviors, cultural 

values, and thought patterns across generations.  Social cognitive theory provides guidance for 

how observed behavior (i.e., modeling) can “influence values, attitudes, and thoughts, thereby 

affecting stereotypes and regulation of gender roles that are typically associated with the feminist 

label” (Rogers, 2016, p. 8).  As a result, by fusing feminist theory with social cognitive theory, 

we are afforded both a political/social lens and a learned behavior (i.e., modeling) lens (Rogers, 

2016) through which to view the impact of gender and culture on female County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators. 

Salient Literature 

Limited literature exists to better understand the specific needs, barriers, and challenges 

experienced by female County Extension Directors.  As other researchers have noted, the 

evolution of women in the field of Agricultural and Extension Education as a whole is not well 

documented.  Seevers and Foster (2004) acknowledge that “knowledge about women who have 

pioneered positions in Extension education provides valuable role model information for 

upcoming generations of female educators.”  The following literature addresses subject areas that 

must be covered to properly contextualize this study and to understand the challenges and 



   

51 

 

barriers that women in agriculture, specifically Cooperative Extension, face.  As we have noted, 

by fusing feminist theory with social cognitive theory, we are afforded both a political/social lens 

and a learned behavior lens through which to view the impact of gender and culture on female 

County Extension Directors/Coordinators.  The following literature provides us the necessary 

contextual stories of gender and culture with which we begin focusing this political, socially-just, 

and socially-conscious act upon. 

Non-Traditional Occupations:  Females in Agriculture 

As we embark on a journey to better understand women in agriculture and how elements 

of gender and culture play out within the field of agriculture, it is necessary for us to gain insight 

into the academic environments where many of those women are being trained, performing 

research, and first being introduced to the cultural aspects of their impending careers.  In order 

for us to better understand the women graduate students in Agricultural and Extension Education 

programs across the country, we look to a study conducted by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020).  

This critical inquiry study sought to develop a profile of women graduate students in 

postsecondary AEE by describing the (1) mentoring experiences and (2) organizational climate 

for these women.  This study was enacted as part of a greater survey to update the profile of 

women faculty in AEE originally conducted by Foster and Seevers in 2003.  Researchers 

obtained the original instrument utilized by Foster and Seevers (2003), slightly modified some 

items to improve the relevancy of the questionnaire, and adapted it for online administration 

through the Qualtrics platform.  Likert-type and open-ended questions comprised the five 

sections of the questionnaire: a) educational and professional background, (b) current 

professional status, (c) mentoring, (e) professional treatment, and (f) demographics (Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks, 2020).  The population for this study consisted of all women graduate 
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students in AEE programs; researchers utilized a member directory from the American 

Association of Agricultural Education (AAAE) as well as an extensive search of university 

websites to find AAAE and non-AAAE members (N = 108) (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020).  

The researchers found four emergent themes to describe participants’ experiences in AEE:  

reflections on graduate school, realities of graduate school, future in academia, and the pursuit of 

mentorship. 

Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020) found that participant reflection on the graduate school 

experience was conflicting.  Categories used to describe the students’ choice to pursue graduate 

education in AEE were rewarding, flawed, and sacrifices (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020, p. 51).  

Almost a third of participants described their experiences as positive and rewarding; participants 

did not deny the challenge of graduate school, but they felt their efforts were worth the benefits 

they received.  For another group of women, the decision to attend graduate school was not 

regretted, but they were somewhat bitter due to the extreme workloads they faced (school is their 

entire life) combatted with limited resources offered to graduate students overall.  Many 

participants were not sure they made the right decision to earn a higher degree in AEE due to the 

sacrifices they were forced to make concerning choosing professional life over their personal life 

at times, taking substantial pay cuts, or denying job offers in order to earn a graduate degree 

(Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020).  

The realities of graduate school described an environment that was very much “a man’s 

world” where the “Good Ol’ Boys Club” was prevalent; participants explained how they felt they 

did not belong or benefit from such a club/identity.  Numerous participants experienced 

microaggressions toward women and had their competency regularly questioned by others.  For 

most of the participants, this questioning of the competency of women professionals and 
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educators was seen as the greatest barrier faced in AEE (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020).  Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks (2020) noted that the “perceived imbalance of power based on gender in the 

AEE profession is cause for concern to the students, as it seems to reinforce gender stereotypes 

[…] The preferential treatment given to male colleagues by tenured male faculty is a source of 

annoyance for many women graduate students” (p. 51).  

With regards to participants’ future in academia, responses were conflicting as well.  

While some women seemed confident, others were unsure or extremely concerned about a career 

in postsecondary AEE.  Concerned seem to stem from the sustainability of the AEE profession 

where participants were discouraged by observations of “poor leadership,” “the conduct of 

faculty and their visible character,” and “the negative conversations about tenure and the hoops 

one must jump through that are seemingly against your success” (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020, 

p. 54).  Likewise, the researchers noted that these concerns, coupled with work-life balance 

concerns, proved to be very discouraging to many women.  Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020, p. 

54) explained that  

Second-shift responsibilities (i.e., those duties often ascribed to women based on societal 

norms such as caretaking, family and home management) for women in academia was 

mentioned by several participants in the study’s data. “The professional demands of work 

coupled with second shift responsibilities are a recipe for disaster and increased attrition 

rates,” a participant reported. 

While some participants found encouraging mentors in faculty members and fellow 

graduate students (regardless of gender), researchers identified that an overall void of women 

leaders serving as AEE role models was prevalent.  Researchers noted that there is a consensus 

that postsecondary AEE needs “more women in leadership positions” (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 
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2020, p. 55).  For many of the participants, they expressed a sincere personal desire to uplift 

other women and try to build people up, rather than tearing them down; they expressed a desire 

to ascribe to the motto “women should empower other women” (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020, 

p. 55).   

For our study at-hand, implications from the Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020) study help 

us better understand that the data shows a “less-than-positive experience and reality for women 

graduate students in postsecondary AEE due to the perceived imbalance of power” (p. 56).  Due 

to this, we will seek to better understand these power dynamics in our own study and what to 

attribute these imbalances to.  Likewise, participants in this study also illuminated the 

tremendous tax on their emotional well-being due to the constant questioning of their 

competency, microaggressions, and navigating a perceived male-dominated profession.  Due to 

the fact that many of the CEDs/CECs and other Cooperative Extension professionals come from 

these same AEE graduate programs, it is important for us to better understand these attitudes and 

beliefs toward gendered differences.  Likewise, it is important to note that while many previous 

researchers have advocated for improved AEE mentoring and support networks for women to 

improve success and retention (i.e., Seevers & Foster, 2003), it appears that the work of Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks (2020) shows that little progress has been made over the past 17 years; we 

intend to further explore this in our current work as well. 

Moving From the Ivory Tower to the Field 

As we trace the paths of these women along their own professional journeys from 

academic careers to practicing professionals, it is necessary for us to now explore the 

experiences of women within Agricultural and Extension Education in its various forms.  For 
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many women, Agricultural and Extension Education, as a traditionally male dominated field, the 

concept of a labyrinth is both very real and present. 

The work of Foster (2001) sought to systematically process the individual stories, unique 

challenges, experiences, and reflections of women agricultural education teachers across the 

country through a mixed methods approach utilizing historical research and selected survey 

statements.  Specific objectives included (1) identifying roles and responsibilities unique to 

women agricultural education teachers, as expressed through commentary added to the 

researcher’s quantitative survey and (2) identifying perceptions of women in agricultural 

education teachers regarding balancing personal life and career (Foster, 2001, p. 3).  Foster 

(2001) attempted to combine inferences drawn from the survey statements and attributable 

commentary on the instrument and group that data into themes.   

The population for this study consisted of all female secondary agricultural education 

teachers employed within the United States, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands (Foster, 2001).  

In order to ensure that each region was represented adequately in proportion to the number of 

women in their overall secondary agricultural education population, a stratified random sample 

by the National Association of Agricultural Educators (NAAE) regional divisions was 

conducted.  To identify current female teachers in each state, the assistance of agricultural 

education State Supervisors was enlisted (Foster, 2001).    

With regards to findings related to the first objective, the category of “time for family and 

children” garnered the most responses with respondents denoting tremendous frustration with 

trying to maintain professional standards of their careers with still having quality time for family 

and themselves (Foster, 2001, p. 4).  Some of the respondents even noted that they should seek 

out medical assistance for health problems but they simply haven’t had time to do this because 
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they simply had no spare time.  Other respondents explained, in depth, the time they spent 

proving their abilities to do a good job as a women in this field.  Many noted the regret they felt 

not spending more time with their loved ones.  Foster (2001) explained that the fact that any 

young woman feels it necessary to choose between establishing a personal life and a career 

points to a unique difference between male and female agricultural education teachers. 

The category of “family commitment vs. work commitment” showed that many women 

reflected on an ongoing battle against guilt:  not having children, not spending time with family, 

chastised when choosing to place family first, etc. were prevalent comments (Foster, 2001).  

Foster (2001) noted another distinguishing difference between male and female expectations 

regarding spousal support where men are taught from birth to expect support from their wife and 

family, and women often feel that that same support is a gift instead of a reasonable expectation 

of a partner.  Several respondents noted the incredible stress on their marriages/partnerships that 

resulted from their careers.  Foster (2001) noted that “although the agricultural education 

community cannot be expected to change society’s perception of the role of a mother, the 

profession can remove the blinders that promote the concept that male and female teachers have 

exactly the same expectations put upon them, both in public and private lives” (p. 9).   

With regards to findings related to the second objective, the category of “maintaining a 

balancing act” garnered the greatest number of comments of either objective; participants noted 

time and time again the general sentiment that it was extremely difficult to maintain “what 

society defines as a ‘normal household’ and what is perceived as a ‘successful career’” (Foster, 

2001, p. 6).  Commentary trends found from all six NAAE regions included such statements as 

“balancing home and school […] it gets a little overwhelming at times,” “having a family – it is 

very difficult to balance this career and a husband and child,” “harder for a female than a male,” 
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and “I have two families to care for – mine and the school” (Foster, 2001, p. 7).  Additionally, 

the category of “discouraged – possibly leaving position” reflected the concerns and frustrations 

of many participants.  As noted, some of this discouragement stemmed from work commitments, 

having to prove their abilities as a woman in this field, and some were discouraged due to 

perceived discrimination.  As one participant noted, “I think there is discrimination, for I’ve seen 

male counterparts not affected in their status at district or state level due to increased family 

responsibilities.  Also, male ag teachers are quick to downgrade due to gender for nonattendance 

or low performance and not noticing other male counterparts’ incompetence” (Foster, 2001, p. 

7).  Many of the comments of the participants tracked back to common language stating that they 

were simply “tired” (Foster, 2001, p. 7). 

Implications from Foster’s (2001) study for our study at-hand are many; by reporting the 

reflections, experiences, and perceptions of the female agricultural education population, we gain 

insight into those unique challenges/barriers that women face within the field of agriculture.  

These issues that women face within agricultural education, as a non-traditional field for women, 

are the very same issues that any working woman in today’s society may face.  The juggling act 

of balancing family and career is not unique to women within agricultural education and is a very 

real dilemma for all working mothers, something that is not experienced in the same way by their 

male counterparts (Foster, 2001).  This helps to inform recommendations resulting from our own 

study.  Additionally, from a foundational framework perspective, Foster’s (2001) use of a 

feminist framework to guide the research lends credibility to our own approach.  As Foster’s 

(2001) aim was to “correct both the invisibility and distortion of female experience in ways 

relevant to ending women’s unequal social position,” she noted that in a non-traditional field for 

women (such as agricultural education), this concept of feminist research provides a “lens to 
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better regard issues such as balancing family and work life” (p. 9).  Ultimately, this gives 

credence to our own work as we – in a similar way – describe those challenges/barriers that 

ultimately lead toward the development of action frameworks in the interest of shaping our 

consciousness and realizing social justice for women as a whole. 

In a similar approach to Foster (2001), the work of Seevers and Foster (2003) took a 

concerted look at the significant under-representation of women within agricultural education at 

the secondary level with an aim at creating a profile of women within Agricultural and Extension 

Education at the postsecondary level across the country.  Additionally, this study sought to 

describe the unique challenges and barriers women within that particular discipline faced.  

Specific research objectives for the Seevers and Foster (2003) study included: (1) describing 

women based on selected personal and professional characteristics; (2) describing the 

educational background and work experiences of the subjects; (3) identifying the perceived 

barriers and challenges experienced as a female agricultural educator; (4) identifying the level of 

satisfaction with the current position; and (5) describing experiences and roles as both a mentor 

and mentee in agricultural education.  

In order to gather this data, this descriptive study utilized both quantitative and qualitative 

methods.  The population for this study was a census (N = 66) of women with teaching 

responsibilities listed in the 2001 Directory of the American Association of Agricultural 

Educators (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  The instrument created by the researchers contained six 

sections designed to address the objectives of the study.  Section One included open-ended and 

categorical questions regarding the educational and professional backgrounds of the subjects.  

Section Two sought to obtain information concerning the current professional status of the 

subject.  Sections Three and Four collected information regarding the subject’s roles as both 
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mentor and mentee in a professional capacity as well as any barriers/challenges that may have 

been experienced as a female educator.  Section Five utilized both open-ended and categorical 

items to gather demographic information regarding the subjects.  Section Six allowed the subject 

to share thoughts and comments regarding their experiences.  Face and content validity 

assessments were made utilizing a panel of experts in the following fields:  research/statistics, 

secondary teacher education, and agricultural and extension education.  Reliability was assessed 

by a test-retest procedure with 22 women listed in the 2001 Directory of the American 

Association of Agricultural Educators who did not have teaching responsibilities; thirteen 

individuals (60.0%) responded.  A minimum agreement of 85% on each of the questions was set 

a priori (Seevers & Foster, 2003). 

Data were collected following a modified Dillman's (1978) procedures for a mail 

questionnaire where instruments were coded with an identification number to track (and follow-

up with) non-respondents.  Two complete mailings were performed, and subjects were given the 

ability to complete and submit the questionnaire electronically as well.  Seevers and Foster 

(2003) also conducted telephone interviews with a random sample of 20% of the nonrespondents 

using the questionnaire as a guide; data from these interviews were compared to data from 

completed questionnaires, and because no differences were found to exist, the results were 

generalized to the target population.  The final usable response rate was 80.0 % (N = 53) 

(Seevers & Foster, 2003).  To summarize quantitative data, descriptive statistics were utilized, 

and resulting qualitative data were summarized and organized into conceptual themes (Seevers & 

Foster, 2003). 
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With regards to the first objective and describing the women based on personal and 

professional characteristics, approximately 60% of women had children, and the vast majority of 

respondents (92.5%) were Caucasian and non-Hispanic (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  The 

remaining respondents were equally distributed between Caucasian/Hispanic and African-

American.  Approximately 64% of the women were married, 20% were divorced, separated, or 

widowed, and 15% had never been married.  Time spent on family-related activities varied 

greatly with the greatest amount of time being reported within the domestic/housework category 

(average of 8.8 hours) and the least amount of time (average of 1.5 hours) within the school-

related activities category (for both themselves and their children) (Seevers & Foster, 2003). 

This study found that academic appointments held by women in post-secondary positions 

in agricultural education emphasized teaching.  Approximately 34% of respondents had official 

time devoted to research, while approximately 26% had appointments within Cooperative 

Extension.  On average, faculty advised 29 undergraduates and 9 graduate students.  For the 

respondents, the most commonly-held professional rank was assistant professor (35.8%).  Salary 

ranges varied greatly with the greatest number of respondents (30.2%) reporting an annual salary 

over $70,000, and the next largest group (28.3%) reported an annual salary between $45,000 and 

$59,000 annually (Seevers & Foster, 2003). 

With regards to the second objective and describing the education and professional 

background of subjects, Seevers and Foster (2003) found that the educational backgrounds and 

degrees leading to the subjects’ current employment varied greatly.  Bachelor of Science degrees 

were most commonly received in Agricultural Education (24.5%), followed by Home Economics 

(22.6%) and Animal Science (15.1%).  Master of Science/Arts degrees were most commonly in 

Agricultural Education (41.5%), followed by Home Economics (13.2%).  Agricultural and 
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Extension Education was the largest area in which doctoral degrees were received (41.5%), 

followed by Adult Education (17.0%) and Vocational Education and Education with 15.0%.  

Approximately 60% of the respondents noted that they had taught at the high school or middle 

school level before obtaining their current position at a post-secondary institution.  Additionally, 

55% of the respondents indicated that they had previously been members of either 4-H or FFA 

(Seevers & Foster, 2003). 

With regards to the third objective and identifying perceived barriers/challenges 

experienced as a female educator, approximately 64% of the participants noted that they had 

experienced a barrier as a result of their gender.  Specific barriers identified included lack of 

acceptance from peers and students, inequity in terms of status and benefits (salary, promotion, 

etc.), and balancing work and family (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  Women within agricultural and 

extension education did not seem to know “where they stood” with their colleagues and 

administrators; many of them noted that they needed to obtain more education and accomplish 

more quality work than their male counterparts to receive equal or less recognition for the work 

they do.  Respondents noted that male colleagues continuously question their qualifications 

(Seevers & Foster, 2003). 

It is also important to note that subjects were asked if they had made any personal 

sacrifices in order to reach their current level of professional achievement.  Eighty-three percent 

(N = 44) indicated they did make personal sacrifices for their careers; however, when asked if 

they would do it again, only 56.6% said yes, 4% said no, and the remaining 40.0% were 

undecided.  Opinions varied greatly regarding the degree of sacrifices made, but most believed 

they did have to make hard choices that required tremendous amounts of personal fortitude to 

remain in their chosen profession.  For many, that came at the expense of spending less time with 
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their loved ones, a failed marriage/partnership, and not pursuing other “dream” jobs that a spouse 

may not want to pursue with them (Seevers & Foster, 2003). 

With regards to the fourth objective concerning satisfaction levels with their current 

position, respondents noted that, overall, they were satisfied with their current position, and 

approximately 85% would encourage others to follow their career path (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  

Women responded that the work they do is important, and as such, they are making a valuable 

contribution to the profession as a whole.  However, as the researchers noted, not all participants 

agreed with this and instead focused on the following acknowledgement:  “there are many, many 

other professional opportunities for young women today with fewer barriers and more 

advantages”  (Seevers & Foster, 2003, p. 35).   

Regarding the fifth objective to describe experiences and roles as both a mentor and 

mentee within agricultural education, awareness of other women within agricultural and 

extension education in the same AAAE region was high (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  

Approximately 83% of respondents noted that they were aware of other women within the 

profession, but it appeared that most of the support received was rather unintentional and 

nonformal rather than formally established mentorships.  None of the participants indicated that 

they had formal mentoring relationships with women in the field.   Seevers and Foster (2003) 

found that this lack of apparent formal mentoring also led to a sense of discouragement and some 

participants not always knowing how to "act" around others in order to be accepted.  As one 

participant related, “I had a male advisor who told me I should go into ag curriculum or 

something like that rather than becoming a university professor because ‘all women in ag ed are 

real b '” (Seevers & Foster, 2003, p. 36).  Additionally, participants noted the apparent lack of 

both male and female mentors for young women entering the field and lamented that the 
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disparity in numbers of males versus females creates problems when seeking out assistance from 

male colleagues: “(I am in a) very male dominated department. Men offer little or no help, show 

little concern for the wellbeing of females - seem to tolerate us, but that's about all” (Seevers & 

Foster, 2003, p. 36).  

Implications from the Seevers and Foster (2003) study for our study at-hand are 

numerous.  It is pertinent for us to address this notion of mentoring – both formally and 

informally – and the implications that has for both professional and personal growth of women 

within this organization.  As Seevers and Foster (2003) have noted, due to the late entrance of 

women into the field of agricultural education there have been very few role models for women 

who advocate advancement to higher education levels: “young women entering the field need to 

feel that their hard work and educational fortitude has not been completed in vain” (Seevers & 

Foster, 2003, p. 36).  Further determining a profile of women within Cooperative Extension will 

provide the needed background for constructing environments that can contribute to their 

continued success rather than inhibiting it. 

Challenges and barriers to attaining positions and advancing within this field are still 

present, and it would not be an overstatement to note that the labyrinth has become that much 

more convoluted.  As Seevers and Foster (2003) noted:  

Perception is reality. Women responding to this study reported experiencing specific 

barriers as a result of gender. These barriers are consistent with those previously 

identified in other disciplines as well as agricultural education.  Awareness and 

communication are essential. Barriers (perceived or real) can not be addressed unless 

they are first made aware of and agreed that they exist. One person's reality may not be 

another's. If not addressed, the barriers identified by women in this study can ultimately 
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lead to conflict, job dissatisfaction and disharmony. As educators we may need to educate 

ourselves about the perceived barriers and collaboratively develop strategies to 

overcome. (p. 36) 

If we don’t act to make others aware of these barriers so that we can finally acknowledge 

them and work to overcome them, then when will we address this?  This further informs the 

work of our study to zero-in on these social harms and injustices.  Even with the passage of non-

discrimination legislation, reality, as experienced by women involved in agricultural and 

extension education, dictates that legislation does not mandate cultural change.  “Legislation and 

societal norms do not always work harmoniously, especially when they are in conflict with 

cultural norms” (Seevers & Foster, 2003, p. 33).   

In a similar vein, Seevers and Foster (2004) sought to create a profile of women involved 

in Cooperative Extension as county agents with primary programming duties of agricultural 

programs for adult clientele.  Additionally, their study had an aim to describe unique barriers and 

challenges that those women faced in their jobs as county Extension agents.  The study 

population was a census of female county Extension agricultural agents in 49 states; one state 

declined to participate in the study (Seevers & Foster, 2004).  Participants were identified using 

the 2002-2003 County Agents Directory (N = 488).  The instrument contained five sections 

designed to address the objectives of the study; this slightly modified instrument had been 

employed in two previous studies (Foster, 2001; Seevers & Foster, 2003).  Data were collected 

following a modified Dillman’s (1978) procedure for a mail questionnaire, and the final usable 

response rate was 79% (N = 386) (Seevers & Foster, 2004). 

The majority (68.1%) of the participants were married, 21% had never been married, and 

less than 10% were either divorced or widowed; additionally, only slightly more than 50% of the 
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respondents reported having children.  Approximately 93.2% of the respondents were Caucasian.  

Women reported having been employed with Cooperative Extension from 1 to 32 years, and 

areas of specialty varied greatly including, but not limited to, traditional areas such as crop 

production and livestock, in addition to less-common areas such as maple syrup production and 

marine science.  Less than 50% of the respondents reported having administrative 

responsibilities in relation to their position; the women reported spending the greatest percent of 

their time working with adults in agricultural programs (70%), followed by 4-H and youth 

program work, (18%) and lastly, other duties (9%) (Seevers & Foster, 2004).  The majority of 

women reported their highest educational degree as a Master’s (68.1%), while 21.6% possessed a 

bachelor’s degree, and 8.3% held a doctorate. 

Fifty-seven percent of the women noted that they had experienced some kind of barrier or 

challenge in their profession due to gender (Seevers & Foster, 2004).  Common themes that 

resulted from data included lack of acceptance from male colleagues and clients, the need to 

prove yourself, no mentoring or inclusion by male peers, and the "good 'ole boy system."  

One woman said, “Peers don’t seem to give the same level of respect for subject matter 

knowledge.  Clients are at times hesitant to talk to a woman.”  Others recognize the 

challenges and coped the best they could.  One woman said, “Folks still call and say, ‘is 

the man in?’ I laugh and say that the man is now a woman!” (Seevers & Foster, 2004) 

When the women were asked to identify any sacrifices they made to reach their level of 

achievement in their careers, numerous responses included time away from family, lack of 

personal or social time, the decision to not have more children or to delay having a family, and a 

firm commitment that the pay offered is too low for the educational requirements of the job 

(Seevers & Foster, 2004).  When participants were asked whether they would encourage others 
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to follow in their footsteps to pursue the same career, responses were varied (Seevers & Foster, 

2004):  

One woman said that, "until we are paid our worth and are treated with respect, there's no 

need to encourage anyone to go into this discipline." Others responded positively without 

hesitation, "It is valuable, productive work. We make a difference in people's lives and 

environment. I could be their mentor and help them." Still others had a positive 

experience themselves but were reluctant to encourage others due to unique 

circumstances. One woman wrote, "Not in the current budget and political climate. I have 

a feeling that Extension's days are numbered." 

Implications resulting from this study in relation to our own at-hand are numerous.  Data 

showed the Cooperative Extension careers are demanding of time and energy, and almost 60% of 

the women felt they had experienced barriers or challenges in their careers resulting from their 

gender (Seevers & Foster, 2004).  Those barriers were consistent with those previously identified 

in other studies within our same discipline of Agricultural and Extension Education.  With the 

prevalence of barriers and challenges encountered, Seevers and Foster (2004) note that barriers 

(perceived and real) can be addressed only through awareness and communication, but first there 

must be agreement that they do exist.  It is that lack of acknowledgement or failure to address 

that ultimately leads to conflict, job dissatisfaction, and high turnover rates.  It is our aim here to 

show that these barriers/challenges do exist and are present in our organization.  In order to 

ensure that we are working with the most accurate and timely data within our possession, we 

next look to work recently conducted by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019). 

In order to assess the progress that has been made in almost two decades, the work of 

Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) was aimed at updating the profile of women faculty in 
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postsecondary Agricultural and Extension Education as a follow-up to earlier studies focused on 

women AEE faculty by Foster and Seevers (2003).  Cline, Rosson, and Weeks’s (2019, p. 3) 

work was guided by two overarching research questions:   

(1) What are the perceptions of women faculty regarding the unique challenges and 

opportunities in Agricultural and Extension Education?  

(2) How do women faculty in Agricultural and Extension Education describe their 

mentoring experiences? 

The methodology employed by this study was an attempt to follow the original survey 

protocol outlined by Foster and Seevers (2003); the researchers utilized Foster and Seevers’s 

original questionnaire and converted it to an online Qualtrics platform.  The questionnaire 

consisted of five sections addressing educational and professional background, current 

professional status, mentoring, professional treatment, and demographics; the researchers 

employed Likert-type and open-ended questions within each section.  To identify common 

themes and patterns to portray the perceptions of the participants, a basic interpretive qualitative 

methodology was employed; responses to the open-ended questions were combined and 

analyzed independently by the researchers. 

The population for the study consisted of all women faculty members in Agricultural and 

Extension Education programs across the country.  Lists of participants were compiled utilizing 

the 2017 American Association of Agricultural Education (AAAE) member directory and by 

searching university websites listed by AAAE with “agricultural education, communication, 

extension, leadership or similar programs” for those individuals who were not included in AAAE 

membership in order to create a census of women faculty (N = 191) (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 

2019, p. 4).  An initial response rate of 55.5% (n = 106) was achieved, and researchers contacted 
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the non-respondents by phone to solicit completion of the questionnaire.  To better describe the 

participants, 31.6% were assistant, 19.3% were associate, and 14.9% were full tenure-track 

faculty.  Approximately twelve percent of the women identified as Extension 

educators/specialists.  The remaining participants (18.4) identified as instructors or lecturers as 

their current university position (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2019).  

Four emergent themes resulted from the data:  positive work environment, contributors to 

a toxic work environment, mentoring in the profession, and work-life integration (Cline, Rosson, 

& Weeks, 2019).  Addressing the first theme of factors that supported a positive work 

environment and profession, women described encouragement, collaboration and unity, honesty 

and transparency, and fulfillment and satisfaction are conducive to such positive experiences.  

The women explained frequently that encouragement towards and from other female AEE 

faculty was critically important and contributed to their positive outlook toward the profession.  

Participants noted that their careers made a positive difference in the lives of others and allowed 

them to feel fulfilled.  Furthermore, even though honesty and transparency – in regards to 

encouragement (and discouragement) – could intentionally turn other women faculty away from 

certain personal and professional pursuits, the participants felt a responsibility to portray the 

profession authentically (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2019). 

Addressing the second theme of significant contributions to a toxic work environment, 

many women described unhealthy competition, everyday frustrations, inappropriate comments 

and behaviors, and policy violations (i.e., asked illegal questions during interviews) as major 

contributing players.  Participants recalled sexist and derogatory comments and behavior that 

resulted in uncomfortable situations in the workplace; many women reported that they simply 

tried to preserve through that and continue doing their jobs well.  The researchers also noted that 
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participants thought they were continually overlooked for leadership positions, questioned on the 

quality of their work, were not listened to, and often excluded and marginalized in the 

workplace.  Another participant reported feeling discouragement when attending AEE 

conferences because they “see male faculty grouping together with other male faculty and 

(whether purposefully or not) excluding female faculty” (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2019, p. 7).  

It is important to note that the researchers found data acknowledging that discouraging behavior 

could be attributed to both males and females in the workplace, where higher education 

environments can produce greater prevalence of conflict when high levels of competition among 

colleagues can create unhealthy work environments.  Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019, p. 8) 

noted the following from one participant:  “I experienced many issues with under-cutting and 

marginalization of women - by both male and female faculty members. I have yet to pinpoint 

why this occurs, but at times it was painful and counterproductive […]”  Cline, Rosson, and 

Weeks (2019) noted that multiple participants referenced Madeleine Albright’s quote that 

“there’s a special place in hell for women who don’t help each other” (p. 7). 

To accurately portray some of the hostilities faced by these participants, the following 

reflections have been shared to help better relay those experiences (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 

2019, p. 8): 

As a first-semester graduate student, a faculty member in the agriculture program told me 

that I had ‘no business being in graduate school, that I would never get a job in the 

industry, and that I should be a nurse because it was an appropriate job for a woman.’ 

When I tried to argue, he told me to talk to his daughter, a nurse. He also expressed 

concern that I was not married already, saying it was his opinion that ‘women needed to 

be serviced at least twice per week in order to be able to think properly.’ That is a direct 
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quote because I have never forgotten it. He used the word ‘serviced,’ like the service for a 

stallion or bull.  

One male told me I needed to wear different clothing because my (he pointed to his 

chest) ‘these’ made him uncomfortable. I’ve been called beautiful more times than I was 

called smart more frequently than I cared to admit. It was always assumed I was a 

graduate student or the secretary rather than the professor, especially if a male was 

present. I’ve sat through countless meetings where I had an idea (that I voiced), which 

went ignored until a man voiced nearly the same idea and it was considered brilliant. The 

list goes on.  

The third emergent theme described mentoring experiences for those women faculty in 

AEE and how much those mentors were held in high regard.  The researchers found that most 

universities provided formal mentoring programs, but in those instances where this was not 

commonplace, informal gatherings to share experiences, professional needs, and concerns 

resulted; however, with this informal mentorship, a sense of isolation in AEE was portrayed by 

the participants.  Participants noted that both male and female colleagues provided much-needed 

direction, advisement, support, nurturance, and modeled professional practices that positively 

influenced their careers (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2019).  Researchers noted that the participants 

believed in the need to mentor others, and the notion of it takes a village to achieve success and 

to give back, was common among the participants (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2019, p.9)  

The fourth theme centered on work-life integration as a challenge for women faculty in 

AEE; notably time allocated to work responsibilities, family, well-being, and relationships was 

addressed.  For some participants, concerns associated with work-life integration was essentially 

a nonissue; for these individuals, the goal to pursue a faculty track position was a personal choice 
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that was deemed worth the demands and perceived sacrifices of the career (Cline, Rosson, & 

Weeks, 2019).  Other participants described their experiences as women faculty in AEE as 

“burdensome,” where time apart from family or work created conflicted that was hard to balance.  

Participants had perceived expectations to be “twice as good,” which resulted in many 

participants neglecting their personal needs and well-being to spend more time at work and/or 

not neglect family or personal responsibilities.  The remaining group of participants perceived 

work-life integration as the single greatest barrier for women faculty in AEE, where many 

sacrificed tremendous time related to personal needs, loved ones, health, etc. (Cline, Rosson, & 

Weeks, 2019).  

Implications resulting from this study in relation to our own at-hand are numerous.  

Similar to the participants from Foster and Seevers’s (2003) studies, women faculty in AEE 

today appear to be committed to their role within the profession when properly encouraged 

(Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2019).  The importance and need for mentoring have not decreased 

from earlier studies. The AEE profession should continue to encourage formal mentoring 

programs and fostering a culture of informal mentoring will continue to be critical in the future 

as well.  Likewise, the work of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) showed that just as with earlier 

work from Foster and Seevers (2003), overall satisfaction, assistance, and encouragement 

experienced by women within AEE did “not negate toxic workplace behavior and concerns for 

work-life integration in AEE” (p. 11).  It is important for us to continue exploring these toxic 

environments in order to address them with a very concerted focus on changing organizational 

culture.  These studies and the concept of gendered organizations help us to understand the 

organizational culture of Cooperative Extension when the subtexts of gender are often not visible 



   

72 

 

in the day-to-day operations of organizations, but very much influence assumptions regarding 

gender and power dynamics within organizations. 

As we work towards laying more firm foundational work related to culture, cultural 

constructs, cultural norms, and organizational culture as it relates to Cooperative Extension for 

this study, it is imperative for us to next address culture more fully. 

Culture and Cultural Constructs 

Common Characteristics 

Dwairy (2019) posits that culture “comprises the common values, norms, and lifestyle of 

a group of people that have shared a collective experience across generations in a particular 

ecology and economy” (p. 510).  In an effort to highlight some defining aspects of culture, 

culture is explained in the following manner: 

Culture is shared learned meanings and behaviors transmitted across generations within 

social activity contexts for purposes of promoting individual/societal adaptation, 

adjustment, growth, and development.  Culture has both external (i.e. artifacts, roles, 

activity contexts, institutions) and internal (i.e. values, beliefs, attitudes, activity contexts, 

patterns of consciousness, personality styles, epistemology) representations.  The shared 

meanings and behaviors are subject to continuous change and modification in response to 

changing internal and external circumstances.  Cultures can arise and function in brief 

and immediate temporal settings (e.g. [the] culture of faculty meetings) and also long-

term settings (e.g. ethno-cultural ways of life) (p. 6). 

There has been varying uses of terminology to explain the issue of internal vs. external aspects of 

culture.  For example, some explain that culture is comprised of the meanings shared by a group 

of individuals, while others note that culture is essentially the “human-made part” of the 



   

73 

 

environment.  Many researchers note that these emphases may be complementary.  Dwairy 

(2019, p. 510) explains that “the concept of culture as enmeshed with the concept of the person, 

claiming that the shared meaning system is the basis that enables groups of people to construct 

their human-made part of the environment, which in turn influences their system of meaning.” 

On a personal level, individuals are no longer viewed as passive agents of their culture, 

but rather as its appraisers and interpreters (Dwairy, 2019).  As a result, each individual 

experiences cultural aspects in different ways and creates his/her own personal culture through 

daily interactions with his/her social surroundings.  It is important to note that in addition to the 

“well-known function of culture as providing people with directive references, it also serves to 

justify people’s personal choices in a variety of contexts during their lives” (Dwairy, 2019, p. 

513). 

Researchers have noted the cultural changing feature in work comprised across life-

spans, generations, situations, and various contexts.  Of particular note is the work that many 

researchers have performed that emphasized how adaptive culture could be within a changing 

environment. Scholars often view culture as an adaptation device for survival, which enables 

individuals to utilize resources available to them from their natural environment which can be 

constructed into materials needed to survive within their human-made environment. 

Dwairy (2019, p. 517) notes that:   

Diversity and individual differences within each culture are not new topics in the 

literature on culture, yet they still have not received sufficient research attention in 

research on culture. Diversity and individual differences are sometimes considered to be 

spoilers or to distort the main characteristics of culture, while in fact diversity is the 

essence of each culture and plays a crucial role in the dynamics of change and 
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development. Inconsistencies within a culture are the internal agents that, together with 

ecological influences on the one hand and external cultural influences on the other, effect 

change from within. Ultimately, these internal inconsistencies and conflicts within a 

culture are the main actors in the drama of change. 

In short, it appears that inconsistency in values within a culture is a consistent 

characteristic across cultures and religions.  As a result, such inconsistent values, directives, and 

conflicts are inherent characteristics of culture and are ultimately necessary for surviving in a 

changing and challenging world.  This may ultimately explain the contradictory directives within 

each culture and the ultimate aim for survival.  As Dwairy (2019) noted, “Realizing the 

inconsistencies within each culture is crucial not only for understanding cultures but also for 

understanding the dynamics of change and for managing interventions for change, because any 

change ultimately employs the internal forces within the culture” (p. 513). 

Culture and Implications for Leadership 

Dwairy (2019, p. 510) explains that:  

If culture is a set of norms, values, and directives that guide people on how to behave and 

manage their lives, then culture is a form of unidentified leadership.  For instance, 

collective culture directs people to relinquish the self and save the harmony and name of 

the family, while individualistic culture encourages freedom and self fulfilment.  This 

definition fits one of the characteristics of good leadership as defined by the ancient 

Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu: ‘A leader is best when people barely know he exists; when 

his work is done, his aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it ourselves.’ 
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In a similar fashion, culture provides individuals with unconscious direction, causing 

them to act/think/feel a certain way even though most would acknowledge that they 

acted/thought/felt a certain way “by themselves.” 

Limited research exists in analyzing the process of leadership in regards to the role that 

cultural aspects play in its ultimate success.  Given the fact that leadership is also undertaken 

within some kind of cultural climate – and utilizes pertinent cultural aspects to promote change – 

this is an area of research that warrants additional consideration.  Some researchers have begun 

investigating the prominent cultural role and have even advocated for some organizations, which 

exhibit characteristics of power and recognition struggles, to employ culture-based leadership.  

Dwairy (2019) posits that for impactful leadership that aims to promote change, the utilization of 

internal dynamics within culture is no less important than understanding the differences between 

cultures and the unique characteristics of the targeted culture. 

Due to the fact that culture interacts with the vast majority of human experiences, 

behavior, and practices, it is a critical factor to consider when implementing both educational and 

leadership interventions.  Time and time again, we have witnessed leaders consciously and 

unconsciously utilizing cultural, as well as religious, values to promote their goals.  Dwairy 

(2019, p. 516) stated that “culture has been compared to a mine from which one can dig out 

almost every needed value.”  It is imperative for a leader to recognize that conflicting values 

within a mixed culture are potential resources for change, and as such, instead of imposing 

external values on the existing culture, a leader may enlist values from within to facilitate 

change.  It is recommended that the leaders of organizations “can and should employ those 

values, persons, and parties that promote the needed change” (Dwairy, 2019, p. 517).  Thus, 
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leaders of a particular group or organization should give due consideration to the personal culture 

of the people in addition to their generalized cultural identity.  

Culture and Misogyny (Internalized Misogyny) 

As misogyny implies prejudice, malice towards, or contempt for women, this practice 

finds a safe-haven within various patriarchal cultures.  Internalized misogyny occurs when 

women minimize the value of other women either through shaming, mistrusting, or demeaning 

that espouses gender bias in favor of men.  After repeated observation and introduction to these 

demeaning beliefs, women internalize those misogynistic beliefs and utilize them to inform how 

they view themselves and others.  These harmful societal beliefs have detrimental, far-reaching 

implications.  Many women, working to overcome the hostilities associated with misogyny, 

“work long hours, often working ‘twice as hard as men,’ to be viewed as equally competent, 

perhaps sacrificing spouse and children in deference to career, these women have been 

inculcated into a patriarchal corporate environment” (Tosone, 2009, p. 1).  Current research 

shows that working in misogynistic settings has dire negative effects on the well-being of both 

women and men (Tosone, 2009).  Tosone (2009) notes that being a bystander to gender-based 

work incivility lends to decreased job satisfaction, productivity, and morale.  Ultimately, it 

perpetuates the belief that hard work and perseverance will never be recognized for certain 

members of an organization. 

The work of Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009) sought to examine the role 

internalized misogyny plays in connecting sexist events with psychological distress. Participants 

consisted of 274 self-identified heterosexual women recruited from undergraduate psychology 

courses at a large southern university in the United States.  Participants ranged in age from 18 to 

31 years old.  Researchers utilized an online questionnaire to gather data based on published 
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suggestions from the work of Buchanan and Smith (1999), Michalak and Szabo (1998), and 

Schmidt (1997).  Sexist events were assessed via the Daily Sexist Events Scale (Swim et al. 

1998; Swim et al. 2001), which consists of 26 items assessing sexism in the forms of traditional 

gender role stereotyping and prejudice and unwanted sexually objectifying comments and 

behaviors (Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, & Stewart, 2009, p. 104).  Likewise, internalized misogyny 

was assessed using the Internalized Misogyny Scale (Piggot, 2004), which consists of 17 items 

reflecting three factors: distrust of women, devaluing of women, and valuing men over women 

(Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, & Stewart, 2009, p. 104).  Hierarchical multiple regression was used 

by the researchers to examine whether internalized misogyny moderated the relationship 

between sexist events and psychological distress because it is recognized as the best method to 

detect the presence or absence of moderating effects. 

Findings indicated that greater experiences of sexist events were associated with higher 

levels of psychological distress.  Sexist events have been conceptualized as “gender specific, 

negative life events that are unique to women, socially based (e.g., they stem from relatively 

stable underlying patriarchal social structures, institutions, and processes beyond the individual), 

chronic, and cause excess stress” (Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, & Stewart, 2009, p. 101).  As the 

work of Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009) has identified, the “personal is political 

posits that sexism is likely to contribute to women’s mental health problems directly through 

experiences of sexist events and through the internalization of negative and limiting messages 

about being a woman” (p. 101).  In addition, internalized misogyny intensified the relationship 

between external sexism and psychological distress. 

Implications for our current study at-hand show that women’s personally-held problems 

are influenced by the socio-cultural and political conditions in which they live; as such, they can 
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be conceptualized as reactions to oppression.  The work of Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart 

(2009) added to an accumulating body of research demonstrating the negative impact that sexism 

can have on women’s lives and overall health.  Because women often find themselves living in 

patriarchal cultures, numerous women are exposed to various forms of sexism resulting from the 

media, religious institutions, political and legal systems, familial and interpersonal relationships, 

and as we are currently researching here, places of work.  Due to the fact that misogyny is a 

cultural practice that serves to maintain the power of a dominating male population while 

devaluing women, we will seek out instances of the negative impacts of the devaluing gender 

within Cooperative Extension.  This is perpetuated by not only men, but also by women, who 

“reinforce the central male culture of devaluing women through acts of horizontal oppression 

and omission resulting from internalized misogyny” (Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, & Stewart, 2009, 

p. 108). 

With this understanding, in order for us to build a firm foundational basis for our study, 

we must address some of the origins of the oppression of women and the implications those hold 

for us presently. 

Origins of the Oppression of Women 

Ursel (1977) sought to synthesize contributing factors of the Marxist and Feminist 

perspectives regarding the origin of women’s oppression in an effort to account for both the 

biological and political-economic bases of sexual oppression.  Ursel’s (1977, p. 23) approach 

was based on the following understanding: 

On the one hand, Feminist explanations border on biological determinism which leads to 

serious contradictions in their analysis of strategies and solutions. On the other hand, 

Marxist explanations tend to ignore the significance of biological differences, and in their 
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analysis of sexual oppression, they reduce the phenomenon to that of a sub-category of 

class. Thus, we have what seem to be two opposing or mutually exclusive theories […] 

Both theories contain important contributions to the understanding of women's 

oppression, while at the same time, both theories are inadequate or incomplete on their 

own.  

Ursel (1977) explains that there are three basic tenets of Feminist perspective that should 

be considered: (1) the primary contradiction in society is the antagonism between the sexes, (2) 

this antagonism has its origin in the biological differences between men and women, and (3) 

women were physically weaker and handicapped by their reproductive function, rendering them 

dependent on others at times and as a result, were oppressed (p. 26).  She explains the most 

important aspect of Feminists’ biological argument is the concept that a woman’s reproductive 

function served as her greatest challenge/handicap.  Women have always been at the mercy of 

their biology, and men have had the pleasure of always having greater mobility and strength.  It 

was noted that even during times when humanity most needed births, at a time when maternity 

was the “most venerated,” manual labor was the ultimate primary necessity; as a result, because 

women could reproduce, they could not produce.  It is assumed that this resulted because 

pregnancy and lactation significantly reduced a woman’s mobility and ultimately her potential as 

a hunter in hunting and gathering societies. 

Furthermore, Ursel (1977) explains that because men have always had the advantage of 

greater mobility and greater strength it was "natural" that men dominated women.  As the 

biological basis of the antagonism of the sexes is established, additional forms of oppression, 

rooted in this natural dichotomy, can be explained.  Racism and/or class oppressions can be 

traced back to its roots in the antagonism of the sexes through an analysis of the family and its 
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inherently unequal power distribution (Ursel, 1977).  She explains that the fundamental 

characteristic of the biological family is that women are dependent upon men, and children are 

dependent upon adults, and that is what gives rise to a "power psychology,” a "psychological 

pattern of dominance-submission" that is recognized as the motivating force behind oppression 

(Ursel, 1977, p. 26).  She goes on to explain that in many societies, it is quite clear that women 

were dependent on men, but men were also dependent on women.  Ursel (1977) clearly explains 

that to say that women and men were interdependent was not to say that they were equal; those 

relationships were usually characterized by subordinate and superordinate dependence (p. 27). 

Unlike the Feminist position, Ursel (1977) explains that the Marxist position views the 

origin of women's oppression as rooted in social relations, particularly relations of production, 

rather than in biological differences (p. 30).  The first basic tenant of Engels’s theory was based 

on the idea that in primitive/prehistoric cultures, the nature of the economy existed at a 

subsistence level where the survival of the entire community was based upon some semblance of 

a cooperative social organization.  Ursel explains that individuals – men and women – were 

viewed as equals and lived harmoniously within this period of "primitive communalism” (p. 30).  

She notes it is the transition from a hunting and gathering or “subsistence economy” to one of 

agriculture and herding that the early communal character of society was seriously threatened; 

Ursel explains that the critical factor in this transition was the rise of surplus/abundance that 

resulted from the development of agriculture and the domestication of animals.  She explains that 

the labor of one individual can not only provide subsistence for him/her, but it can also provide 

for that of others, and this ability to obtain a surplus could then give rise to the concept of private 

property.  Here is where inheritance becomes a critical factor in the nature of women’s 

oppression:  in order to ensure the legitimacy of a man’s offspring, monogamy – for women only 
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– was first instituted.  Soon, women and the products of their labor (both food and children) 

became viewed as the possessions/property of men (Ursel, 1977, p. 30).   

Ursel (1977) notes that the Feminists’ analysis is persuasive due to its emphasis on the 

biological factors involved, but it is inadequate in regards to the processes involving dependent-

oppressive relationships.  Likewise, Engels’s analysis is persuasive regarding the process of male 

dominance, but it is inadequate to detail the sources which set such processes in motion.  Here is 

where both theories can be seen to complement each other; additionally, it is important for us to 

consider the significance of the sexual division of labor provided by both theories, as this 

provides us both the source and the process from which to understand women’s oppression 

(Ursel, 1977).  Sexual division of labor was not just due to biological differences between males 

and females; this division was also a social arrangement. 

The biological basis of the division of labor was bolstered over time by social norms and 

regulations; this “institutionalization” of the sexual division of labor was an early indication of 

the recognition that male-female “cooperation” was critical to the survival of a community 

(Ursel, 1977, p. 33).  Anthropological data seems to portray that males assumed a position of 

superordinate dependence while females assumed a position of subordinate dependence, and this 

is likely traced back to the sexual division of labor and the critical factor of reproduction.  As 

Ursel (1977, p. 33) explained 

The difficulties and awkwardness of pregnancy and the demands of breast-feeding 

operated to reduce women's mobility relative to men. Thus, men came to assume the 

more mobile productive roles of hunting, fishing and herding, while women assumed the 

tasks of gathering and processing in addition to her reproductive duties. Also, male 

mobility tended to result in male responsibility for defense and offense roles with respect 
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to animals and human rivals for economic terrain and property. What seems to be 

characteristic of all pre-class societies is that decisions were made by those who did the 

work. Thus, we can see that patterns of decision making and authority developed in 

different spheres for men and women according to their work. The point to be argued 

here is that somehow the spheres of male decision making and authority came to be 

elevated over the spheres of female decision making and authority.  

It can also be argued that in terms of sheer physical strength, the male monopolization of 

weapons for warfare and tools for production, gave them a distinct advantage over women with 

demands placed on them regarding authority and decision-making.  From the perspective of 

basic survival, Ursel (1977) claims that it can be argued that “male failure or success in war and 

hunting had more immediate and dramatic impact upon the community than female success or 

failure in gathering or processing, giving rise to the ascendency of male decision making and 

authority” (p. 34).  Likewise, while males could more easily expand their productive roles into 

all realms, including that of gathering, females were usually relegated to just one area, i.e. 

gathering, due to limited mobility and the monopolization of tools by males.  

In addition to monopolization of material goods and property, it is important to also 

consider the realm of decision making that was covered by men and women.  Male decision 

making and authority was based on issues of basic survival – production, warfare, etc. – while 

the authority of women was relegated to a broad range of domestic concerns and primary 

production responsibilities.  Ursel (1977) notes that this focus on male decision making 

regarding survival issues which elevated male social status over that of females.  Ursel (1977) 

explains that this process more than likely operated in a similar fashion in herding or pastoral 

societies, but likely eroded within agricultural societies.  Within these agricultural societies 
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where the sexual division of labor did not operate again the status of women, women more 

frequently monopolized the role of the primary producer, e.g. Iroquois (Ursel, 1977).  It is 

important to note that even in such societies as these, at best, women could approach equality, 

but they could not achieve dominance.  As the development of agriculture initially improved 

women's status, allowing them to begin assuming the role of primary producer, it also gave rise 

to the development of surplus goods/property/materials, which initiated the “onset of exploitative 

relationships in which women and children became the first victims” (Ursel, 1977, p. 34).  What 

we see here provides great implications for our study as we first trace back to the beginnings of 

the oppression of women and patriarchal societies.  The sexual division of labor ultimately gave 

rise to status differentiation, and this process of usually favoring males continued in existence to 

the time when class societies were developed.  As Ursel (1977) explains, regarding the 

development of class, “past ideology, plus the importance of women's reproductive function (in 

terms of providing heirs), operated to secure male dominance in spite of women's actual or 

potential role as primary producer” (p. 34).   

*** 

Chapter Summary 

Feminist theory and social cognitive theory constructs provided the theoretical 

frameworks used to ground this study.  First, with regards to feminist theory, in an effort to bring 

a focus to empowerment and facilitate societal consciousness raising, feminist theory provides 

insight into both the constitution of gender and the resulting inequality present in gender 

relations.  As such, feminist theory provides the groundwork for questioning the 

“cultural/historical context and biological premises of gender” through challenging the multiple 

gender-based social oppressions held by numerous populations (Nagoshi & Nagoshi, 2017).   
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Second, social cognitive theory has been coupled with feminist theory to provide a 

comprehensive guiding framework to provide depth, richness, and a holistic understanding of the 

constructs being examined.  Bussey and Bandura (1999) note that social cognitive theory is 

based upon the human capability for observational learning and symbolization, a tool utilized to 

create, comprehend, and regulate environmental conditions.  Learning experiences can come 

from three main sources:  personal factors (namely gender-linked conceptions), behavioral 

patterns related to gender, and environmental factors that include social influences.   

As societal views regarding gender roles continue to change and evolve, stereotypes 

continue to be influenced primarily by culture, not by inherent biological differences between 

males and females (Khajehpour, Ghazvini, Memari, & Rhamani, 2011; Rogers, 2016).  With the 

prominent role that culture plays, Khajehpour et al. (2011) posit that modeling, abstract learning 

through observation, is the most powerful means of transmitting attitudes and behaviors, cultural 

values, and thought patterns across generations.  Social cognitive theory provides guidance for 

how observed behavior (i.e., modeling) can “influence values, attitudes, and thoughts, thereby 

affecting stereotypes and regulation of gender roles that are typically associated with the feminist 

label” (Rogers, 2016, p. 8).  As a result, by fusing feminist theory with social cognitive theory, 

we are afforded both a political/social lens and a learned behavior (i.e., modeling) lens (Rogers, 

2016) through which to view the impact of gender and culture on female County Extension 

Directors. 

To better understand women in agriculture and how elements of gender and culture play 

out within this discipline, the work of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020) provided insight into the 

academic environments in which many of those women in Agricultural and Extension Education 

programs across the country were studying, conducting research, and being trained.  Researchers 
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found that participant reflection on the graduate school experience was conflicting; many 

participants were not sure they made the right decision to earn a higher degree in AEE due to the 

sacrifices they were forced to make concerning choosing professional life over their personal life 

at times, taking substantial pay cuts, or denying job offers in order to earn a graduate degree 

(Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020).  Numerous participants experienced microaggressions toward 

women and had their competency regularly questioned by others.  For most of the participants, 

this questioning of the competency of women professionals and educators was seen as the 

greatest barrier faced in AEE (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020).   

Foster’s (2001) work to identify roles and responsibilities unique to women agricultural 

education teachers proved critically important as we traced the paths of these women along their 

own professional journeys from academic careers to practicing professionals.  Foster’s (2001) 

study showed that respondents were tremendously frustrated with trying to maintain professional 

standards of their careers while still having quality time for family and themselves; work-life 

balance was exceptionally hard.  Foster (2001) explained that the fact that any young woman 

feels it necessary to choose between establishing a personal life and a career points to a unique 

difference between male and female agricultural education teachers. 

Seevers and Foster (2003) took a concerted look at the significant under-representation of 

women within agricultural education at the secondary level with an aim at creating a profile of 

these women across the country.  This study found that academic appointments held by women 

in post-secondary positions in agricultural education emphasized teaching.  Seevers and Foster 

(2003) found that approximately 64% of the participants noted that they had experienced a 

barrier as a result of their gender.  Specific barriers identified included lack of acceptance from 
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peers and students, inequity in terms of status and benefits (salary, promotion, etc.), and 

balancing work and family (Seevers & Foster, 2003).   

Seevers and Foster (2004) sought to create a profile of women involved in Cooperative 

Extension as county agents with primary programming duties of agricultural programs for adult 

clientele.  Additionally, their study had an aim to describe unique barriers and challenges that 

those women faced in their jobs as county Extension agents.  Fifty-seven percent of the women 

noted that they had experienced some kind of barrier or challenge in their profession due to 

gender (Seevers & Foster, 2004).  Common themes that resulted from data included lack of 

acceptance from male colleagues and clients, the need to prove yourself, no mentoring or 

inclusion by male peers, and the "good 'ol boy system."   

The work Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) was aimed at updating the profile and work 

environments of women faculty in postsecondary Agricultural and Extension Education as a 

follow-up to earlier studies focused on women AEE faculty by Foster and Seevers (2003).  

Participants explained frequently that encouragement towards and from other female AEE 

faculty was critically important and contributed to their positive outlook toward the profession.  

Participants noted that significant contributions to a toxic work environment, included unhealthy 

competition, everyday frustrations, inappropriate comments and behaviors, and policy violations 

(i.e., asked illegal questions during interviews) as major contributing players.  

The work of Dwairy (2019) focused on culture comprising the common values, norms, 

and lifestyles of a group of people that have shared a collective experience across generations, 

and this work provided context for how cultural aspects are experienced internally and 

externally.  As a result, each individual experiences cultural aspects in different ways and creates 

his/her own personal culture through daily interactions with his/her social surroundings.  
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Inconsistency in values within a culture is a consistent characteristic across cultures and 

religions.   

Tosone (2009) explained that misogyny implied the prejudice, malice, and contempt for 

women that has found a safe-haven in various patriarchal cultures around the world.  After 

repeated observation and introduction to these demeaning beliefs, women internalize those 

misogynistic beliefs and utilize them to inform how they view themselves and others.  Tosone 

(2009) has shown that working in misogynistic settings has dire negative effects on the well-

being of both women and men. 

The work of Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009) sought to examine the role 

internalized misogyny plays in connecting sexist events with psychological distress.  Findings 

indicated that greater experiences of sexist events were associated with higher levels of 

psychological distress.  Sexist events have been conceptualized as “gender specific, negative life 

events that are unique to women, socially based (e.g., they stem from relatively stable underlying 

patriarchal social structures, institutions, and processes beyond the individual), chronic, and 

cause excess stress” (Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, & Stewart, 2009, p. 101).   

Ursel (1977) sought to synthesize contributing factors of the Marxist and Feminist 

perspectives regarding the origin of women’s oppression in an effort to account for both the 

biological and political-economic bases of sexual oppression.  She explained that male decision 

making and authority was based on issues of basic survival – production, warfare, etc. – while 

the authority of women was relegated to a broad range of domestic concerns and primary 

production responsibilities.  Ursel (1977) notes that this focus on male decision making 

regarding survival issues which elevated male social status over that of females.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter will discuss the critical feminist autoethnographical methodology used to 

complete this study of female County Extension Directors, including the researcher’s bias and 

contextual connection, the research design, population, participant selection, data collection, 

analysis strategies, and demonstration of the trustworthiness of the study. 

Epistemological Position 

A constructivist philosophy provided the lens for this study in which the aim was to 

better understand the lived experiences, leadership dynamics, power relationships, and cultures 

which surround female County Extension Directors.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) note that 

constructivism “assumes that reality is socially constructed,” and there is “no single, observable 

reality” (p. 9).  As a result, researchers “do not ‘find’ knowledge; they construct it” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 9).  For this study, we stand firm on this philosophy because we wholeheartedly 

embrace the understanding that those involved in this study - both the participants and myself 

concurrently traversing this autoethnographical journey - are constructing knowledge for 

ourselves.  We bring prior knowledge and experiences to the stories we share which are molded 

and packaged up by the social and cultural environments that have molded us as women.  We 

celebrate and learn from the successes of others, and we empathize and learn from the failures of 

others.  Collectively, we learn together within the platform of this autoethnography by 

constructing knowledge out of those experiences we have vulnerably explored together.    

Based upon a social constructivist approach, my role here as the autoethnographical 

researcher is not to teach you how to construct this knowledge, but rather to facilitate that 

exchange so you can arrive at your own understanding and version of the truth.  Almost in the 
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capacity of a broker, I lift up the uniqueness of these collective experiences shared by the 

participants and myself so I can bring the two parties together - you and us - allowing you to take 

receipt of these stories to help start constructing your own knowledge. 

By sharing my epistemological position with my audience, I would be remiss if I did not 

explicitly relay my intentional responsibilities to the research at hand or to the profession as a 

whole now that I find myself, as Phiona Stanley (2018) noted, immersed in activism, academia, 

and aware discourse communities.  As Adams (2017, p. 65) summed up so succinctly: 

As an autoethnographer, I believe in certain responsibilities. I believe that I should not 

apologize for autoethnography or worry about ignorant and arrogant skeptics. Instead, I 

should be accountable and able to articulate my perspective of autoethnography and what 

I hope to accomplish with a project.  

I believe that I cannot tell stories and expect no feedback or evaluation, or think that my 

personal tales are beyond critique, or assume that others will recognize the purpose of my 

work.  

I believe that caring about the future of autoethnography means showing what 

autoethnography can do that other research perspectives and practices cannot accomplish, 

as well as explaining and justifying autoethnography to unfamiliar others: students and 

colleagues, human subjects committees, journal reviewers and editors, and book 

publishers.  

Adhering to these responsibilities, I believe that I/we can maintain and expand the 

infrastructure for autoethnographic research—research that, as many autoethnographers 

already know, allows us to do compassionate and consequential research as well as try to 

live reflective, meaningful, and socially just lives. 
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Furthermore, I would be remiss if I did not harken back to my constructivist roots and 

promise you, the reader, that I will diligently wear the badge of facilitator and not didactic 

teacher throughout the course of this journey.  My sincere aim is to join you in this journey - as I 

have joined these other women - to help you arrive at your own conclusions and understanding 

of the content we share.  I will support you from the back as any good facilitator would and work 

to create an environment and space for you that is founded not on didactic monologue, but rather 

a continuous dialogue between you, the participants, and me.  As you compare your 

understanding/truth with the, as Kukla (2000) so eloquently put it, the “new, socially tested 

version of truth,” I aim to further continue our intentions of treating this research as the political, 

socially-just, and socially-conscious act that it is. 

Introduction to the Method 

To better understand the experiences of female County Extension Directors to provide 

insight into the organizational culture of the Cooperative Extension System, a qualitative 

approach has been employed in an attempt to give meaning to the phenomenon experienced by 

those involved (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Qualitative research produces data of rich 

description, that is often garnered through field notes, observations, analysis of documents, and 

interviews; ultimately, such research allows one to gain an insider’s point of view (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  Like other qualitative research, this study has been conducted in a natural setting 

where the phenomenon in question can be studied and interpreted “in terms of meaning people 

bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2).  As I work to connect the dots between lives, 

experiences, epiphanies, and resulting interpretations, I hope to give meaning to the stories so 

generously shared by those involved.  Because qualitative research is relaying what meaning 
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people attribute to their experience, I am tasked with ensuring that you, as the reader, find this 

text valuable and engaging, allowing me to do justice to this methodology. 

To best make sense of these lived experiences, a critical feminist authethnographical 

approach has been employed.  Critical autoethnographies - oftentimes informed by feminist, 

indigenous, critical race, and postcolonial sensibilities - “focus intentionally, and fiercely, on 

identifying and remedying social harms and injustices” through accounts of cultural and personal 

experiences (Adams, 2017, p. 63).  The critical autoethnographical approach not only provided 

insights into the lives of a particular group, but also offered ways to improve the lives of group 

members.   

Ellis (2004) and Holman Jones (2005) explain that autoethnography is an approach to 

research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal 

experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno).  Researchers utilize tenets 

of autobiography and ethnography to do and write autoethnography; as a method, 

autoethnography is both process and product.  Autoethnography challenges canonical ways of 

doing research and representing others (Spry, 2001) and treats research as a political, socially-

just, and socially-conscious act (Adams & Holman Jones, 2008).  Within the research that we 

present to you here, we hold these three tenets in the utmost respect and use them as guiding 

principles. 

As we embark on this journey to introduce you to the method of autoethnography, we 

must show its innate ties to culture, which form a cornerstone for this study.  Throughout various 

forms of autoethnography, a common factor which can be found in each form is the focus on 

culture and human society.  Holliday (1999, p. 237) explains that 
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What has become the default notion of ‘culture’ refers to prescribed ethnic, national, and 

international entities.  This large culture paradigm is by its nature vulnerable to a 

culturist reduction of ‘foreign’ students, teachers, and their educational contexts.  In 

contrast, a small culture paradigm attaches ‘culture’ to small social groupings or 

activities wherever there is cohesive behavior, and thus avoids culturist ethnic, national, 

or international stereotyping. 

Through the methodology of autoethnography, “writing about lived experiences with a ‘small’ 

culture [...] allows for fine-grained, nuanced insights that cannot otherwise be obtained” (Stanley 

& Vass, 2018).  Within this particular study, such “fine-grained” insights garnered from the 

participants were able to lend us insight into organizational culture that we otherwise could not 

have had such intimate access to. 

Each of these participants portrayed experiences that enabled us to see culture across 

time, space, and geographical location that was remarkably similar.  I must admit that I was not 

sure if my own experiences would be similar at all to the other women, but what we each shared 

had been molded, accepted, and denied in similar patterns - cultural patterns.  Wolcott (2008) 

reiterates the importance of culture noting that culture “refers to the various ways different 

groups go about their lives and to the belief systems associated with that behavior;” (p. 22).  

D’Andrade (1992) provides insight into cultural meaning:   

To say something is cultural is - at a minimum - to say that it is shared by a significant 

number of members of a social group; shared in the sense of being behaviorally enacted, 

physically possessed, or internally thought.  Further, this something must be recognized 

in some special way and at least some others are expected to know about it; that is, it 

must be intersubjectively shared.  Finally, for something to be cultural it must have the 
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potential of being passed on to new group members, to exist with some permanency 

through time and across space. (p. 230) 

 

We acknowledge that while autoethnographers/ethnographers wish to convey meanings 

that participants make of their lives, it is done in conjunction with some interpretation on their 

own part.  In order to both understand and portray a group’s culture, adequate time must be spent 

with the group in question. 

The result of ethnographic inquiry is cultural description.  It is, however, a description of 

the sort that can emerge only from a lengthy period of intimate study and residence in a 

given social setting.  It calls for the language spoken in that setting, first-hand 

participation in some of the activities that take place there, and, most critically, a deep 

reliance on intensive work with a few informants drawn from the setting. (Van Maanen, 

1982, p.103-104) 

I am most grateful for being able to contribute to this “cultural description” first-hand.  Speaking 

as the unskilled autoethnographic researcher that I am, if I had not had this intimate knowledge 

residing in this County Extension Director/Coordinator position for years as I have, I could not 

have done justice to this work; I would not have had the true immersive experience to help you, 

the reader, to adequately make sense of these stories for yourself.   

While interviews, document/record analysis, and the researcher’s journal of daily 

occurrences monitoring events are critical, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted that “immersion in 

the site as a participant observer is the primary method of data collection” (p. 30).  With such 

immersion, thick description, a term espoused by Geertz (1973), becomes the heart of both 

autoethnographical and ethnographical work.  Geertz (1973) explained: 
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Culture is not a power, something to which social events, behavior, institutions, or 

processes can be causally attributed; it is a context, something within which they can be 

intelligibly - that is, thickly - described. (p. 14) 

Within this approach, our aim is that data will be sufficiently relayed to the reader to allow 

him/her access to the “sociocultural patterns characteristic of the group under study” due to the 

fact that it is not sufficient enough to simply describe cultural practices, but the researcher must 

also depict his or her understanding of the cultural meaning of the phenomenon.  Ultimately, to 

be an autoethnographical study, the lens of culture must be used to understand the phenomenon 

at hand.  Here, as we circle back to culture, I am reminded once again that if not for this lens of 

culture (thick description resulting from immersion), our focus to treat this research as the 

political, socially-just, and socially-conscious act that it is, would be lost. 

As we work to ensure that you, the reader, have the ability to have your own sense-

making, truth-finding opportunities, we acknowledge that the discipline itself has had similar 

moments of reckoning.  Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010) noted that in the 1980s, 

postmodernism created a “crisis of confidence” that necessitated social science reform based on 

the discipline’s ontological, axiological, and epistemological limitations. 

In particular, scholars began illustrating how the “facts” and “truths” scientists “found” 

were inextricably tied to the vocabularies and paradigms the scientists used to represent 

them (Kuhn, 1996; Rorty, 1982); they recognized the impossibility of and lack of desire 

for master, universal narratives (De Certeau, 1984; Lyotard, 1984); they understood new 

relationships between authors, audiences, and texts (Barthes, 1977; Derrida, 1978; 

Radway, 1984); and they realized that stories were complex, constitutive, meaningful 

phenomena that taught morals and ethics, introduced unique ways of thinking and 
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feeling, and helped people make sense of themselves and others (Adams, 2008; Bochner, 

2001, 2002; Fisher, 1984). 

Additionally, another main concern which arose from the aforementioned “crisis of 

confidence” was the “need to resist colonist, sterile research impulses of authoritatively entering 

a culture, exploiting cultural members, and then recklessly leaving to write about the culture for 

monetary and/or professional gain, while disregarding relational ties to cultural members” 

(Conquergood, 1991; Ellis, 2007, Riedmann, 1993).  As a result, scholars were drawn to 

autoethnography to address critiques of canonical ideas regarding what research is and how it 

should be done.  Scholars acknowledged the potentiality of social sciences “if they were closer to 

literature than to physics, if they proffered stories rather than theories, and if they were self-

consciously value-centered rather than pretending to be value free” (Bochner, 1994).   

In particular, they wanted to concentrate on ways of producing meaningful, accessible, 

and evocative research grounded in personal experience, research that would sensitize 

readers to issues of identity politics, to experiences shrouded in silence, and to forms of 

representation that deepen our capacity to empathize with people who are different from 

us (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). 

Here, as I reaffirm my role within this study as an autoethnographer, this gives credence to my 

aim to act as facilitator in the exchange of information and experiences, while we still adhere to 

our tenants of treating this research as the political, socially-just, and socially-conscious act that 

it is. 

While some scholars still assume that research can be performed from an impersonal, 

neutral, and objective stance (Atkinson, 1997; Buzard, 2003; Delamont, 2009), the majority now 

acknowledge that such an assumption is not tenable (Bochner, 2002; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; 
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Rorty, 1982).  Autoethnography is one such approach that acknowledges and accommodates 

subjectivity, emotionality, and the researcher’s influence on research, rather than hiding from 

these matters or assuming they don’t exist. 

Researchers also noted that due to the fact that different kinds of people possess different 

assumptions about the world - a multitude of ways of speaking, writing, valuing, and believing - 

and that conventional ways of doing and thinking about research were narrow, limiting, and 

parochial. 

These differences can stem from race (Anzaldua, 1987; Boylorn, 2006; Davis, 2009), 

gender (Blair, Brown, & Baxter, 1994; Keller, 1995), sexuality (Foster, 2008; Glave, 

2005), age (Dossa, 1999; Paulson & Willig, 2008); ability (Couser, 1997; Gerber, 1996), 

class (hooks, 2000; Dykins Callahan, 2008), education (Delpit, 1996; Valenzuela, 1999), 

or religion (Droogsma, 2007; Minkowitz, 1995).  For the most part, those who advocate 

and insist on canonical forms of doing and writing research are advocating a White, 

masculine, heterosexual, middle/upper-classed, Christian, able-bodied perspective.  

Following these conventions, a researcher not only disregards other ways of knowing but 

also implies that other ways necessarily are unsatisfactory and invalid.  (Ellis, Adams, & 

Bochner, 2010). 

Autoethnography, in response, opens up a wider and expanded lens on the world, 

abstaining from rigid definitions of what constitutes meaningful and useful research.  By 

employing this approach, we were better able to understand how the kinds of people we claim, or 

are perceived, to influence interpretations of what we study, how we study it, and what we say 

about our topic. 
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We would be remiss if we did not explain the actual therapeutic capacity - cathartic, 

enlightening, and empowering in many ways - that this research holds through writing.  

Undoubtedly, writing – as a process – can be therapeutic for both participants and readers alike.  

Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010, paragraph 25) note: 

Writing is a way of knowing, a method of inquiry (Richardson, 2000).  Consequently, 

writing personal stories can be therapeutic for authors as we write to make sense of 

ourselves and our experiences (Kiesinger, 2002; Poulos, 2008), purge our burdens 

(Atkinson, 2007), and question canonical stories—conventional, authoritative, and 

"projective" storylines that "plot" how "ideal social selves" should live (Tololyan, 1987, 

p. 218; Bochner, 2001, 2002).  In so doing, we seek to improve and better understand our 

relationships (Adams, 2006; Wyatt, 2008), reduce prejudice (Ellis, 2002a, 2009), 

encourage personal responsibility and agency (Pelias, 2000, 2007), raise consciousness 

and promote cultural change (Ellis, 2002b; Goodall, 2006), and give people a voice that, 

before writing, they may not have felt they had (Boylorn, 2006; Jago, 2002). 

One such example of this was the work of Betty Friedan (1964) who identified the 

“problem that has no name” in the 1960s amongst many women in the United States who 

demonstrated “vague, chronic discontent” due to their inability to “engage in personal 

development” within the workforce like their male counterparts (Wood, 2009, p. 78).  It was 

observed that many women, especially homemakers, did not voice their concerns to others 

regarding the feeling of isolation they felt, delegated to the home for most of the day, and many 

felt that they were alone in their discontent and struggles.  Friedan (1964) was able to write about 

these experiences, introducing and sharing these concerns and stories to the general public, 
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functioning as therapeutic outlets for many women and initiating significant cultural change in 

the understanding, perception, and influence of public policies regarding women’s rights. 

Within our own study here, we saw many of these very same therapeutic outlets.  The 

participants of this study voiced their gratitude over the ability to being able to share with others, 

for having a platform to tell/inform others, and took some solace in knowing that they were not 

alone in their feelings and experiences.  I, too, was grateful for this opportunity.  For many 

autoethnographers, such writing becomes moments of witnessing.  Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 

(2010, paragraph 27) elaborated on the impact of writing and witnessing: 

Writing personal stories thus makes "witnessing" possible (Denzin, 2004; Ellis and 

Bochner, 2006)—the ability for participants and readers to observe and, consequently, 

better testify on behalf of an event, problem, or experience (e.g., Greenspan, 1998; 

Rogers, 2004); writing allows a researcher, an author, to identify other problems that are 

cloaked in secrecy—e.g., government conspiracy (Goodall, 2006), isolation a person may 

feel after being diagnosed with an illness (Frank, 1995), and harmful gender norms 

(Crawley, 2002; Pelias, 2007).  As witnesses, autoethnographers not only work with 

others to validate the meaning of their pain, but also allow participants and readers to feel 

validated and/or better able to cope with or want to change their circumstances. 

Autoethnographers and the Art of Relational Ethics  

As Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010, paragraph 28) reiterated time and time again, 

researchers do not exist in isolation: 

We live connected to social networks that include friends and relatives, partners and 

children, co-workers and students, and we work in universities and research facilities.  

Consequently, when we conduct and write research, we implicate others in our work.  For 
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instance, if a woman studies and develops anti-smoking campaigns within a university, 

tobacco companies may refrain from financially contributing to the university because of 

her research; even though she is doing the research herself, she may speak on behalf of 

others—in this case, on behalf of her university.  Likewise, in traditional ethnographies, 

the location of the communities being written about usually are identifiable to readers as 

are some of the participants being featured in our representations of our fieldwork. 

I cannot reiterate how impactful and constant that notion of “researchers not existing in 

isolation” reverberates in our heart and soul.  Understanding that researchers do not exist in 

isolation, autoethnographers must understand that the concept of “relational ethics'' is even 

greater in their field (Ellis, 2007).  Quite often, I am mindful time and time again that 

autoethnographers not only implicate themselves in their work due to sharing personal 

experience, but they also implicate others (Adams, 2006; Etherington, 2007; Trahar, 2009).  The 

autoethnographer may never make mention of the name of the participant, the community which 

he/she represents, etc., but due to the nature of the story told, it may not take much to make 

identification of such persons, communities, etc.  As such, that was something that I was acutely 

aware of for this study.  Likewise, it also furthered the respect I held for these participants as 

women who were being exceptionally brave and vulnerable to share with me and others for the 

sake of bettering overall cultural aspects for others who will navigate this labyrinth long after we 

are gone. 

Additionally, relational ethics often become even more complicated for 

autoethnographers because these researchers value the interpersonal ties they share with their 

participants; many become friends or acquaintances through the research process, thus furthering 

the participants from the basic status of “impersonal subjects'' who existed “only to be mined for 
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data” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2010, paragraph 30).  As a result, an integral part of the 

research process and product is for the autoethnographer to be constantly mindful of the ethical 

issues surrounding such relationships with participants (Tillmann-Healy, 2001, 2001; Tillmann, 

2009; Kiegelmann, 2010).       

Due to the fact that relational concerns are considered a crucial dimension of inquiry, 

autoethnographers are also cognizant throughout the research and writing process to show their 

work to others implicated in or by their writing.  As such, autoethnographers oftentimes protect 

the privacy of their participants by altering identifiable information such as topics discussed, 

specific circumstances, and/or personal characteristics.  These protective measures are 

undertaken in such a way to ensure that the integrity of the research is maintained, the essence of 

the story is accurately portrayed, and the work is adequately interpreted and understood by the 

reader.  As Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010, paragraph 31) explain, “most of the time, they 

[autoethnographers] also have to be able to continue to live in the world of relationships in which 

their research is embedded after the research is completed.”  Because we are cognizant of such 

relationships and the vulnerability of our participants due to the experiences they have shared 

with us, we have altered all identifiable information to protect the privacy of the participants and 

safeguard their anonymity.  Again, we do this out of sound discipline methodology, but also out 

of the tremendous respect I hold for these women and the acknowledgement I have that living in 

this “space” is already incredibly hard to successfully do.  

Population 

The population for this study was female County Extension Directors/Coordinators based 

across the United States.  The working definition of female County Extension 

Director/Coordinator for the purpose of this study is the “individual tasked with providing 
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oversight to an entire county’s Cooperative Extension program, ensuring that it is all-

encompassing, functioning properly, and addressing community needs in alignment with the 

mission work of the respective land-grant university.”  To gain insight into the 10 participants of 

this study, these women all hold titles of County Extension Director/Coordinator in their 

respective county-based Cooperative Extension office and have served in this role from 4-22 

years.  Seven states were represented by the participants, including the following regions of the 

United States:  Northeast, Northwest, Southeast, and Midwest.  Participants have affiliations with 

1862, 1890, and 1994 land-grant institutions.  These women ranged in age from their early 30s to 

their mid-60s.  Nine identified as White/Caucasian and one identified as Black/African-

American; none identified as Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity.  A participant did identify as 

GLBTQIAA.  With regards to education levels obtained, seven participants held Master’s 

degrees and three held doctoral/professional degrees.  The programmatic areas represented by 

the participants included Family & Consumer Sciences, 4-H Youth Development, Agriculture, 

and Community & Rural Development.  To provide the reader with a deeper understanding of 

the population, as well as assisting with maintaining anonymity among the participants, “thick 

description” (Geertz, 1973) has been employed by the researcher; Ponterotto (2006) noted that 

by using “thick description” to describe a population, a researcher could fully describe the 

participants “without compromising anonymity” (p. 246).  Also, the use of a population that is 

thickly described “facilitates the reader’s ability to visualize the sample including their relevant 

demographic and psychological characteristics” (Ponterotto, 2006, p. 246). 

For this research, I enlisted the assistance of the NC State Extension Director to distribute 

this study information to Regional Extension Directors and their respective State Extension 

Director and Director of County Operations within each state/territory across the country.  We 
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also enlisted the assistance of the Extension Committee on Organizational Policy (ECOP) 

Executive Director at the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities (APLU) based in 

Washington, DC to distribute this information to regions across the United States.  To follow-up, 

I created an intensive inventory of 1862, 1890, and 1994 land-grant universities utilizing the 

ECOP Regional Directory as the basis for this work and expanded it to include additional 

territories and 1994 institutions.  Although Cooperative Extension can be found in each 

state/territory, not all states/territories have professionals serving in the County Extension 

Director/Coordinator capacity.  Prospective participants were asked to complete a Participant 

Selection Criteria Questionnaire, allowing us to bring together a diverse cohort of individuals 

who could share rich, varied, and thoughtful experiences.   

Participant Selection 

Purposive sampling was used within this study to maximize the discovery of knowledge 

related to this particular population and to lend the most intimate insight regarding our guiding 

research questions.  Purposive sampling is widely used as a technique within qualitative research 

for the identification and selection of information-rich cases for the most effective use of limited 

resources (Patton, 2002).  A purposive sample is employed when “researchers use their special 

knowledge or expertise about some group to select subjects who represent this population” 

(Berg, 2001, p. 32).   

Here, we have employed this purposive sampling technique because these identified 

individuals are tremendously knowledgeable regarding the role and experiences of serving as a 

female County Extension Director/Coordinator.  For this research, in addition to the unique 

knowledge and experience these participants hole, Bernard (2002) and Spradley (1979) speak to 

the importance of availability and willingness to participate, and the ability to communicate 
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experiences and opinions in an articulate, expressive, and reflective manner; we were able to 

successfully find these attributes, amongst others, within our participants through purposive 

sampling.  For this research, prospective participants were asked to complete a Participant 

Selection Criteria Questionnaire, allowing us to bring together a diverse cohort of individuals 

who could share rich, varied, and thoughtful experiences.  Originally, fifteen participants elected 

to participate in the study.  Two participants were excused because they did not meet the 

required qualifying criterion of identifying as a woman, and three additional participants had to 

excuse themselves for personal reasons; as a result, this study was conducted with 10 

participants. 

Research Design 

You write in order to change the world, knowing perfectly well you probably can’t 

but also knowing that… the world changes according to the way people see it, and if you 

alter, even by a millimeter, the way… people look at reality, then you can change it. 

-- James Arthur Baldwin 

 

Laying the Groundwork:  Why This Design is Appropriate and Needed 

Qualitative researchers are interested in “how people interpret their experiences, how 

they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 23).  When we zero in on autoethnographical work specifically, that research is 

undertaken so that we can retrospectively and selectively write about epiphanies that stem from, 

or are made possible by, being part of a culture and/or by possessing a particular cultural 

identity.  In addition to relaying these experiences, autoethnographers, as researchers, are also 

tasked with analyzing those experiences utilizing applicable literature, methodological tools, and 
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consideration of how other individuals may experience similar epiphanies.  Therefore, 

autoethnographers “must use personal experience to illustrate facets of cultural experience, and, 

in so doing, make characteristics of a culture familiar for insiders and outsiders” (Ellis, Adams, 

& Bochner, 2010).  To successfully accomplish this, autoethnographers can interview cultural 

members (Foster, 2006; Marvasti, 2006; Tillmann-Healy, 2001), examine relevant cultural 

artifacts (Boylorn, 2008; Denzin, 2006), and/or compare and contrast existing research in 

relation to personal experiences (Ronai, 1995, 1996). 

When researchers write autoethnographies, they seek to produce aesthetic and evocative 

thick descriptions of personal and interpersonal experience. They accomplish this by first 

discerning patterns of cultural experience evidenced by field notes, interviews, and/or 

artifacts, and then describing these patterns using facets of storytelling (e.g., character 

and plot development), showing and telling, and alterations of authorial voice. Thus, the 

autoethnographer not only tries to make personal experience meaningful and cultural 

experience engaging, but also, by producing accessible texts, she or he may be able to 

reach wider and more diverse mass audiences that traditional research usually disregards, 

a move that can make personal and social change possible for more people (Bochner, 

1997; Ellis, 1995; Goodall, 2006; hooks, 1994). 

The concerted effort to share proves to be invaluable within the realm of 

autoethnographical work and is particularly appropriate for this study.  Defrancisco, Kuderer, 

and Chatham-Carpenter (2007) explained that autoethnography provides a safer space to 

examine such life-long issues, and that much was gained from group sharing.  Furthermore, 

autoethnography “tore down false walls between the research/discovery process and substance 
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(or product), and it helped us utilize our shared life experiences [...]” (Defrancisco, Kuderer, & 

Chatham-Carpenter, 2007, p. 241). 

Based on our experiences, we believe other qualitative researchers would benefit from 

acknowledging their own stories more fully before asking others to be vulnerable and 

share the stories of their lives, whatever the topic of study (Defrancisco, Kuderer, & 

Chatham-Carpenter, 2007, p. 241). 

For this autoethnographic study, it was imperative that I, as the researcher, interview 

others as well as myself in an effort to gain deeper understandings of topics, events, and 

occurrences.  As Chang (2008, p. 103) stated, “when applied to autoethnography, interviews with 

others fulfill a different purpose:  they provide external data that give contextual information to 

confirm, complement, or reject introspectively generated data.”  With this autoethnographic 

approach, there is movement away and beyond the antiquated concept of interviews as a one-

way communication vehicle; for such researchers, interviews of both self and others act as a “co-

construction of reality, feelings, and understanding as well as a means for recreating scenes from 

past and present life experiences” (Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 71).  I sought out an 

approach - in the form of a participatory study - where other County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators and myself could create reciprocal relationships as equals and gain 

meaningful insight from each other during the process.  As Chang (2008, p. 109) has noted, we 

engaged in collaborative autoethnography to create rich context in an effort to not risk only 

privileging one perspective.  Here, we espoused the autoethnographic approach because it 

benefited greatly from the thought that self is an extension of a community rather than as an 

independent, self-sufficient being, because the possibility of cultural self-analysis rests on an 

understanding that self is part of a cultural community (Chang, 2008).  By including others as co-
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informants in this study, this approach broadened our database by including others’ stories while 

the research focus is still anchored in my own personal experience, an approach similar to that 

employed by Foster, McAllister, and O’Brien (2005) and Smith (2005).  Ultimately, I want to 

use my story as part of a larger study of others, and where I position myself in this study affects 

the resulting research design. 

The Design Itself 

This study was designed as a critical feminist autoethnography consisting of five rounds 

of online asynchronous semi-structured interviews conducted through the Google Docs platform. 

As Merriam (2009) stated, the main purpose of an interview is to obtain a special kind of 

information that cannot be obtained otherwise; semi-structured interviews are conducted in a 

manner that allows for flexibility and based on the resulting conversation or includes questions 

that are not as structured as a formal interview (Merriam, 2009).  Follow-up questions were 

afforded space within the resulting member checks that took place after each round of 

interviews; those member checks were conducted within Google Docs as well.  Each participant 

was assigned a generic Google account through the researcher in conjunction with the NC State 

University Office of Information Technology.  Having these generic accounts allowed the 

participants to correspond with the researcher via Gmail and also participate in the interviews 

and member checks through Google Docs with the protection of anonymity.  Just as noted by 

Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis (2013), this digital age has afforded us the ability to expand 

opportunities to gather data.  While autoethnographic inquiry today can incorporate new 

technologies and forms of social engagement, it still retains the “key features and values of 

authorial visibility, reflexivity, evocative writing, relational engagement, vulnerability, and 

openness to new directions,” which will be incorporated into autoethnographical work in 
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whatever form it takes on (p. 80).  Additionally, this online platform served an additional 

purpose as we continued to collect data throughout 2020 amongst a global pandemic.  These 

interviews and data collection as whole would not have been able to continue if they had been 

conducted face-to-face due to COVID-19 public health concerns, lockdowns, and resulting 

restrictions.  Thankfully, this platform served us well from a number of fronts. 

While posing each round of interview questions to the research participants, I 

concurrently answered the same questions and noted my own responses in my combined 

methods and reflexive journal.  In essence, I acted in the capacity of yet another participant in 

this research process and analyzed data retrieved from my commentary in conjunction with data 

gathered from others.  By answering prompts myself, journaling for reflection, and merging 

these data sets of writing into “one corpus of authoethnographic data,” I was able to build a 

richer and more expansive authoethnographic record (Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 

72). 

Data Collection, Analysis, and Interpretation 

Creswell (1998) stated that data collection should be a “series of interrelated activities 

aimed at gathering good information to answer emerging research questions” (p. 110).  

Qualitative inquiry is focused on meaning in context, and as a result, it “requires a data collection 

instrument that is sensitive to underlying meaning when gathering and interpreting data” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 2).  For our qualitative inquiry efforts, no other instrument could compare to 

the person him/herself, and the methodology of autoethnography is particularly suited for this 

study and our aim. 

Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010) explain that the forms of autoethnography differ 

depending on the emphasis that is placed on the study of others, the researcher's self and 
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interaction with others, traditional analysis, the interview context itself, and/or power 

relationships.  One such approach, reflexive interviews, focus on the “interactively produced 

meanings and emotional dynamics of the interview itself” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2010).  

Ellis (2004) noted that even though the focus is devoted to the participant’s story, the thoughts, 

feelings, and descriptions contributed by the researcher are also considered; personal reflection 

on the part of the researcher “adds context and layers to the story being told” about the 

participants.  Additionally, interactive interviews provide an "in-depth and intimate 

understanding of people's experiences with emotionally charged and sensitive topics" (Ellis, 

Kiesinger, & Tillmann-Healy, 1997, p. 121).  Such interviews are usually situated within the 

context of emerging or well-established relationships among participants and interviewers that 

consist of multiple interview sessions (Adams, 2008).  Mey and Mruck (2010) note that the 

emphasis placed in these particular research contexts is focused on what can be learned from the 

stories that each individual brings to the research encounter in addition to the interaction within 

the interview setting itself.  In a similar approach to interactive interviews, community 

autoethnographies utilize the personal experiences of researchers to “illustrate how a community 

manifests particular social/cultural issues,” thereby enabling "community-building" research 

practices in addition to creating opportunities for "cultural and social intervention" (Kardorff & 

Schonberger, 2010, p. 59).  In addition to these community-building approaches, co-constructed 

narratives can also be employed “to illustrate the meanings of relational experiences, particularly 

how people collaboratively cope with the ambiguities, uncertainties, and contradictions” (Ellis, 

Adams, & Bochner, 2010).  Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010) explain that “co-constructed 

narratives view relationships as jointly-authored, incomplete, and historically situated affairs.  
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Often told about or around an epiphany, each person first writes her or his experience, and then 

shares and reacts to the story the other wrote at the same time” (paragraph 24). 

Based upon the frame provided in a previous autoethnographic study conducted by 

Defrancisco, Kuderer, and Chatham-Carpenter (2007) and the approach of presenting this data in 

collaborative autoethnographical approach, we began this self-reflexive journey together.  For 

this study, we contacted 223 universities that spanned across all 50 states, the District of 

Columbia, and 4 United States territories; this population included 1862, 1890, and 1994 land-

grant institutions.  Prospective participants were asked to complete a Participant Selection 

Criteria Questionnaire, allowing us to bring together a diverse cohort of individuals who could 

share rich, varied, and thoughtful experiences.  Thirteen participants were selected; two 

participants were excused because they did not meet the required qualifying criterion of 

identifying as a woman.   

We informed each of the participants of their rights as a participant in the study and 

completed consent forms in accordance with IRB protocol.  Selected participants were assigned a 

participant number/pseudonym (e.g., CunninghamP1, CunninghamP2, etc.) and a generic Google 

account through the NC State University Office of Technology, which afforded them a safe and 

secure online platform to participate with the added protection of anonymity.  Emails and 

corresponding Google Docs prepared the participants for each round of online, asynchronous 

interviews and provided a platform to complete the interviews.   

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) acknowledge that such online platforms allow observation 

that is crucial to ethnography, and digital-, cyber-, or virtual-based ethnographic methods abound 

(Aredevol & Gomez-Cruz, 2014; Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012; and Underberg & 

Zorn, 2013).  Such “online representations of life experiences” are proliferant in today’s society, 
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where technology provides individuals the possibility to have both voice and presence (Denzin, 

2014).  Such technologies can take a number of forms, from video/audio recordings to online 

discussion forums to blogs/podcasts.  As Denzin (2014) notes, such technologies allow 

individuals to share “information about themselves, their biographies, and their intimate 

experiences” within a virtual community (p. xi).  It is important to note that “virtual selves have 

material presences in these electronic spaces” (Denzin, 2014, p. xi).  This particular method will 

provide individuals with the protection of anonymity, allowing them to share stories freely and 

honestly.   

Boellstorff et al. (2012) acknowledge that when ethnographers collect data through online 

observation, one must be reminded of the medium in which the data are being collected; online 

issues are similar to those when the observer is present in the environment, but additional issues 

specific to the online medium must also be accounted for.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) note that 

a distinction between “online observation through virtual presence and physical presence 

observations is that it is possible to do virtual or online observations from a completely hidden 

perspective” (p. 159).  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) acknowledge that when “conducting 

observations in online settings, it is as important to carefully document the process and to keep 

field notes in some form, and to carefully develop a process for doing so” (p. 160). 

I concurrently answered the same interview questions within my own journal as part of 

the required autoethnographical researcher role I held.  Defrancisco, Kuderer, and Chatham-

Carpenter (2007) note that “including the authors’ own voice and privileging self-reflexivity are 

necessary responses to a ‘crisis of representation,’ as we attempt to study and represent others’ 

experiences in an ethical fashion” (p. 238).  After each round of interviews concluded, those 

were coded, and the researcher followed-up by posing member checks back to each of the 
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participants including initial themes that resulted from the previous round of interviews.  These 

procedures were utilized for all five rounds of interviews and member checks, each resulting in a 

peer debrief memo that was sent to the peer debrief committee for oversight.  Altogether, 82 

unique codes were created for the interview/member check portions of the data collection 

process. 

As we move from data collection to analysis, the reader can see that this is approached in 

different ways from different autoethnographical researchers.  Wolcott (1994) presents analysis 

as “description, analysis, and interpretation,” where terms are “often combined (such as 

descriptive analysis, interpretive data) or used interchangeably” (p. 11).  Wolcott (1994) 

provides clarification: 

Description is just that - description - of “what is going on here?”  Analysis involves the 

identification of essential features and the systematic description of interrelationships 

among them.  Interpretation speaks to meanings; in other words, “what does it all mean?” 

(p. 12) 

As we work to help you, the reader, make sense of this next step, we have outlined our efforts 

and guiding principles to how data analysis was performed within this study.  Our hope is that 

you will soon see, as Wolcott (1994) seeks to know, “what does it all mean?” 

Moving From Collection to Analysis 

In order to analyze the resulting data produced both during the interviews and member 

checks, I have employed a number of best practices advised for autoethnographic analysis and 

interpretation (Chang, 2008; Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013; Maxwell, 2005).  According 

to Corbin and Strauss (1990, p. 6), “analysis begins as soon as the first bit of data is collected.”  

With autoethnography, data analysis and interpretation are often not guided by a rigid research 
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design, but one where there is great “fluidity of the process” (Chang, 2008, p. 115).  Below are 

the processes I followed within this study in order to provide sound guidance and structure to 

data analysis: 

● In order to initiate “meaning-making,” an important preparatory step began with 

reviewing data holistically (Chang, 2008; Maxwell, 2005).  This entails reading textual 

data of resulting interviews. This holistic examination helps researchers become 

acquainted and re-acquainted with the body of data.  This also aligns with guidance from 

Creswell (1998) to first begin with a general review of all information, often resulting in 

holistic notes to guide further preparatory steps.  I found this extremely helpful to read 

the data as is from start to finish without stopping to perform analysis; this helped to put 

me in the right “mindset” to begin segmental reading, which I will address shortly.    

○ During this time, researchers are advised to take notes of impressions regarding 

recurring topics, emerging themes, salient patterns, unusual cases, and notable 

statements.  I employed this strategy and found it extremely helpful because I was 

able to begin identifying some recurring topics and notable statements that 

allowed the segmental reading process to move much more smoothly.  Because I 

valued this step so greatly, I also included this work in my individual peer debrief 

memo packets as part of enhancing credibility for this study. 

● After we complete these initial steps, the researcher engaged in segmental reading, 

which refers to reviewing each data set line by line.  The approach assists the researcher 

in identifying segments of data that contain initial meaning where personal bias is not 

contributing to the meaning or resulting categories.  While this step can be quite time 

consuming, I found it critical to successfully moving forward. 
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● The researcher engaged in another holistic reading that reviewed the entire data set 

through with little interruption.  This review allows a “broad understanding of what is in 

the data, what the data say, and what the data mean” (Chang, 2008, p. 131).  With this 

final reading, I truly began to find tentative manifestations of data resulting in various 

meaning units. 

● Coding and sorting are then employed to help fracture each data set into smaller bits on 

the basis of topical commonality and to regroup the data bits into topical categories 

(Chang, 2008, p.119).  While working to code and sort, I had to be mindful of the 

following: 

○ At earlier stages of coding, researchers are advised not to impose external 

categories too soon so as to avoid losing sight of meanings emerging from raw 

data.  Personally speaking, this took a great deal of personal restraint, but became 

much easier with each subsequent round of interviews and member checks.  It 

was critical to keep in mind that codes could/should be combined later to form 

larger, more expansive, categories.  Also, categories that were developed were 

constantly reviewed and combined to form more current/appropriate categories 

that coincided with developing research. 

○ For successful interview analysis, I unitized the data (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), 

following guidance that a unit of data is viewed as any “meaningful (or 

potentially meaningful) segment of data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176).  At the 

beginning of the study, it is understandable that the researcher may still be unsure 

of what could/would be deemed “meaningful,” so I followed guidance that “a unit 

of data can be as small as a word a participant uses to describe a feeling or 
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phenomenon, or as large as several pages of field notes describing a particular 

incident” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176-177).  Ultimately, the purpose of unitizing data 

is to have the ability to compare one unit of information with the next as we look 

for recurring regularities within the data.  To unitize the data for this study, I 

bracketed text and assigned numbers to emergent ideas and categories.  I then 

included these into a core coding legend that was constantly evolving through all 

rounds of the interview process. 

○ At this stage, data refinement (the process of narrowing the focus of data 

collection and furthering data analysis by trimming redundant and less important 

data and expanding more relevant and significant data) can be employed. As data 

are being collected, it is not possible to determine right away if certain data are 

more valuable than others and which parts of data will eventually contribute to 

your analysis (Chang, 2008, p. 119).  Personally speaking, this step also became 

much easier for me to navigate with each subsequent round that was completed. 

■ At this point in the analysis, I was mindful to not include nuances in my 

thematic arrangements.  I abstained from this until the interpretation stage 

where I then fully began to write ‘autoethnographically,’ as Carolyn Ellis 

states:  “If an author experiences an epiphany, reflects on the nuances of 

that experience, writes to show how the aspects of experience illuminate 

more general cultural phenomena and/or to show how the experience 

works to diminish, silence, or deny certain people and stories, then the 

author writes autoethnographically” (p. 22). 
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● With increased interactions with the data, resulting themes should become clearer to 

the researcher.  Recurring topics/themes/patterns are then identified.   

○ As Chang (2008, p. 115) notes, “the emerging-out-of-the-fog experience will help 

you also identify which data you need to reduce or expand further.”  While 

organizing collected data, you can see deficiency (where more data need to be 

collected), redundancy (where more than sufficient data have already been 

accumulated), and irrelevancy (where collected data need to be trimmed and 

discarded) in the data set as well. This intermediate knowledge of the data set 

guides your subsequent data collection.  I personally found this step quite 

satisfying as a researcher because I was truly able to get a sense that we were 

headed in the right direction and could proactively address any needs/gaps before 

posing the next round of question prompts to the participants. 

○ Through the process of moving in and out of small and large categories and of 

fragmenting, grouping, and resorting activities, researchers can then discover 

overarching themes that hold the fragmented/coded data together. 

Collectively, these processes formed the solid foundation for analysis work that 

successfully carried us on to data interpretation.  Here, where I was able to readjust my focus by 

wearing my trifocal-like interpretation lenses was quite satisfying; here, we once again look at 

this work as the political, socially-just, and socially-conscious piece it truly is. 

Moving From Analysis to Interpretation 

Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 479) articulate that “processes of analysis, evaluation, and 

interpretation are neither terminal nor mechanical. They are always emergent, unpredictable, and 

unfinished.”  If we are blatantly honest, the autoethnographic research process is not linear by 
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any means; oftentimes, research steps overlap, and data collection is often intertwined with data 

analysis and interpretation.  Chang (2008) explains that data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation activities often take place concurrently or inform each other in a cyclical process.  

She also notes one important point when analyzing and interpreting:  “what makes 

autoethnography ethnographic is its intent of gaining a cultural understanding” (Chang, 2008, p. 

125).  While the process of creating initial salient themes refrained from including nuanced 

interpretations, latter interpretations were able to lay the groundwork for culturally meaningful 

thematic interpretations.  Below are the processes I followed within this study in order to provide 

sound guidance and structure to data interpretation: 

● Creswell (1998) noted that the final step in analysis is to compare and relate categories to 

develop logical frameworks, so that is where I begin my explanation of interpretation 

because it did not follow a linear pathway.  After producing numerous codes for resulting 

data, I soon repurposed those into categories which were then combined and compared in 

order to assimilate larger, overarching themes of data.  While the need for data is 

paramount, it is the researcher who will be the one who gives a culturally meaningful 

account for that data. Data are there to “support and illustrate your arguments, but not to 

stand alone to tell the story” (Chang, 2008, p. 126).  Ultimately, I took 23 initial salient 

themes and then applied context to those to form them into 8 culturally meaningful 

thematic interpretations. 

○ The researcher plays an interesting role given the unique position they hold.  The 

historical contexts that shape meanings of specific texts (data) for insiders 

(informants or habitants of a culture) are different from those of outsiders 

(researchers) who try to make sense of data.  With autoethnography, the insider 
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and outsider positions converge; in essence, I am now a generator, collector, and 

interpreter of data.  I am familiar with two different contexts: the original context 

of the data and the context of autoethnographic interpretation and writing.  I was 

required to take meaning from those two different contexts and wade through the 

contradictions and similarities between them (Chang, 2008, p.127). 

○ During this stage, autoethnographic data analysis and interpretation involved 

shifting my attention back and forth between myself and others, between the 

personal and the social context on a continual basis.    

■ “Like other ethnographic inquiries, this step in the research process is 

methodologically nebulous to describe because analysis and interpretation 

require the researcher’s holistic insight, a creative mixing of multiple 

approaches, and patience with uncertainty. However, careful and skillful 

interweaving of data collection, analysis, and interpretation will ultimately 

lead to the production of narratively engaging and culturally meaningful 

autoethnography” (Chang, 2008, p. 125). 

○ At that time, I also identified exceptional data occurrences that provided core 

foundational guidance for each of our guiding research questions.  I also 

dismissed data that I was still waiting to see if it would surface as 

important/meaningful as the data collection process progressed. 

● Because much of this work was running concurrently, I was forced to properly oversee 

the balancing act between analysis and interpretation to make sure that the two are not in 

conflict with one another.  Overall, this entailed (1) balancing between fracturing and 

connecting data, (2) between zooming in and out, and (3) between science and art. I 
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adhered to guidelines to fracture and connect raw data before I searched for connections 

between my data and sociocultural contexts because then, at that point, I had moved on to 

data interpretation where I had built in nuances to my data set.  Zooming in and zooming 

out of collected data allowed me to pinpoint details and also to privilege myself with a 

‘bird’s eye view’ to the data overall.  Zooming in elicited ethnographic details while 

zooming out engendered overarching cultural themes (McCurdy, Spradley, & Shandy, 

2005, p. 67).  To make meaning of seemingly unconnected data, researchers need to 

transcend minute details and see a big picture, hear an overtone, or imagine a smell that is 

not buried in data.  When addressing science and art, this is always a delicate balance; as 

Change (2008, p. 130) recommends, the artistic dimension of autoethnography should be 

“disciplined” so that interpretation is anchored on systematically collected and analyzed 

data, not merely on personal impressions and reflections.  

 

As you can see, the analysis steps I performed above align with the overarching 

guidelines for data analysis and interpretation by Chang (2008): 

● searching for recurring topics/themes/patterns 

● looking for cultural themes  

● identifying exceptional occurrences  

● analyzing inclusion and omission  

● connecting the present with the past  

● analyzing relationships between self and others  

● comparing yourself with other people’s cases  

● contextualizing broadly  
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● comparing with social science constructs and ideas  

● framing with theories   

As Chang denotes, there is “no magic number from beginning to end,” but simply a notion that 

earlier tasks are “more analysis oriented” and the later tasks are “more interpretation oriented” 

(p. 115). 

Presentation of Autoethnographical Data 

Relationships within the data can be displayed in varied manners.  Tesch (1990) explains: 

These relationships are often depicted in diagrams, such as grids or other structured 

boxes, outline- or tree-shaped taxonomies, [...] flow charts, decision tables, overlapping 

circles, starburst charts (with one term in the center and the related terms around the 

periphery), causal chains or networks, or anything else the researcher can invent (p. 82). 

While we put this within the context of autoethnographical work, the media we have employed 

here is solidly based on thick, rich depictions of experiences - intimate stories - that are housed 

within the tenets of political, socially-just, and socially-conscious research.  As the research has 

been woven together, we are mindful of the fact that “autoethnographers view research and 

writing as socially-just acts; rather than a preoccupation with accuracy, the goal is to produce 

analytical, accessible texts that change us and the world we live in for the better” (Holman Jones, 

2005, p. 764). 

As a result, the researcher has attempted to address the erroneous criticism that 

autoethnographical work positions art and science at competing odds with one another.  As a 

valued method, autoethnography “attempts to disrupt the binary of science and art” while 

displaying the research as “rigorous, theoretical, and analytical and emotional, therapeutic, and 

inclusive of personal and social phenomena” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011).  Ellis (1995) and 
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Pelias (2000) have urge autoethnographers to value the need to write and represent research in 

redolent, evocative, and aesthetic ways.  As Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011) assert, “the 

questions most important to autoethnographers are:  who reads our work, how are they affected 

by it, and how does it keep a conversation going?”   

In order to keep such conversations “going” and “growing,” Chapter Four presented 

thematic data in an aesthetic, thick, compelling co-constructed narrative of the participants, their 

stories, and the environments they found themselves in.  Chapter Four presented depictions of 

the collaborative autoethnography to create rich context in an effort to not risk only privileging 

one perspective; likewise, it provided necessary explanation to the research questions we have 

posed in Chapter Two, which provides the basis to why the study was enacted to begin with.  

This work began to lay the foundation of how impactful and successful this methodology will 

compel others to act.  Denzin (2014, p. 73) explains that 

The understandings and criteria for evaluating critical performance events combine 

aesthetics, ethics, and epistemologies.  Several criteria can be outlined.  Like hook’s 

(1990, p. 111) black aesthetic and Giroux’s (2001, p. 25) public pedagogy, these 

performance criteria erase the usual differences between ethics, politics, and power.  This 

erasure creates the possibilities for a practical, performative pedagogy, a call for 

performances which intervene and interrupt public life.  Such interruptions are meant to 

unsettle and challenge taken-for-granted assumptions concerning problematic issues in 

public life.  They create a space for dialogue and questions, giving a voice to positions 

previously silenced or ignored. 

As we work to unsettle, challenge, and keep conversations going, my intentional aim is to 

“expose cracks in the ideological seams in these dominant cultural mythologies” (Denzin, 2014, 
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p.73) acting as both a participant and researcher navigating this cultural “labyrinth” which affects 

us all. 

Trustworthiness 

Due to small sample sizes that are not generalizable, such qualitative research is often 

deemed less verifiable (Dooley, 2007).  Ingerson (2013) notes that due to this, qualitative 

researchers must give considerable care to expound upon the trustworthiness of the study in 

question.  Due to the fact that an autoethnography “can also be judged in terms of whether it 

helps readers communicate with others different from themselves or offer a way to improve the 

lives of participants and readers or the author’s own” (Ellis, 2004, p. 124), when coupled with 

the need to demonstrate trustworthiness, considerable care is taken to present sound research to 

the reader.  Within this study, our aim is to do just that:  we couple our sound research protocols 

with the utmost respect for our participants to treat research as the political, socially-just, and 

socially-conscious act it rightfully is.  We have fully embraced Stake’s (2005) claim that 

“qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the world.  Their manners should be 

good, their code of ethics strict” (p. 459).  In order to address this, the researcher has responded 

by increasing the tenets of credibility, transferability, and dependability accordingly.  

Credibility 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) note that credibility explains how well the study’s focus 

aligns with the findings presented by the research; as such, a researcher’s findings must credibly 

align with the data that is presented.  The credibility of the researcher him/herself, along with the 

implementation of “rigorous methods” are “essential components to ensure the credibility of 

qualitative research” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 260).  Patton (2015) explains that “ultimately, 

for better or worse, the trustworthiness of the data is tied directly to the trustworthiness of those 
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who collect and analyze the data - and their demonstrated competence” (p. 706).  For this study, 

adhering to sound guidelines for data collection, analysis, and interpretation were essential.   

When presenting data to the reader, Ratcliffe (1983) reminds researchers that: 

1. Data do not speak for themselves; there is always an interpreter or a translator; 

2. One cannot observe or measure a phenomenon/event without changing it [...]; and 

3. Numbers, equations, and words are all abstract, symbolic representations of reality, but 

not reality itself (p. 149-150) 

With these three points in mind, it was even more prudent for me to relay this transparency to 

you, the reader, via this autoethnographical vehicle we have employed.  Throughout this work, I 

have made numerous claims to my role as the autoethnographical researcher, and I will continue 

to reiterate my role going forward.  This is done in all sincerity so that the reader can fashion 

his/her own version of the truth for his/her own sense-making.  Again, I wear that badge of a 

facilitator here and will continue to support from the back. 

Likewise, Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011) pose the following questions for an 

autoethnographer, and I employed these “checks” for myself as I continued in my 

broker/facilitator role as the autoethnographic researcher: 

● Given the available “factual evidence,” could the narrator have had the experiences 

described? 

● Has the narrator taken “literary license” to the point that the story is better viewed as 

fiction than a truthful account? 

● Does the narrator believe that this is actually what happened to him or her? 

To enhance credibility, I also utilized peer debriefs and member checking. The peer 

debrief process was enacted to hold myself accountable by utilizing external sources to ensure 



   

123 

 

the research process was held in check (Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  I enlisted the 

assistance of my doctoral committee to compose a committee of professionals to provide 

feedback regarding the data that had been collected and the analysis that had taken place.  After 

each round of interviews and member checks had been concluded, I produced a peer debrief 

packet that consisted of the following:  transcripts of each completed/coded interview, resulting 

feedback/coded data from the member checks, and a thorough memo containing research 

updates, general thoughts, procedural updates, coding legends, and salient themes (with 

corresponding coding legends).  This packet was delivered to the team via email.  This exchange 

of information and the incorporation of resulting feedback from the peer debrief team was 

conducted in full before the next round of data collection occurred. 

Additionally, member checking was also implemented so that the researcher could take 

the “data, analyses, interpretations, and conclusions back to the participants so that they can 

judge the accuracy and credibility of the account” for themselves (Creswell, 1998, p. 203).  As 

we have discussed previously, this was critically important within this framework of the 

autoethnography.  This addressed a concern outlined by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) below:  

Since the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection, data have been filtered 

through his or her particular theoretical position and biases.  Deciding what is important - 

what should or should not be attended to when collecting and analyzing data - is almost 

always up to the investigator (p. 264). 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) noted that member checking could be regarded as one of the most 

important pieces of establishing credible research.  For this study, after each round of interviews 

were completed, the researcher sent member checks back to the participants for review in order 

to check for accuracy of discussion; these member checks were shared via Google Drive.  
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Participants were able to review preliminary drafts of the researcher’s work via those member 

checks to provide any needed corrections or alternative language; all corrections/additions were 

analyzed in a similar fashion to the interviews before additional interview sessions were posed to 

the participants.   

All of these efforts were performed in order to help us seek verisimilitude.  Ellis, Adams, 

and Bochner (2011) noted that autoethnographers seek to achieve verisimilitude that “evokes in 

readers a feeling that the experience described is lifelike, believable, and possible, a feeling that 

what has been represented could be true.”  Ultimately, quite a bit of responsibility falls on me as 

the researcher to successfully portray this to you, the reader, but first, I must ensure that all of my 

practices and efforts are rigorous in approach.  Ultimately, “it is the training, experience, and 

‘intellectual rigor’ of the researcher that determines the credibility of a qualitative research 

study” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 260). 

Methods do not ensure rigor.  A research design does not ensure rigor.  Analytical 

techniques and procedures do not ensure rigor.  Rigor resides in, depends on, and is 

manifest in rigorous thinking - about everything, including methods and analysis (Patton, 

2015, p. 703). 

Through the presentation of data within Chapter Four, great care has been taken to ensure 

that this work exhibited tactful verisimilitude in order to evoke within the reader a 

feeling/understanding that the experiences described were coherent, believable, and true in an 

effort to connect the reader to my own world as the researcher.  Ultimately, this data presentation 

has been grounded in sincerity and truthfulness.  As Stake (1994) explains this understanding 

ultimately as naturalistic generalization, the reader will come “to know some things told, as if he 



   

125 

 

or she had experienced them” (p. 240).  My sincere hope is that we have successfully enacted 

that. 

Transferability 

Krefting (1991) noted that research is “transferable when the findings fit into contexts 

outside the study situation that are determined by the degree of similarity or goodness of fit 

between the two contexts” (p. 216).  Creswell (1998) further explains that readers are able to 

determine transferability by way of the “creation of rich, thick description” which may allow 

them to “transfer information to other settings and to determine whether the findings can be 

transferred” (p. 203).  Thick description becomes the heart of autoethnographical work because 

of its ties to culture and how it truly is a context that should be intelligibly - thickly - described.  

Denzin (1989) noted that: 

Thick description goes beyond mere fact and surface appearances.  It presents detail, 

context, emotion, and the webs of social relationships that joins persons to one another 

[...] it inserts history into experience (p. 83). 

Thick description provides cultural context and meaning to qualitative research which allows an 

individual outside of the culture in question to make meaning of the experiences we have shared 

within this study.  Ultimately, “transferability is more the responsibility of the person wanting to 

transfer the findings to another situation or population than that of the researcher and the original 

study” (Krefting, 1991, p. 216).   

Within this study, we have thickly described the multitude of experiences and stories 

shared by our participants in a way that we hope you can feel, see, and share with them.  

Likewise, Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011) explain the notion of generalizability (in which the 
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term is not used in the traditional sense, but as a synonym for transferability) and how such 

stories may “speak” to readers through thick description: 

Generalizability is also important to autoethnographers, though not in the traditional, 

social scientific meaning that it stems from and applies to large random samples of 

respondents. In autoethnography, the focus of generalizability moves from respondents to 

readers, and is always being tested by readers as they determine if a story speaks to them 

about their experience or about the lives of others they know; it is determined by whether 

the (specific) autoethnographer is able to illuminate (general) unfamiliar cultural 

processes.  

Ultimately, “readers provide validation by comparing their lives to ours, by thinking about how 

our lives are similar and different and the reasons why, and by feeling that the stories have 

informed them about unfamiliar people or lives” (Ellis, 2004, p. 195). 

Dependability 

Dependability in qualitative research is marked by consistency within the study (Seale, 

1999), and is oftentimes portrayed as “a concept in qualitative research that is closely related to 

‘reliability’ in quantitative research” (Golafshani, 2003).  A feature of dependability is “that 

another researcher could potentially replicate the study and the analysis procedures and draw 

comparable conclusions” (Berg, 2004, p. 40).  In order to enact this successfully, the researcher 

addressed this need for dependability from a two-pronged approach:  journaling and 

documentation trail. 

Journaling was implemented to maintain objectivity as personal bias of the researcher 

must be taken into account (Vagle, 2014).  For the purposes of this study, I combined my 

reflexive and methods journals into one guiding document.  As a result, I was able to monitor 
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such potential bias, as well as opinions, thoughts, and impressions, regarding the data collection 

process, analysis, and previous experiences I held.  Journal entries were completed before and 

after each round of online interviews, before and after each round of member checks, before and 

after submitting peer debrief memos, and throughout the study; these practices ensured that my 

own bias was held in check, in addition to keeping me on schedule.  This act of journaling 

allowed me to review data and reflect on personal biases/variables that may have impacted the 

data collection.  This was a critical component to the research process because such factors 

invariably impact the resulting data collected (Vagle, 2014).   

In addition to journaling, the researcher ensured that a documentation trail was produced 

to track and monitor collection methods, decisions made, and conclusions drawn.  A 

dependability audit trail is used “to track the process by providing an audit trail with 

documentation on methodological decisions and reflections” (Dooley, 2007, p. 39).  Thorough 

notes were produced to track all aspects of the data collection process and were shared with 

members of the peer debrief committee as well.  A master file was created within Google Drive 

to include information regarding when/how participants were contacted, asynchronous interview 

details, and decisions recorded by the researcher; the audit trail was updated continuously, with 

both detail and accuracy.  Through these measures, I earnestly hope as a writer-performer-

observer to do the discipline justice, with measures grounded in theory and rigorous analysis and 

my heart and efforts well-intentioned. 

Chapter Summary 

Using a constructivist philosophy as the lens, this study employed a critical feminist 

authethnographical approach.  The population for this study was female County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators based across the United States.  The working definition of female County 
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Extension Director/Coordinator for the purpose of this study was the individual who identified as 

female and was tasked with providing oversight to an entire county’s Extension program, 

ensuring that it is all-encompassing, functioning properly, and addressing community needs in 

alignment with the mission work of the respective land-grant university.  Purposive sampling 

was used within this study to maximize the discovery of knowledge related to this particular 

population and to lend the most intimate insight regarding our guiding research questions 

(Patton, 2002).  The 10 participants served in the CED/CEC role from 4-22 years, represented 7 

states (Northeast, Northwest, Southeast, and Midwest regions), and were affiliated with 1862, 

1890, and 1994 land-grant institutions.   

Through online asynchronous interviews, those 10 participants were presented with 

written question prompts, in a Google Doc.  Participants were provided with generic Google 

accounts through NCSU EIT to provide them with anonymity during the duration of this process.  

With the protection of anonymity, participants shared stories freely and honestly.  Participants 

were able to provide commentary to the responses of their peers through resulting member 

checks.  Four subsequent rounds of prompts were posed to the participants, resulting in five 

separate rounds of responses and attributable commentary. 

Positioned as the autoethnographic researcher, I concurrently responded to question 

prompts in my combined methods and reflexive journal along with the participants.  Data 

retrieved from my commentary was analyzed in conjunction with the data gathered from the 

participants.  As Chang (2008, p. 109) has noted, we engage in collaborative autoethnography to 

create rich context in an effort to not risk only privileging one perspective.   
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In order to analyze and interpret the resulting data produced during the interviews and 

member checks, the following best practices for autoethnographic analysis and interpretation 

(Chang, 2008; Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013; Maxwell, 2005) were employed: 

In order to initiate “meaning-making,” an important preparatory step was taken to review 

data holistically (Chang, 2008; Maxwell, 2005); this entailed reading textual data of resulting 

interviews. This holistic examination helped me to become acquainted and re-acquainted with 

the body of data.  Segmental reading was then employed, which included reviewing each data set 

line by line.  This was followed by another holistic reading that reviewed the entire data set 

through with little interruption.  That review afforded me a broader understanding of what was 

being said within the data (Chang, 2008).  To help fracture each data set into smaller bits on the 

basis of topical commonality and to regroup the data bits into topical categories, I then coded and 

sorted data (Chang, 2008, p.119).  At this point in the analysis, I was mindful to not include 

nuances in my thematic arrangements.  I abstained from this until the interpretation stage.  I then 

identified recurring topics/themes/patterns.  With this data organization, I was able to see where 

deficiencies were (and where more data needed to be collected), where redundancy had occurred 

(where more than sufficient data had already been accumulated), and where collected data 

needed to be trimmed and discarded in the data set as well.  With moving from analysis to 

interpretation, while the process of creating initial salient themes refrained from including 

nuanced interpretations, I worked to build culturally meaningful thematic interpretations to 

coincide with our posed research questions. 

Trustworthiness of this study was established utilizing tenants of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  To enhance credibility, peer debriefs and 

member checking was utilized. The peer debrief process was enacted to hold the researcher 
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accountable by utilizing external sources to ensure the research process is held in check 

(Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  “Thick description” was utilized to establish 

transferability (Denzin, 1989).  Thick description provided cultural context and meaning to this 

qualitative research, allowing an individual outside of the culture in question to make meaning of 

the experiences we shared within this study.  Dependability was established from a two-pronged 

approach:  journaling and documentation trail.  Journaling was implemented to maintain 

objectivity as researcher personal bias must be taken into account (Vagle, 2014).  In addition to 

journaling, a documentation trail was produced to track and monitor collection methods, 

decisions made, and conclusions drawn to assist with tracking methodological decisions and 

reflections (Dooley, 2007, p. 39).   
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

This chapter will present data obtained from participants’ online asynchronous interviews 

and resulting member checks in conjunction with data in my own role as the autoethnographic 

researcher.  As Chang (2008, p. 103) stated, “when applied to autoethnography, interviews with 

others fulfill a different purpose:  they provide external data that give contextual information to 

confirm, complement, or reject introspectively generated data.”  With this autoethnographic 

approach, there is movement away and beyond the antiquated concept of interviews as a one-

way communication vehicle; for such researchers, interviews of both self and others act as a “co-

construction of reality, feelings, and understanding as well as a means for recreating scenes from 

past and present life experiences” (Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 71).  I sought out an 

approach - in the form of a participatory study - where other County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators and myself could create reciprocal relationships as equals and gain 

meaningful insight from each other during the process.  As Chang (2008, p. 109) has noted, we 

engage in collaborative autoethnography to create rich context in an effort to not risk only 

privileging one perspective.  Here, we espouse the autoethnographic approach because it benefits 

greatly from the thought that self is an extension of a community rather than as an independent, 

self-sufficient being, because the possibility of cultural self-analysis rests on an understanding 

that self is part of a cultural community (Chang, 2008).  By including others as co-informants in 

this study, this approach broadens our database by including others’ stories while the research 

focus is still anchored in my own personal experience, an approach similar to that employed by 

Foster, McAllister, and O’Brien (2005) and Smith (2005).   
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Participants 

To gain insight into the 10 participants of this study, these women all hold titles of 

County Extension Director/Coordinator in their respective county-based Cooperative Extension 

office and have served in this role from 4-22 years.  Seven states were represented by the 

participants, including the following regions of the United States:  Northeast, Northwest, 

Southeast, and Midwest.  Participants have affiliations with 1862, 1890, and 1994 land-grant 

institutions.  These women ranged in age from their early 30s to their mid-60s.  Nine identified 

as White/Caucasian and one identified as Black/African-American; none identified as 

Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity.  A participant did identify as GLBTQIAA.  With regards to education 

levels obtained, seven participants held Master’s degrees and three held doctoral/professional 

degrees.  The programmatic areas represented by the participants included Family & Consumer 

Sciences, 4-H Youth Development, Agriculture, and Community & Rural Development.  These 

participants will be labeled P2, P3, P5, P6, P7, P8, P9, P10, P11, and P12; within the written 

results which follow, each of those participants have assumed a pseudonym as well (P2 = 

“Ruth,” P3 = “Lucy,” P5 = “Jane,” P6 = “Doris,” P7 = “Irene,” P8 = “Josephine,” P9 = “Laura,” 

P10 = “Jeanette,” P11 = “Sandra,” and P12 = “Gladys”). 

The Journey:  Initial Salient Themes Become Culturally Meaningful Thematic 

Interpretations 

Chang (2008) explains that data collection, analysis, and interpretation activities often 

take place concurrently or inform each other in a cyclical process.  She also notes one important 

point when analyzing and interpreting:  “what makes autoethnography ethnographic is its intent 

of gaining a cultural understanding” (Chang, 2008, p. 125).  While the process of creating initial 

salient themes painstakingly refrained from including nuanced interpretations, latter 
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interpretations began to lay the groundwork for culturally meaningful thematic interpretations 

which are presented below within the context of their respective research question: 

● What are the cultural values/beliefs exhibited by Cooperative Extension? 

● How does Cooperative Extension respond to change? 

● In what ways does Cooperative Extension exhibit cultural globalization? 

Here, we welcome you into this shared space where we hope you, too, will feel, see, hear, and 

experience with us. 

As I sit down to begin to share some of these stories, I feel such a tremendous burden on 

my heart to adequately portray the hopes, fears, disappointments, frustrations, and the gratitude 

shared by these women who have so graciously shared their worlds with me.  At the same time, I 

share my own thoughts with you as the unskilled but aspiring autoethnographic researcher that I 

am, in hopes that I can lend insight into this painful, beautiful idea we have embarked on.  If I 

have done these women justice, may you, too, feel what they feel, hear what they hear, and see 

what they see.  I dare say you may have a little more awareness of what it is like to walk in their 

shoes, if I have done right by this process. 

In my role as the autoethnographic researcher here, I am humbled as I begin to read the 

stories and commentary that the other women had shared with me… I am deeply indebted to 

them for sharing their worlds with me, as raw and honest and candid as they could be with a 

complete stranger knowing that what they discussed was an intimate discussion concerning their 

livelihood and being.  As I posed round after round of question prompts to these women, I 

retreated back to my own interview session - the journal, affectionately known as my 

‘methodology and reflexivity repository’ - which all qualitative research students know all too 

well, where I logged responses to those very same questions.  As this was done to help portray 
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holistic and representative stories and not privilege just one side (my side) as the overarching 

story, it also helped me to stay grounded as I embarked on this self-reflexive journey myself. 

Research Question: What are the Cultural Values/Beliefs Exhibited by Cooperative 

Extension? 

Difficulties of the Job are Valued by the Organization 

As we will see below, the difficulties that we speak of regarding this role as a CED/CEC 

begin with trying to show the sheer volume of hours that it requires - from managing staff, to 

coordinating county programming, to conducting your own educational programs, to building 

collaborative partnerships, to seeking funding, to maintaining budgets, and a plethora of tasks in 

between - and acknowledging this is no 40-hour-week-type job.  With the volume of evening and 

weekend work to conduct programs, participate on councils and boards, devote to administrative 

needs, etc., this is very often no less than a 60-hour-week-type “life.”  This volume of work is 

valued by the organization, and employees must maintain a high level of productivity to keep 

pace with these values.   

The stories become clear to me as the women speak to the hours devoted, the weeks 

given away, the time given away, and sometimes to the people that were left behind as well…  

we could all identify with the “casualties” of time - and sometimes too much time - devoted to a 

job that could take limitless hours to execute if given the capacity to do so.  I feel it was needed - 

here in the very beginning of this journey - to explicitly outline just a sampling of stories to show 

just a few challenges that face those in this role.  With regards to specifically naming the 

difficulties, the CED/CED role can be both difficult and overwhelming, and a constant balancing 

act - a delicate waltz of meeting needs and wants put forth by county and state.  This is 

compounded by doubt, criticism, misogyny, and the continual and incessant need to prove one’s 
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worth. In total, all of these things compound to illustrate what it means to be a woman in 

agriculture in a leadership position in the capacity of a County Extension Director/Coordinator.   

CED/CEC Role Can Be Overwhelming and Difficult 

As stories are built and shared, it’s critically important to understand some of the nuances 

of the role of the County Extension Director/Coordinator and how this affects those that hold 

these positions.  The duties, expectations, and scope of the CED/CEC role can be overwhelming 

and quickly consume an individual, leaving her ability to try and maintain a healthy work/life 

balance a constant struggle.  I think to myself at this point, I should have a better handle on 

things; it should not take me this many hours to handle staffing issues, budgetary needs, building 

community partners, and program planning.  I feel that the number of hours I devote to this job 

has not provided any relief since I accepted this role.  I must be doing something wrong.  Others 

have told me “to hang in there - things will get better,” but sometimes I cannot imagine what 

that relief is and I yearn to one day know that relief as those who before me have given the 

impression of so gracefully maneuvering. 

At its core, the sheer number of hours needed to devote to this work on a daily/weekly 

basis can quickly overwhelm individuals:  it is more like a lifestyle than an occupation.  “Some 

days I have questioned if it [the job] is worth it, and I feel it is.  It takes a lot of time - this is 

really more of a lifestyle than a job” (Irene).  As Irene alluded to, she and many of the rest of us 

feel the value and validity of the work we do as CEDs/CECs because we see progress in our 

community members, growth in our staff members, and capacity building with our program 

partners.  It is, at its core, good, honest work.  Similarly, as Irene and many other women 

mentioned, in acknowledging that the job is much more than just a job, they are mindful to check 

themselves to be cognizant of how much they are investing into the process:  “This job is 



   

136 

 

extremely time consuming.  For many reasons, like I have said, I try not to tie my self worth to 

this job.  Otherwise, this job would consume my whole being” (Laura).  She went on to explain: 

Even though I am careful not to tie my self worth to this job and make it my whole 

identity, this job is so time consuming that it is part of me no matter what.  I take the 

good with the bad and try to find what is needed for our office to show the community 

the worth of Extension.  Extension is well respected in our community and that has 

helped me earn the respect of others within the county.  I remain positive and upbeat and 

that serves our organization well and puts Extension in a good light. (Laura) 

What Laura spoke to - and what many of the women mentioned (Irene, Sandra, Jane, 

Ruth, and Jeanette) - is that they take on these roles knowing that they will give selflessly 

because they see the value in it, and they also view themselves as capable of performing at such 

a high level.  Acting in the CED/CEC role, “it’s not easy to have a family and assume this 

responsibility as a servant to the community and juggle life/work obligations, but I think women 

do this so well because that’s how they have to operate on a daily basis and face the world ahead 

of them” (Irene).  Aside from specifically outlining the number of hours required with this 

position, we would be remiss not to make mention of the time taken (and required) to bring these 

women to this job position - combining years of experience, years of supervision, years of 

schooling, etc.  Speaking on behalf of these women, Lucy summed up this trek succinctly:  “this 

career is one I have dedicated a considerable amount of time to” (Lucy).  Even though I may be 

quite young and inexperienced in my own CED role, I am acutely aware of this investment as 

well and can say that we all - each in our own way - are vested in this organization and what it 

stands for (and perhaps more aptly said, what we believe in our community servant’s heart that 

it stands for). 
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With the time demands that are placed on CED/CECs, it is no surprise that that takes an 

incredible toil on these women as individuals.  Most all participants spoke to how damaging this 

was to them, to those around them, to their loved ones, and countless others.  “I have had to 

excuse myself from family functions for work, and it seemed like I was doing that week after 

week” (Josephine).  When asked “what their careers mean to them,” Jeanette noted that this 

“means exhaustion and less time for other interests.”  Exhaustion.  Pure and simple exhaustion.  

While I hate to hear the other women speak so frankly, I take some validation in knowing that 

it’s not just me.  As Doris mentioned, “most times I am emotionally spent.  I don’t want this to 

affect my staff or family in a negative way, but sometimes I have nothing left to give after this 

job takes so much out of me. I am emotionally drained.”   

This is a trying job that is time-consuming and undoubtedly physically, mentally, and 

emotionally taxing.  [...] I have seen where this job has ruined marriages for women, 

harmed family relationships, brought physical pain on those women, etc.  This is not an 

easy job to hold a department head position in the field of agriculture. (Josephine) 

For many of us, the emotional and mental challenges that this position brings also adds to 

stress.  Admittedly, stress symptoms can affect your body, your thoughts and feelings, and your 

behavior as well.  Constant stress is known to increase an individual’s risk for long-term health 

concerns, and if left unchecked, can contribute to a number of health problems such as heart 

disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure.  “I have actually had others who told me to pace 

myself because this job could kill you” (Jane). 

With these physical, emotional, and mental challenges that are brought onto female 

CED/CECs, many participants (Lucy, Gladys, Sandra, Jane, and Ruth) explained the need to 

have mental fortitude and ‘tough skin’ as well.  “Well, it can’t be said enough: this is not an easy 
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job.  You need tough skin - really tough skin.  You will be judged and critiqued more than others 

for reasons that don’t extend beyond your identification as a ‘woman’” (Sandra).  I stop and 

think to myself how hurtful it can be to be judged, questioned, and critiqued over things which 

we have no control (i.e., our gender), and for some of us who are so mindful of our actions so as 

to not place ourselves in such a line of fire, having tough skin is easier said than done.  With 

absolving ourselves of the hurt, it seems to bring about the festering of resentment.  Most of us - 

at our core - come into this role with hearts of community servants and never wish resentment to 

reside within us.  Lucy mentioned, “I try not to let the comments get me down, but they do.  

When I try to ‘let it go,’ I can’t help but feel angry because I know others don’t have to put up 

with this [...] but I do.” 

Further exploring this, it is the act of being critiqued - and overly critiqued - that can be 

so draining for many of these women: 

If I tried to sum this up, can something be fulfilling, exhausting, worthwhile, and 

extremely trying all at the same time?  This job is not easy, nor is it for the faint of heart.  

As a female in this role, you are critiqued and criticized by people who don’t know you 

or the kind of work (or person) you are.  I see this happen to some male counterparts, but 

it’s very apparent with females in these roles. (Irene) 

Several participants (Josephine, Irene, Lucy, and Laura) noted that they felt over-scrutinized for 

no reason other than what they could determine was based on their gender: 

I’m proud of what I do, but it’s not easy… specifically, this role is hard for work-life 

balance and brings about a lot of stress being a female in this position and how I feel like 

I constantly have to prove myself, be expected to be a jack of all trades, and I have very 

little room to fail.  I'm not saying my male colleagues don’t face this too, but I can speak 
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from experience that female directors seem to receive scrutiny that males have not 

experienced when I have shared my experiences with them.  It’s just not the same, and 

not in a positive or unique way. (Josephine) 

Many of us have faced that scrutiny, and speaking earlier of the exhaustion that comes with this 

job, scrutiny can oftentimes exacerbate exhaustion when we cannot pinpoint a root cause for 

those critiques other than the fact that we identify as a woman.  As the acting CED/CEC, that 

woman in that role is held to a standard at which it is expected she will perform and will 

successfully execute.  Within this role, you will be asked to wear a multitude of hats and fix a 

multitude of issues, as Jane sums up below: 

I know that I have mentioned this before and maybe not so forthright, but it’s hard to be a 

female in this role.  Even though I find a lot of satisfaction in the good work that we do, it 

can be very draining because the job is so demanding.  People expect a lot of you and 

expect you to fix all the problems. (Jane) 

Even though we have taken on this role and the responsibility that comes with it, many 

people do not understand how the CED/CEC must address conflicting messages passed along by 

local and state governmental partners.  In short, when you’re expected to fix all the problems, 

this becomes even more difficult when the needs, wants, and expectations of county and state 

officials are often differing and do not align. 

Constant Balancing Act:  County and State 

Aside from the challenges we just spoke of, CEDs/CECs must also satisfactorily (and 

delicately) balance the two worlds of differing county and state/university needs and wants, most 

often which never align.  While the university expects scholarly prestige, the county expects 

locally-based programming impacts.  Again, I think to myself that I am grateful to hear other 
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women speak to this as I feel I am still a fledgling with regards to this navigation work.  Aside 

from working off of multiple budgets, multiple fiscal years, multiple reporting platforms, and 

conflicting policies, I feel that I am constantly thrown into a battle that I am never destined to 

win.  When those two entities are juxtaposed, I find myself as a politician almost, leading from 

the middle and trying to keep my staff empowered and cared for along the way.  Our core intent 

is to serve both our universities and our local county government without fail, because in doing 

so, we feel we have accomplished that good work of the community servant.  From a very 

pragmatic standpoint, Lucy explained the need to interpret and sometimes “re-envision” 

university protocol so that it can be applied within the county Extension office.  All too often we 

find ourselves “interpreting university policies as needed especially when they don’t always 

work for off campus Extension programs but still need to be followed or modified to work for 

Extension programs” (Lucy). 

In addition to ensuring that policies and protocols passed down by both local and campus 

administration are followed, expectations for work for both entities differs.  As Gladys 

explained, “it is also a very difficult and stressful career, always balancing county budgets and 

expectations with the institution's career expectations. The county wants local work and impact, 

the institution wants scholarly work and national reputation. Those two perspectives often clash.”  

If we take this a step further, we see that sometimes we cannot escape the traditions of the world 

of academia, and this in itself, can contribute to social exclusion, yet another difficulty with 

which we are tasked with treading graciously within institutions of higher education as a whole: 

I often feel social exclusion.  However, I am not sure that is because of County Director 

roles.  It is more often an artifact of academia. In my observation, we train people to be 

arrogant and exclusionary. In grad school we start and it continues onward; we tell 
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students that you have to do something unique, you must be number one, to advance you 

must be doing novel work and take credit for all.  When this occurs, we isolate more 

often than coming together.  I feel my environment is extremely competitive with many 

strong personalities. Therefore, I am often guarded in meetings and trying to navigate 

whether I should share ideas or not.  But in my career as I continue, I have learned that 

there are bright lights and great people to work with. (Jeanette) 

Just as Jeanette alluded to, I think we have a unique position in Cooperative Extension to marry 

the notions of staunch academics with grassroots-based, community serving entities that affords 

us the ability to find those “bright lights” and “great people” to work with.  I feel that the longer 

I find myself in this CED role myself, I am drawn to such individuals for collaborative work and 

find myself encouraging my staff to do the same.  Partly, we do this for phenomenal 

programmatic ventures; partly, if I were being honest with myself, I do this for self-sustaining 

reasons, to safeguard my emotional well-being.   

Battling Hostility and Being Alone are Valued by the Organization 

Navigating Hostile Work Environments 

All of the women shared a multitude of experiences that caused them to meet hostility 

face on from supervisors/administration, peers, direct reports, and clientele.  We acknowledge 

that all behaviors stem from values, so we recognize hostility as a value/belief that the 

organization holds.  We all know the importance, dare I say, sanctity of an office culture, and 

how damaging that can be to each of us when it’s caustic, disparaging, etc.  None of us want to 

enter a space where we spend the majority of our waking hours each day, week after week, 

month after month, and year after year, that is unhealthy for us or the colleagues around us. 
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Many of the women (Ruth, Laura, Jane, Doris, and Irene) voiced how detrimental a toxic office 

culture has been to them and their peers: 

My former female CED created a hostile environment for about four years.  She was 

condescending, demeaning, untruthful, screamed at me, and embarrassed me.  This 

continued until we had a district director change. [...] After she left, the rest of the staff 

were able to freely discuss the office climate.  We were all walking on eggshells, hating 

to come to work, often crying on the way home due to her treatment. (Ruth) 

Sadly, hostile work environments from previous CEDs/CECs proved to be common to many 

women. 

My first job as an agent ended with me resigning after two years and being told I should 

have never been hired to work with children.  The CEC of that county had been through 

seven secretaries in eight years. We disagreed on how I should assist the students with 

their 4-H projects.  He thought I should basically do it for them to keep up their winning 

streak throughout the state.  I refused and he shamed me into quitting. (Jane) 

As we explore how hostility manifests in different ways, we acknowledge how this can 

create discomfort and loneliness.  When employee needs are not met, they feel unsafe, 

intimidated, and expect to be the recipients of additional negative social interactions.  As a result, 

individuals feel even greater hostility, become extremely stressed and anxious, and distance 

themselves from others, creating a self-reinforcing loop of loneliness and pain.  Some women 

explained how their religion and work obligations created situations which excluded them in a 

number of ways.  As Jane mentions: 

As far as religious views, I am a total outcast since I practice Buddhism.  I often have 

been asked to say prayers at the beginning of a meeting and I always wiggle my way out 
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of it.  I often am invited to prayer time before work in our Commissioner Building and 

asked why I do not attend.  I always feel so uncomfortable at our County Commissioner 

Christmas party because they have a minister reciting Bible verses and prayers.  Super 

uncomfortable. (Jane) 

Due to varying understanding of colleagues, administration, and others, CEDs/CECs are not 

always positioned in safe places where they can share their own beliefs, even as we act to create 

more inclusive settings.  This becomes increasingly hard for women when they suspect that they 

will be judged or be the direct recipients of retaliatory actions.  As Jane goes on to say: 

I am adamant about keeping my spirituality separate from work and do not voice my 

spirituality because of living in a conservative Christian area. [...] Many of our 

government functions center around Christianity and are intolerant of other 

spiritualities/religions. You are frowned upon if you are not Christian. (Jane) 

Others shared hostilities in a sense that they viewed them as “chronic” cases - ones that 

were constantly recurring and difficult to root out and eradicate.  Many of the women (Sandra, 

Ruth, Doris, and Josephine) sharing commentary alluded to a similar experience with their 

stories.  They did not recognize this as hostility until it continued to present itself time and time 

again, and soon its pervasiveness became apparent.  As Sandra states below, that disrespect still 

pained her: 

I can’t think of any overly harsh situations, but maybe some that are more hostile in a 

chronic sense - if that would make sense.  I have had other department heads that really 

didn’t seem to respect me or other females in the department head role so they 

continuously excluded us from various planning committees where our department would 

have been a highly valued asset. Even though they were ‘called out’ by the county 
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manager, it didn’t deter them from doing it again. It was clear they just didn’t respect our 

authority or the position we held. I got used to this happening, but it still hurt me.  But I 

do know that I am worthy of the role I hold. (Sandra) 

We also come to shared experiences where instances of male camaraderie were not 

extended to female colleagues.  The situation expressed by Gladys was not unique to her; I found 

it extremely interesting that others had experienced similar episodes (Irene, Josephine, Jeanette, 

Sandra, and Ruth). 

There have been four young male faculty hired, two of them hired through avenues that 

were not standard - for example, hired “temporarily”, not required to go through the 

search process and yet, found their way into the permanent system. My boss also referred 

to them as “his four kings.” I did not see that same kind of teasing respect for the young 

female faculty we hired at the same time. While it wasn’t directed toward me, I felt 

diminished as a female colleague. (Gladys) 

I think back to situations where in large gatherings, I can see/hear/view the interactions 

of others around me.  I have found myself in conversations with administrators that have been 

very static/rigid and formal in nature; I have noticed that they were much more personable and 

informal with my male colleagues.  I could hear and see that my male colleagues were part of 

jovial interactions where their work efforts were lauded and praised in a friendly, teasing 

capacity.  I honestly don’t know if I will ever reach that level of respect in my current capacity. 

Hostility Due to Being Alone with Few Women Present 

It is not hard to understand that due to the field we find ourselves in, a number of 

participants (Sandra, Irene, Josephine, Gladys, and Laura) noted that they were often found in 

situations where they were the only woman present (in the room, in the meeting, at the table, 
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etc.).  However, what is hard to accept is how some of these women were “kindly” excluded 

from events that show various social exclusion in their Extension careers. 

Something I have not mentioned yet is a work-related retreat that took place three years 

ago.  There are several county coordinators in our region and I would say that about 20-

25% of those coordinators are women.  This retreat consisted of two evenings and there 

were ‘happy hour’ type events that were offered (not required).  I thought I would drop in 

on the first evening and when I arrived, no women were there.  One of my male 

colleagues noted that the “women didn’t usually join us” so they usually found something 

else to do.  That event was marked on the agenda, but it was understood that it was not 

really for the women to attend.  I was simply new and didn’t know any better.  When I 

called a female colleague, she said that was just the way it was and it was probably better 

that I didn’t stay.  I felt awkward and slighted. I wasn’t banished from the social hour, but 

I wasn’t welcomed either. It was weird. I don’t think the others really thought much of it. 

(Sandra) 

I was struck by Sandra’s mention that she “was simply new and didn’t know any better.”  

When I thought more about this, I traced this back to some reflexive journal entries where I 

found my shock to certain things seemed to be based out of my sheer (and abundant) ignorance.  

For me, this shows how culture perpetuates norms that I will eventually - if not already - come to 

accept as time passes and I grow wiser (??)… as I say this sarcastically, in all honesty - perhaps 

more aptly said - I do hope to better understand this cultural “fog” so that in the future, I will 

have enabled myself to see through it and to keep myself on course.  I own my identities and hope 

to learn how to take pride in them as I truly grow wiser.   
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Many women have faced similar social exclusion (Irene, Ruth, Laura, and Gladys) due to 

a number of identities they hold: 

I can recall a couple of times vividly.  I’m not sure if this was because I was a woman or 

because of my race, but I have been left out of gatherings at functions that were 

Extension led.  Many of those had very few females in attendance, so I would guess it 

was because I was a woman.  It’s hard to be a woman in a man’s world of agriculture.  

It’s really hard to be a black woman.  I can’t separate those identities. (Irene) 

Hostility Comes From Newness, Inexperienced Status, and/or Ageism Being “Easy” Targets 

As we wade through the raw commentary shared by the other women, several 

participants (Josephine, Laura, Sandra, and Irene) noted that they felt they were the recipients of 

attacks that were gender-driven but directed towards their age, newness/inexperienced status, etc. 

which were deemed “safer” or “easier” targets than gender.  Even though such attacks may not 

be appropriate, I would say that other colleagues may feel more “justified” in attacks based in 

these areas rather than gender or race. 

When thinking about hostility, something I think about is if I was slighted because I was 

a woman or because of my age when I first started.  I was rather young when I started in 

my role and most of my colleagues were male and older males at that.  I know that some 

would joke with me and reference my age and just how young I was, but I wonder if they 

did that because that was an ‘easy target’ for them and a way that they wouldn’t get in 

trouble for singling me out.  It was not hostile but rather annoying and something I didn’t 

see happen to younger male colleagues of mine.  In some way, that did exclude me from 

the ‘club’ because I was different and didn’t fit in. But I wasn’t made comfortable to fit in 

the club because there was no ‘welcome’ to join. (Josephine) 
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As we look at Josephine’s comments above, we recognize that she truly did identify these acts as 

hostile and is demonstrating internalized misogyny (which we will address in greater detail 

later).  For many women, after observing societal beliefs which demean the skills and overall 

value of women time and time again, they eventually internalize those misogynistic beliefs and 

sadly apply them to both themselves and other women.  

Josephine’s mention of her age being an easy target struck a chord for me… and not the 

good kind… I’m talking about the dissonant chord… the one you try to forget but you keep 

hearing it play over and over again.  Why does an administrator consistently refer to me as “the 

kid” and in “playful” jest, remind me not to mess things up?  Why do other CEDs similar in age 

to me get greeted with “Mr.,” and I am “kid”?  Is it pretty bad when other male colleagues of 

mine notice this?  Should I be offended?  I have never held a defeatist attitude, but let me tell 

you, friends… that hurts.      

As Josephine noted above with a “poke” at her age, others have attributed similar pokes 

directed at their newness/inexperienced status: 

At a state-level function, I had signed up for a particular committee assigned to working 

on seminars and lab and field visits for specialist trainings, but I was reassigned to work 

on a committee focused on food and hospitality by a state administrator.  I was told my 

help was needed there but I realized later that that committee was made up entirely of 

women, some that chose to work on that committee and others that were reassigned, just 

as I was.  When I questioned my move, I was told that they felt I would be ‘more 

comfortable’ in that committee since I was new to my coordinator role.  I felt like it was 

an easy way to attack my gender ‘skill deficiency’ or ‘less than’ without saying that.  I 

could be wrong, but this is how I interpreted it and so did many other women who were 
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reassigned. I had to accept that assignment because it was part of my work requirement. 

(Laura) 

This notion of “easy” targets being acceptable ways to attack or embarrass the women also 

extended to other “safe” targets, as explained additionally by Laura: 

Also, in addition to my comments above, there have been times when I felt like little 

attacks were made against me.  Nothing that I felt needed to be addressed by upper 

administration, but just several ‘jabs’ at me either talking about my appearance (being 

more attractive than male colleagues) and my newness or lack of experience. (Laura) 

I pause here again because this resonates with me and how many - especially clientele - 

treated me when I first assumed this role as County Director.  I think, rather I know, that many 

were not sure how to accept me as a young female in this role (there had not been a female nor 

someone of my age in this position in our county before), so what seemed “appropriate” to them 

to comment on initially was how different my appearance was from my predecessor… I wished 

that we could have talked about the work I had done or the projects I had completed or my 

research endeavors, but again, my existence seemed to rest on how I was at least “prettier” than 

the County Director before me.  While these may have been said in jest, it was quite deflating to 

hear time and time again - especially while I was being introduced to deliver a program or 

presentation.  After about a year on the job, those comments were soon replaced with talking 

about the work I had done, the projects I had completed, and my research endeavors.  I realized 

that I had to earn ‘street credit’ that I was too ignorant not to know that I didn’t already have. 

Hostility From the Double Life Dilemma 

Participants noted facing discrimination that made them fight harder for the causes they 

believed in, thus building resiliency.  Likewise, many of them felt they were leading a double life 
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as a result of navigating requirements of their job and the causes/stances they felt so strongly 

about where they could not also voice their opinions.  As Irene explained, the notion of living 

that double life dilemma traces back to where you find yourself and if support can be found there 

to support those causes:  “I think it all depends on where you are located, if the community 

accepts you, and if your campus leaders have your back” (Irene).  She goes on to say, “I think 

this can apply to me. I haven’t thought about this in such a way of double life, but that is pretty 

true for some things I have encountered in very strait-laced conservative circles which is where 

we find ourselves many, many times in ag (Irene).  Many women explained that experiencing 

these prejudices themselves helps them to have a greater appreciation and voice for others who 

they feel have been wronged in similar ways. 

On a daily basis I feel socially excluded because of living in a very conservative area that 

is not tolerant of people with more of a global mindset. [...]  I have to sit quietly many 

times when people discuss political issues. [...]  I have to bite my tongue on topics I am 

so passionate for due to the views of my co-workers. I often feel I live a double life. 

(Jane) 

In particular, Jeanette shared unique insights into how hostile environments and the need 

to stop abusive behavior helped her to find a voice to be able to stand up for just causes: 

Oh my.  I have likely not faced a typical career. Pre-tenure, I experienced several hostile 

environments. I really can not parse out how much of the issues had to do with me being 

a woman because the people that displayed hostility did it equally with men and women 

(sad but true). 

She spoke of a director who was “notorious for rage and tantrums,” and she once had to 

“physically put myself [herself] between him and my [her] student as he screamed at the 
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student.”  She even encountered faculty who had become so infuriated that they threw a chair in 

her direction.  Jeanette explains that she has “seen other faculty go through similar issues.  I have 

so very little patience for any anger that I am a fierce advocate for these issues of intimidation, 

physical violence, and verbal abuse” (Jeanette).  

Cautious:  On Alert for Making Waves 

As we have outlined that hostility has surfaced as an organizational culture (and 

seemingly a value since it has been upheld), it is critical for us to highlight yet another realm of 

hostility as it relates to the women and their awareness of the role they play in confronting it.  

Numerous participants (Josephine, Irene, Jane, Sandra, and Laura) mentioned that they were very 

mindful of what they said, how they shared those messages, and with whom they shared that 

information.  Some noted that when they expressed concerns, those concerns were portrayed in a 

negative light, and at other times, some feared being reprimanded for “making waves” as a 

woman in leadership. 

You have to be careful about what you say, how you say it, and to whom you say it.  

That’s probably true of male directors as well, but women are critiqued much harsher - 

there’s really no room to make mistakes that won’t be held against you for a very long 

time. (Josephine) 

Similar sentiments were shared by others, such as Jane.  With regards to administration, 

“sometimes that can get tricky.  I am careful as to what I say and who I say it around.  Otherwise, 

my legitimate concerns can be viewed as ‘whining’ and I just don’t think that comes across the 

same with some of my male counterparts” (Jane). 
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I go back to the notion of power and to whom it is appropriate to voice concerns and how 

well received those concerns may be.  Here we see where men and women alike were perceived 

to be extremely uncomfortable with power exchanges and who was likely making waves. 

I had men and women who didn’t seem to respect me.  I think I didn’t fit in sometimes 

because I voiced my opinion when I felt things were unfair and when I felt others were 

being treated unfairly.  Sometimes you get scolded and undercut for actions like that 

when you are viewed as “making waves.”  That can be even worse when you’re making 

waves as a woman. (Irene) 

Likewise, we see with Sandra’s comments that she, like many of these other women (Laura, 

Gladys, Jane, and Doris), came into CED/CEC positions as either the first or one of a very 

limited number of females in that role previously.  As such, voicing concerns or questioning 

policies made others uncomfortable. 

I feel like I have been put in my place by men and women who I made feel 

uncomfortable, and not in a sense that was unethical or immoral or crossed any 

boundaries, but simply because I was pushing the boundaries of a female in ag in 

leadership in a somewhat powerful role that had not been there before. (Sandra) 

Here, once again, with these comments, we name this as internalized misogyny, where women 

have subconsciously projected sexist ideas/demands onto other women (and as we have seen in 

earlier text, onto themselves as well).  Most often than not, internalized misogyny makes 

reference back to the byproducts of a societal view that causes women to doubt, undervalue, and 

shame themselves and others of their gender.  Because of how pervasive this issue is, we’ll give 

greater attention to it as we directly address shaming in response to our third research question.  
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The Positive Power of Others Helps Women Navigate Hostilities 

Support and Mentoring are Critical 

Here, we make a concerted effort to bring to light the positive impact that support 

systems and mentoring can provide in the organization and how valued this should be from an 

organizational culture perspective.  In the CED/CEC role, many participants noted that it has 

been critical to have support and mentoring opportunities to support them to succeed.  For many 

individuals, they have had supervisors/mentors who took considerable risks to help them 

advance/succeed.  Here, we explain that positive power of others and how incredibly valuable 

that has been to these women. 

Mentors and supportive supervisors have been invaluable for women CEDs/CECs.  “My 

career path [would be] impossible without my amazing mentors” (Gladys).  As she and many 

other women shared (Lucy, Jane, Laura, Sandra, and Doris), those mentors encouraged them, 

supported them, and pushed them.  “Without fail, they all supported my ideas and work. And 

without fail, all of my mentors have high levels of integrity, passion and productivity. That has 

also been an insight to me - I clearly like to play with people who have these attributes” 

(Gladys).  Similar appreciation was shared by others as well:  “I feel like I draw strength from 

others because I surround myself with others who inspire me to be my best self” (Jane). 

Mentors and supervisors were there for the women when they faced hardships.  “While I 

have experienced some discrimination at times, I have been very fortunate to have very 

supportive supervisors and I believe that has made a huge difference for me” (Lucy). 

I had supervisors who supported me and believed in me when others didn’t, like the 

producers I have spoken of.  I had supervisors who actually tried to redirect calls that 

some farmers made to them because they didn’t feel like I was qualified to assist them. 
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[...] I think I am lucky here because I feel supported.  I will say that I know of other 

females in this role who are not so lucky. I have colleagues who have supervisors who 

don’t support them and honestly don’t seem to care if they succeed.  In my perception, no 

matter the organization, that’s not good policy or personnel to have in place. (Doris) 

Similarly, Sandra shared that “I am fortunate enough to have a strong supervisor to support me 

professionally if ever challenged by a commissioner or the community. [...] I also believe that 

mentors along the way help lift you up.” 

My district director has been an important asset in my success. He is very supportive and 

is happy to guide me through the budget process and problems that occur with clientele. 

(Ruth) 

Additionally, Lucy echoed the same sentiments for former supervisors “who provided leadership 

opportunities for me and also supported my professional development needs to help me improve 

my administrative and supervisory skills.” 

I do want to note here that I had female supervisors in the past who I think really helped 

pave the way for me because they supported my leadership growth and took the time to 

make sure that my professional development needs were met. (Sandra) 

As I hear Sandra’s sentiments, I, too, have had women who have undoubtedly paved the 

way for me as well.  I am directly supervised by a District Director who works feverishly to 

empower the CEDs within her region with development opportunities.  I was encouraged to 

apply for this position by my female County Manager who had blazed a path her own self by 

entering into local county government which had previously been male-dominated.  I realize that 

so many around me worked to empower me and invest in me in ways that I did not fully 
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comprehend until I was made aware of what had happened to other women in other counties, 

districts, and states.  I realize I am fortunate. 

Likewise, informal mentors have provided support for these women at critical times in 

their lives that helped sustain them professionally and personally. “I have had good, supportive 

supervisors and I have had poor, demeaning supervisors in my time.  Luckily, I had good support 

in place to continue to encourage me when others didn’t, and that made all the difference in the 

world to me” (Irene). 

I have had some administrators who seemed a little uncomfortable with me being female 

in this leadership role (just because that was not the norm here), and at the same time, I 

have had some administrators who seemed to go out of their way to ensure I had 

opportunities to succeed.  I’m grateful for those folks, as mentors, especially those 

women ahead of me, who went out of their way to help make that pathway. (Josephine) 

Women expressed appreciation for peers who took an interest in providing feedback as 

well.  “Colleagues that I work with that are not administrators, because they have provided 

helpful feedback to me to help me be a better administrator and supervisor” (Lucy).  Likewise, 

we also saw from a number of participants (Gladys, Josephine, Doris, and Jane) that female 

colleagues, in particular, serving as informal mentors proved to be invaluable: 

I’m not sure if I shared my full appreciation for informal mentors - from other female 

Extension faculty or me being mentors to others. I find the best understanding, empathy, 

creative work, problem-solving and strategic planning with female colleagues. There 

seems to be way less pressure to perform perfectly, and much less competition. This is 

not absolutely only a female appreciation, but it is largely skewed to female gender. 

(Gladys) 
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A similar camaraderie and comfort level was expressed by Jane as she explained her relationship 

with her former 4-H Agent and CEC: 

My 4-H Agent was my first CEC.  She is still one of my best friends and mentors.  In 

XXXX County, I had another amazing CEC.  She had the best work/life balance of 

anybody I worked for. She taught me it was okay not to have every single weekend filled 

with a 4-H event.  She has been a long-term mentor and friend of mine even to this day. 

(Jane) 

For some many of these women, having others in their lives to mentor, act as sounding boards, 

and hold them accountable proved invaluable.  Speaking of informal mentors, when Jane was 

asked who was there to help her along the way, she responded: 

Mine is simple, my three female CECs that taught me how to be a well-rounded 

Extension employee and CEC. I also have a female colleague who has pushed me and 

kept me on track regarding areas that are my weaknesses such as writing and conflict 

management. I really try to surround myself with co-workers who inspire me to do my 

best. (Jane) 

As important as female mentors are to women, it is equally important that women be surrounded 

by male allies.  Working in partnership with women, these male allies can be critical in 

transforming the political cultures and institutions that continue to uphold harmful gender norms. 

Male Allies are Invaluable 

Participants recalled how male colleagues and supervisors recognized instances of 

discrimination and actively positioned themselves to bring awareness to the situation or worked 

to assist a female colleague.  For some of those women (Lucy, Jeanette, Sandra, and Josephine), 

these allies have been supervisors. 
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I do remember occasions in which another administrator did not want to deal with me and 

instead went to my supervisor who was male and I believe they did that on purpose but 

my supervisor knew what was going on and directed the person to work with me.  I 

appreciated that. (Lucy) 

Likewise, women noted that male colleagues were aware of how the women were being 

treated and took it upon themselves to try and correct this.  Women voiced their frustrations that 

their “voice doesn’t seem to be heard as much as men” (Jeanette).  “I will have some men 

actually present the same idea to a group, get the idea heard and be gracious enough to circle the 

credit back around to me” (Jeanette).  A similar account was shared by Sandra: 

In too many meetings to count, I have seen where my male colleagues have voiced 

opinions similar to my own, and those have been accepted by attendees while my 

opinions/ideas (which were stated first) were contested, analyzed, and sometimes even 

rejected.  Which is quite hilarious after all, especially when “my” idea is later adopted as 

the chosen pathway. I have some male colleagues who see this as well and will offer up 

my suggestions because they know they are good, hope others in the room agree, and 

then circle back to give me credit because they are gracious and understanding human 

beings. I have a lot of respect for those colleagues. (Sandra) 

As we pause to consider why there aren’t already more male allies out there, I think back 

to a recent study that pinpointed this deficiency due to two prevailing causes:  (1) apathy and (2) 

fear.  For many men, they simply don’t see how gender equality affects them, and more aptly 

said, affects them in any kind of negative way.  Others stated that they were afraid to help women 

because that could reduce their own opportunities.  Remember the “many-headed monster” we 

spoke of?  It’s much easier to accept power than to fight oppression.  I have been blessed to have 
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the camaraderie of male allies, and I wish that others knew that same fortuitous gift as well.  I 

know that colleagues, family members, and others have put themselves in vulnerable situations 

because they have actively and visibly advocated for this.  What would this look like for us if an 

entire organization were to wear this visibility badge as well? 

Research Question: How Does Cooperative Extension Respond to Change? 

Hesitance to Change:  Navigating Traditional Gender Roles/Expectations 

As we progressed into conducting interviews that began to delve into gender roles and 

expectations, I could identify with many of the women and their experiences even though I had 

selfishly hoped that I would not.  I had secretly wished that these would be foreign concepts to 

me and we could somehow bring light to singular, unique experiences that may be due to 

geographic location, particular land-grant institutions, those from particular generations, etc.  

However, unfortunately, many of the same experiences were shared by all participating women.  

As we see below, these women were confronted with “traditional” roles/expectations for both 

men and women; some were shamed for not being married or not having children; others have 

been expected to have a male spouse; and still others have scolded, chastised, and shamed for 

being strong, assertive women. 

Several women (Jane, Josephine, Irene, Lucy, Laura, and Sandra) described the 

frustrations of being asked to participate in tasks that others deemed “more appropriate” for them 

based solely on their gender and traditional roles/duties executed by members of the same 

gender. 

Time and time again, I never am asked to be on certain important committees on both the 

county and state level.  Many times local organizations like Farm Bureau do not even ask 

me to be on their board but always want me to help plan ag day events.  It is assumed that 
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the ladies do all the cooking for the banquets and the men meet about the important 

events. (Jane) 

More and more women recounted times/events with various partners where cooking provided the 

basis for their participation: 

I am often given remedial tasks or ‘women’s jobs’ when working with partners and it’s 

usually men who are left to make decisions or help plan events.  That happens a lot with 

groups we don’t normally work with.  Then, after they find out what I could do for them, 

they try to tack on these ‘new’ jobs to my women’s work tasks (like cooking for an event, 

organizing food/gifts, etc.).  At ‘face value,’ I am given tasks that seem more appropriate 

for someone who looks like me.  Men are usually given the ability in those partner events 

to choose what jobs they will undertake. (Josephine) 

The women who shared similar stories expressed their frustration with these occurrences, and 

like so many of us who have found ourselves in similar positions, they took some sense of 

satisfaction in proving to others that they brought much more to the table (or dinner table) than 

food (Lucy, Sandra, and Laura).  “Since they didn’t know me, I knew if they could see how well 

the XXXXXX event would run with me in charge, then they would ask me to help with planning 

next time instead of just coordinating catering.  I stepped in to help because they were struggling, 

and it was a success.  They said they NEED me now.  I knew that all along” (Irene).  In some 

small way, while we prove our worth to others, the satisfaction in proving them wrong justified 

our ability to serve in other roles in the future. 

Aside from “traditional” (those engendered cultural traits placed on the shoulders of 

women) duties assigned to us, leading or being positioned in a role to lead is not something 

commonplace for women, especially within the field of agriculture.  Leadership - and the ability 
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to lead - is something that women CEDs/CECs navigate cautiously, understanding that various 

audiences have preconceived notions of what women should sound and act like from a traditional 

sense - quiet, unassuming, weak, etc. - because those were traits that were more readily 

“acceptable.”  As Sandra mentioned, “I find myself leading from the middle or leading from 

behind. These are softer leadership strategies that are often overlooked. The traditional leader is 

the one center stage leading from the front. It is frustrating to watch male counterparts take 

center stage and get more followers than I get if I try to take this role.  Not sure if it is because I 

am a female or it is my personality. Hard to determine.”  Sandra went on to explain that she “also 

had a very strong female role model.  I was taught to be more assertive and to ‘man up,’ and as a 

woman I have been told that I am bossy. I don’t think I would be called bossy if I was a man” 

(Sandra).  Many of us have encountered this declaration, even if it is not how we aim to lead our 

teams day in and day out; assertive behavior may be appropriate for a man, but it is not so 

readily accepted if adopted by a woman.  I think that many of us would say that being called 

bossy would be a welcomed change. 

When addressing “traditional” duties that women have held in the past, we also encounter 

“traditional” familial obligations - or lack thereof - for which women still feel critiqued.  Many 

participants shared that they are mothers and grandmothers.  However, for those women without 

children, it was seen to be somewhat “abnormal” for lack of better words.  Irene explained, “I 

have seen this with colleagues.  Women leaders who don’t have children are seen as outsiders, 

but men aren’t critiqued the same way” (Irene).  Being an outsider in this way brings a 

tremendous negative connotation with it.  Additionally, Jane explains that she gets “the pity look 

that I am not married and don’t have children. It is not highly thought of to be single without 

children living in my area.”   
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Aside from having children or being married, some participants encountered a great deal 

of exclusion when accounting for their spouse.  When confronting traditional gender roles, one 

participant noted “there was a time I was invited to a social/fundraising event and was told I 

could bring my husband with me.  The invite did not feel inclusive enough for me to bring my 

spouse who is a woman” (Lucy).  County Extension Directors/Coordinators attend a variety of 

functions in their capacity and many of them - county- and state-level based - are centered 

around the inclusion of “family,” but we are all mindful that “family” is not viewed the same for 

all individuals.  As we will explore in forthcoming stories, such exclusionary events are what 

make many of us fight harder to make sure others don’t face the same prejudices that have 

confronted many of us. 

While thinking of “traditional” duties/expectations, I know that many female farmers 

face similar prejudices in their own work within agriculture.  As a female farmer myself, this can 

be exhausting to prove our abilities (or even our desire or right to farm) to others.  I think that is 

why I am so drawn to providing spaces and opportunities for those women to learn and grow 

without fear of judgement and condemnation.  As we fight all of these “traditional” tags society 

labels us with, I am grateful for my colleagues out there who are willing to empower and uplift 

and share what little power we hold with others who have even less. 

Men Suggest Women Get Special Treatment 

As we navigate these leadership worlds within ag, specifically within Cooperative 

Extension, many men have voiced concerns that women are not held to the same standards that 

they must answer to and imply that women “get special treatment” in addition to those sub-

standard expectations.  For instance, Doris explained that she had “one male colleague (we were 

hired at the same time) who told me that the older men just expected him to do a good job as a 
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county agent and ragged on him if he got something wrong.  He then complained that I got extra 

points for doing the same thing he did, as it was surprising to so many people that I was 

competent.”  Furthermore, she explained how she viewed that from her perspective: 

I have had some male peers who seemed jealous that clientele didn’t seem to respect me 

or expect much of me, and they (the males) thought they had to do my job times two for 

the clients not to complain.  I guess that’s how they perceived it.  I felt like I had to do 

twice as much as my male peers just so the farmers would even consider talking to me, 

before they’d consider me an equal, and before they’d actually trust me as an expert. 

(Doris) 

Several women (Irene, Jane, Jeanette, and Sandra) expressed similar sentiments, and I 

feel inclined to make mention of the views expressed by Irene: 

Men note that women are expected to not meet expectations, have different/less standards 

to meet than their male counterparts, or are lauded for the same/similar work produced by 

male colleagues.  [...] If women do this, then they whine; if men do it, it’s because 

women are favored.  This is a no-win situation. (Irene) 

I pause here because I have found myself in similar situations where the workload does 

not seem equitable in my eyes, but I know that if I speak up, I run the very real risk of gaining a 

label that I would rather not have tied to me.  I’m conscious that this will not only affect me, but 

my staff and all those that I lead; for the betterment of all involved, it’s the lesser of two evils to 

take the increased work or criticism and take what I deem to be the “high road.”  Additionally, I 

linger heavily over some words spoken by Jane and how she explained her cautious attitude 

when trying to ensure that others did not have additional fuel when coming forth with the 

criticism firestorm:  “I do have to make sure even more than ever that all my i’s are dotted and 
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t’s are crossed before I roll out projects or especially with new innovative ideas” (Jane).  As 

noted above regarding increased scrutiny, while male peers may think that women CEDs/CECs 

can get away with “doing less,” we unfortunately know first-hand that we are not afforded that 

luxury. 

Shamed By Other Women 

As we think about these sources of consternation and angst and doubt, for many of us, we 

have been shamed by other women.  While this has presented itself before in other themes, we 

now turn a fierce lens on this social injustice as our main focus.  Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and 

Stewart (2009) note that such injustices for women both in the United States and abroad are 

influenced by the socio-cultural and political conditions in which they live.  Due to the fact that 

women in the United States and abroad often find themselves living in patriarchal cultures, 

“many women are exposed to various forms of sexism that come from a variety of places 

including the media, religious institutions, political and legal systems, places of work, and 

familial and interpersonal relationships” (Szymanksi, Gupta, Carr, & Stewart, 2009, p. 101).  

This presents itself in the form of internalized misogyny; women holding varying degrees of 

internalized misogyny may not be consciously aware of their own disempowering words and 

actions - shaming - towards themselves and other women.  This notion of internalized misogyny 

is real and present and not something unique to the field of agriculture.  Shaming can take 

different forms, and one of the most prevalent is when we find ourselves in roles where we take 

stands to fight for causes we believe in which are not held in high regard by others. 

I have marched in many activities/events such as women’s rights, LGBTQ rights, 

science, etc.  When a female coworker found out I marched in the Women’s Rights 
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March, she couldn’t believe I would take part in such a stupid thing and was disappointed 

in me to want to be around those type of people. (Jane) 

Likewise, as many of us have been shamed for fighting for causes we believe in, others 

have faced shaming and hostility by their direct reports who did not respect their role.  Many of 

those women (Jane, Sandra, Ruth, and Doris) noted that such staff had never been supervised by 

a woman. 

My administrative assistant did not like me being CEC at first.  She would try and 

backstab me anytime she could.  She would question all of my decisions and always 

compared how things were done before me.  Then her attitude spread to other staff 

members to the point I had to have HR come and intervene.  Since then, we have gotten 

along, but I still keep my guard up around her. (Jane) 

Regarding the intent of these unhealthy attacks, Jane quipped, “I don’t think she liked her boss 

being a female.  She tried for two years to control me.  It was horrible.” 

Other women (Doris, Irene, and Ruth) spoke of times where women - peers and 

administration - tried to manipulate their efforts through personal attacks: 

Maybe the most hostile environments have been those where I felt personally attacked.  

The two instances I am thinking about involved women, not men.  Both women tried to 

really manipulate me and maybe they thought they could as I was young and 

impressionable and female.  But I stand my ground, and while that was uncomfortable 

and something that I had to deal with my supervisor, I would say that neither case was 

fully addressed.  I don’t think either woman was reprimanded in any way. (Doris) 

Other women expressed similar experiences, and with such issues not being handled 

appropriately by upper administration, it seemed to enable those practicing these manipulative 
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tactics and provide a “safe place” for them to continue such behavior.  For many of us who have 

experienced this, these women seem to benefit from a secure place in our patriarchal cultural 

positioning, and when others seem to jeopardize their security, shaming is employed.  And this, 

my friends, I think is where one of the heads of the “many-headed monster” that Lorde spoke of 

lives:  power.  The incessant struggle to gain and retain power.  I have seen and felt this myself.  

While several women voiced that their actions/stances/opinions/etc. were chastised by other 

women in a very misogynistic fashion, Irene explains what I feel is at the root of such attacks: 

I have been criticized by other women in my career. Sometimes it was because I pushed 

the limit or just tried to seek out similar opportunities that I thought my male counterparts 

were getting that I wasn’t. I really think other women just didn’t want me to rock the boat 

like the men could (would) do. (Irene) 

I pause once again here because this is where I take deep issue with so many things present in 

our society today.  The refusal to relinquish some semblance of power or what that may entail to 

individuals worthy of attaining more and leading us with wisdom, grace, and true sincerity eat at 

my core.  I circle back to this “many-headed monster” that Lorde first presented to us in 

Chapter 1 when she spoke of the “diseases” of racism and sexism and their innate ties to 

capitalism as an institution.  What we see here is an absolute refusal to share or bestow power 

upon those who do not already hold positions of power within the patriarchal culture in which 

capitalism is so firmly entrenched.  If we continue to view this work as the political, socially-just, 

and socially-conscious act that it is, it is not hard to understand why this is perpetuated across 

time and space; if I found myself benefitting within this patriarchal culture, perhaps I would not 

want to share my good fortune either… Because this work, as a critical feminist 



   

165 

 

autoethnography, is tasked with both identifying and remedying social harms and injustices, we 

cannot turn a blind eye to this.  

Discrepancies in Pay, Benefits, and Expectations Between Men and Women 

As we touch on discrepancies that we have seen or experienced as women in CED/CEC 

roles, many participants explained that “in Extension as a whole, it seems as though males are 

not held to the same standards as females in regard to deadlines and following the rules” (Ruth).  

Others (Doris, Jeanette, Sandra, Irene, and Josephine) elaborated on similar claims to explain 

that the scrutiny they received that male colleagues did not provide the basis for this discrepancy.   

I have seen several times from campus that men are given the benefit of the doubt when 

they incorrectly speak or don’t speak at all, and women are questioned and interrogated 

almost.  I have seen that happen several times.  This happens with the same administrator. 

(Doris) 

While differing expectations were explained, many women voiced frustration at the 

discrepancies in pay, benefits, retention packages, etc. that they could not attribute to qualities, 

skills, academic accomplishments, etc. 

I see often that male colleagues of mine are hired at starting wages that are better than 

mine and this happens when they have similar degrees and years of experience.  I have 

tried to see this from different angles, but I’m pretty sure I can’t pretend to not see this 

any more. (Doris) 

Similar experiences were voiced by Laura as well:  “Male colleagues of mine that started at the 

same time I did make more than me, and I have no idea why (we have similar degrees, years of 

experience, job duties, etc.)”  Likewise, Jeanette shared similar frustrations: 
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I do see large differences in pay or retention packages for women vs men.  [...] Salaries of 

state employees are public, so I have been able to look at both male and female faculty. 

At any one point in mine or other female careers I can see a $5,000 to $17,000 difference 

accounting for years of service, job type, and degree. 

For many of us, these discrepancies seemed to be rooted upon the amount of respect - or lack 

thereof - that many hold for our gender and our gender’s contributions to the greater workforce 

and society overall. 

Hesitance to Change:  R-E-S-P-E-C-T 

What does it mean to be disrespected?  And what does it take to be respected?  Those two 

questions keep me in check as I go through the stories the women have shared.  Again, as we 

search for experiences to show how the organization and those within it have evolved to accept 

change, empower change, and embrace change, I keep hearing stories of how change is met with 

hostility, confrontations, and blatant disregard.  I had highlighted two statements from 

participants that seemed to sum up a number of experiences shared within the worlds of 

leadership and agriculture: 

It’s not fair to be judged, and you are immediately and constantly judged in the world of 

agriculture.  It’s not fair to constantly be working to earn respect, but that’s what 

happens. (Irene) 

Aside from entertaining the notion of what is fair or what is equitable, is this right?  As Doris 

summed up regarding her role as a CED/CED: 

I can’t say this is something that I expected myself to do, but I am proud of where I am.  

Being a female in ag is not easy, and being a female in ag in a leadership position is even 
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harder.  You are constantly critiqued and second guessed, or I feel that is what happens in 

my experience. 

As we have countless accounts of women fighting for respect, we now turn a very pointed eye to 

how these women have been ignored, dismissed, and overlooked in their careers.  I feel it is 

important that we look at this as a tangentially related issue of respect, but with a point of 

clarification that intent of others was to not afford the women space to even “earn” their place. 

Proving My Worth 

Participants (Doris, Laura, Irene, Sandra, Jane, and Ruth) noted a number of times when 

they had to work diligently to prove their worth to peers, clientele, staff, and administration.  It is 

disheartening to hear story after story of how these women have fought to earn respect in their 

communities with their clientele, staff, and administration.  Many of those women were 

agents/educators in those county offices previously, and the work taken to garner respect in that 

role, prior to assuming the CED/CED role, was no easy task either.  As Doris explains: 

Even as the acting County Agent, many of the folks in the community did not trust my 

expertise and did not view me as a good replacement for the man who retired ahead of 

me being hired.  I was an extremely good student and came with a lot of first-hand 

experience because of my own family farm.  But I was clearly not one of the fellas, and 

even though I’m still not years later, they respect the work I do and seek out my 

assistance to help grow their operations. 

As Doris went on to explain, “I had to earn their respect and do what seemed twice as much as 

others just to get clients to trust me.” 

Based on this idea of bringing experience to the table, women oftentimes try to point out 

these abilities/skills because it lends legitimacy to their role. 
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For campus administrator jobs, I think it’s expected that a man will lead us, not a woman.  

In our field of agriculture, men are ‘naturals’ within this discipline, and women are 

‘interlopers’ who may have necessary academic credentials, but they don’t have real-life 

experience (many men don’t, but this is not always questioned or asked by others).  

That’s something that producers questioned me about in my role.  I had the experience 

but then I had to prove that to them to earn their respect or trust. I am trusted and 

respected in my role now. (Laura) 

Within the notion of earning respect and building legitimacy, women seem to have to build up 

some semblance of “street credit” that men can bring into agriculture without needing to prove.  

For many of us, this is a frustration that we seem to have no remedy for. 

I believe that women have to work harder (and longer) to prove they can do the work and 

men can be given more leeway to prove themselves on the job.  But women don’t get that 

chance many times - well, that’s a privilege.  I have to do more to EARN respect, and 

men can start with that respect without having to earn it. (Irene) 

Likewise, many (Josephine, Ruth, Irene, Jane, and Laura) found themselves as the first 

female leading a county-based Extension office in their county, and the change did not come 

easy for many involved. 

In my time in this role, I have been told by some staff that I am an inspiration to them. I 

have also had other staff who have not told me to my face that they don’t respect me, but 

they had rather I not be their supervisor. That staff member has since left our office and 

the organization. [...] Sometimes I feel like I have had to work harder on committees, task 

force work, etc., to be valued as an equal, but usually, my work always wins out in the 

end. (Josephine) 
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I pause again at this point to trace back to a journal entry that I had reflected on during 

the course of these interviews; this was one of the first times I can truly (and vehemently) say 

that I was beside myself soon after assuming this CED role.  A former male colleague decided it 

was his place to put me in my place and proceeded to tell me, “little lady” as I was referred to in 

this conversation, how he had been “doing Extension work” longer than I had been alive, and I 

should respect and accept his place in the Extension community.  What you should know is that 

all of this was prompted because I was forced to correct irregularities and missteps that had 

been caused by that colleague.  Because I did not fit into that “pushover” mold as was expected 

for me, that resulted in anger and shaming directed my way.  He berated me for unfounded 

comments that I was “going against the mission work” of the organization.  He later 

“apologized” to me three months later, stating that “it would take some time for him to get used 

to someone like me in that role,” so he hoped that “I would understand.”  Yep - duly noted.  I 

understand.  Completely.   

Earning respect, and how we go about doing that is different for all of us, but each 

woman traced back to showing how their work and ability to excel earned trust and respect in the 

end. 

Many of the staff I supervise had not worked for a woman before, and they had not had a 

female supervisor while with Cooperative Extension.  However, we did not have issues - 

personal, professional, etc. - and they respect me.  I had to earn my place amongst my 

peers by proving how good a job I could do and how competent I was, so while that was 

not easy to begin with, my knowhow served me well.  I had to do the same thing with 

clientele.  Many did not trust me or value me when I started, but I had to earn their 

respect and trust as the new person.  They had not had a female leading their Cooperative 
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Extension office before, so this was new to them.  But they have been receptive after 

some time, but it did take time, especially with some of our older clients. (Irene) 

Women with 4-H programmatic duties explained their struggles to have administration 

respect the work they do.  As Jane stated: 

It takes me twice as long to earn the respect of key stakeholders, especially government 

officials since I also work in 4-H.  We are seen as the fun people who take kids to camp.  

I make it a point to say County Extension Coordinator, not 4-H Agent, in certain 

meetings to make sure I have more credibility. 

Jane further explains the struggles she encountered with local government officials with trying to 

earn that place of respect: 

Being CEC in XXXXXX has been very challenging because of the County Manager. It 

took three letters and a face-to-face meeting with my District Director of why I was 

qualified to be the CEC because in his eyes I am just the “4-H Lady” and not an Agent. 

This shows when we have department head meetings; he never seems to care when I 

deliver our weekly update for our office. During our budget defense meetings, he has 

even left the room when I would be defending our budget. Being a CEC and working 

with 4-H does not give you the same respect as if you were a Family Consumer Science 

or ANR Agent. 

Other women (Laura, Sandra, Jane, Gladys, and Irene) spoke to how what men say/share 

is automatically deemed to be valid and trustworthy:  “men are just more trustworthy than 

women (I’m not saying this is true, I’m saying this is how people perceive things).  I think men 

get unfair advantages of producing or sharing correct information when they are actually wrong 

or mistaken” (Laura).  Similar stories were shared by others, including Sandra, who further 
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explained this inclination to share information that may or may not be true and a woman’s 

inclination to follow-up: 

It’s not exactly easy to be a female in this position, but I do find it rewarding.  I think that 

females have to work a little harder to be taken seriously and to earn respect that many 

men garner without similar effort or work or time put into the job.  For instance, I think 

men are more comfortable speaking confidently about what they might not know that 

much about where women are more comfortable saying, let me look into that I can get 

you the information.  Somehow I feel like people respect someone that speaks 

(sometimes out of their ass) more than someone that is willing to do a little research and 

get back to them later.  I think men can get away with that while women can’t, especially 

in this job. (Sandra) 

Time and time again, women spoke to the time they had spent earning respect in their 

communities or with administration and how mindful they were that that was an extremely 

fragile gift that could be taken away at any time.  The fragility of earned respect resonated 

through so many stories.  “It took time to win some [clientele] over, but I feel supported now.  I 

showed them what I was able to do and that earned a lot of respect in certain circles. I will not 

lose this” (Jane).  Similarly, Laura stated that “Extension is important in our community, and I 

am respected for the work I do.  I earned that respect and I am careful not to lose it” (Laura).  

Like so many of these women, “I think I am constantly trying to earn my keep, even though I 

have proven time and time again that I am more than capable of doing a good job” (Irene). 

Overlooked and Ignored as a Woman 

As we had touched on the fact that women are often overlooked and ignored regarding 

needs and concerns, it is pertinent for us to explicitly show how this is enacted in “real time” 
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with individuals seated at the table and not across time and space (such as from the county office 

to the halls of campus); this further exemplifies that sufficient change to address this has not yet 

occurred. Stories shared showed that the women (Gladys, Lucy, Ruth, Jeanette, Sandra, Irene, 

and Josephine) felt they were often ignored, not taken seriously by others, or overlooked 

altogether.  Some perceived that others viewed them as weak or “pushovers.”  Regarding how 

they were treated by administration, Gladys shared the following: 

I’m treated mostly as an equal. Although, just recently I’ve seen an indication of one 

specific case of a man who is arrogant, over-confident and full of himself and he got a 

new statewide assignment. I pointed out to my boss that I’ve been doing statewide work 

for years, and received no such position. It’s still early to know how this is going to 

unfold. (Gladys) 

As many women alluded to, whether facing missed job opportunities, staff/committee 

assignments, etc., similar sentiments were echoed that “in some situations because I am a woman 

there have been times when people have not taken me seriously” (Lucy). 

Many women (Lucy, Ruth, Jeanette, Irene, Sandra, Laura, and Doris) spoke specifically 

to facing male privilege at work and how they have navigated such situations.  As Lucy explains, 

“there have been times that I believe this occurred as it pertains to budgets and the belief that I 

lacked an adequate understanding of them and an unwillingness of the person in charge of the 

budget to adequately explain them to me.”  Many others shared stories that they felt others did 

not consider them worthy of training or instruction like many of their peers.  Some women, like 

Ruth, stated that within Cooperative Extension specifically, it depends on your programmatic 

area as to whether or not you can attain the respect you deserve:  “in our business, unless females 

are in the ag field, we seem to be tolerated rather than accepted as equals” (Ruth). 
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In terms of being heard or leveraging privilege, women shared how male colleagues used 

their perceived positions of power to undercut their authority.  As Lucy shared, “there have been 

a few instances involving a male staff member raising their voice at me to get their point across 

and to tell me I am wrong.”  Additionally, in terms of how others listen to those men, Jeanette 

explains how demeaning it can be to have your expertise dismissed: 

I can also see that there are often biases from men that influence how well we are listened 

to. Sometimes it is seen by simply them questioning someone else after I just answered 

and am deemed the expert on something.  That’s so deflating.  

Research Question: In What Ways Does Cooperative Extension Exhibit Cultural 

Globalization? 

Hiring Effective and Skilled Leaders 

Effective Leadership for the Female CED/CEC 

Numerous participants (Lucy, Jane, Ruth, Irene, Doris, and Sandra) explained how 

effective leadership entailed components of democratic, transformational-based leadership styles 

where they instilled a shared vision for their team.  These women seem to display great 

emotional intelligence as well. 

My leadership style is participatory and supportive. [...] I try to support the people I 

supervise and remove/minimize barriers that affect their work so they can be successful 

in their work.  I also try to be a good communicator and do my best to provide feedback 

about work performance as needed.  Likewise, I am a sounding board for staff and also 

willing to deal with conflicts that arise and provide backup support for staff as needed. 

(Lucy) 
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Many women also explained how they employed various leadership styles to successfully 

lead their county offices, many in a team-based approach like Jane: 

I lead by a team approach.  I am definitely not a micromanager.  I try to find 

opportunities for my staff to better themselves.  It is a fine line of being the leader and 

being compassionate towards coworkers' needs.  In my office I have a complete opposite 

way of how to lead and complete tasks, and I have to force myself to work in ways that 

are not normally my style, but this helps me to have more buy in for projects from my 

staff. 

In a similar approach, Josephine noted that she “values making informed decisions with my [her] 

staff through a democratic style.” Ruth explained that she follows a “democratic or participative” 

approach as well.  Others sought out transformational leadership tactics to employ with both staff 

and volunteers: 

I try to follow a transformational style of leadership.  I try not to micromanage because 

that happened to me in the past, and that was so damaging to me and our staff.  I let them 

know that I trust and value them.  I try to do the same for our volunteers as well.  Those 

individuals are so important to our organization as well. (Irene) 

I can personally identify with many of the leadership styles that the other women 

espouse; for me, personally, I try to follow tenets of transformational leadership and servant 

leadership.  That is comfortable to me and helps me, I believe, to be the most effective leader I 

can be for my staff.  As a servant-leader, I believe firmly in sharing power, helping my staff and 

others perform to their highest abilities, and putting the needs of others first.  This has served 

our organization well and has afforded me a highly functioning county office staff.  I believe that 

information holds a tremendous amount of power itself, so I am mindful to keep that information 
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flowing amongst our staff to enable them as autonomous professionals.  Sharing information and 

maintaining transparency has allowed me to build trust within what functions very much like a 

family setting.  And here I will make mention that I am not afraid to have this feel like a family 

because we lead out of respect and accountability for one another.  I do not seek power in an 

authoritarian sense to lead by fear.  I believe the organization will see that similar attributes of 

other female CEDs/CECs echo many of the same sentiments, and the organization should value 

that.   

Women went on to explain how they viewed effective leadership and what that meant for 

their staff. 

Effective leadership is allowing educators to do their jobs without me micromanaging 

them.  My door is always open to them and their ideas. [...] I praise them in front of other 

educators and if any individual corrections are needed, I do that in private.  My educators 

seem happy to come to work and are excited about their programming.  I think that says a 

lot about our office climate. (Ruth) 

Something that many women (Doris, Irene, Josephine, Laura, and Sandra) explained is how 

effective leadership allows their staff to remain engaged even during difficult times:  “an 

effective leader can keep her team engaged and producing even in the most rough of times, like 

here during COVID” (Doris).  These women have been pressed into new roles in addition to 

traditional ones during these times of COVID-19 by assisting with food distribution, housing 

COVID testing and vaccination sites at their offices, reallocating work staff to assist with those 

efforts, etc.  During these times and times of “normal” operation, many spoke to the value and 

importance of a shared vision for their county staff. 
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I try to help them [staff] buy into a shared vision for our office (and organization) and 

this helps us to be effective and successful.  I work daily to motivate them and when that 

happens, that motivates me.  I feel like we all succeed then.  (Irene) 

Josephine explained that “effective leaders motivate their employees and encourage them” and 

while doing so, “help them see the value in a shared vision.” 

When setting goals for our office, I solicit input from the others and try to incorporate 

their ideas.  I think that helps to energize our staff and helps them to buy into the 

collective vision of our group. Many of these traits help me as a visionary leader where I 

can help move our team forward. (Laura) 

Many women (Josephine, Sandra, Jane, Jeanette, and Ruth) mentioned the need and 

importance of communication with their staff and their ability to listen.  “I put a lot of effort into 

listening to our staff. [...]  I see how that pays off” (Josephine). 

I have seen individuals act as very poor leaders and managers so I have tried to learn 

from that and mold my behavior in democratic leadership principles.  Unlike those that 

do not value their employees or consult them to assist with decisions, etc., I try to make 

sure my employees know how important they are to me and to our organization.  I do this 

by giving them a platform to share their skills, talents, and opinions; I make sure to 

recognize their successes; I make time to listen to them and learn from them; and when I 

do all of that, I set aside MORE time to listen to them. (Sandra) 

Many of these women also understand how keeping their staff informed helps them to stay 

engaged and shows they care.  “I also communicate, communicate, and communicate with my 

staff so they know I am available anytime they need me” (Jane).  Several women spoke to how 
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they have earned trust and respect within the office by conducting themselves with integrity and 

further valuing that concept of communication. 

I think my staff will tell you that I work hard to earn their respect, and I think that helps 

me to be effective as a leader.  I also lead by example.  I do and say and act in ways that I 

hope they will conduct themselves with similar integrity.  I value communication so I do 

what I can daily to communicate clearly with my staff and make sure they can and will 

communicate with me.  I listen to them and make sure that I respond to their needs and 

concerns. (Laura) 

In each of the stories told by the women, a common thread that ran throughout them was 

the intent desire to create a sense of inclusion, respect, and belonging.  What these women 

created was something very similar to a family amongst their staff: 

It is about creating workplaces and opportunities for people to thrive and do their work 

easily.  Stability in budgets, open communication, and shared governance help people 

feel ownership.  That in turn helps them be committed and excited about the work. [...] I 

just work as an open book….I don’t keep secrets or sides….just total honesty. (Jeanette) 

Jane explained that this is still doable while having a highly productive office and director.  

While speaking of a highly respected supervisor she considered a friend and mentor, “even 

though she is quite driven, there was no doubt her office staff felt like a family.”  Perhaps it is 

time for us to view the “family” concept as a positive, and not something that is too maternal, 

vulnerable, or weak; it is quite strong at its core, even when faced by societal pressures. 

Compassionate Attributes of a Skilled Leader 

For many of the effective leadership traits that the CEDs/CECs identified, the women 

also identified a number of compassionate attributes (positivity, helpfulness, caring, self-
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reflection, etc.) that allowed them to work well with and lead others in a people-first approach.  

Many women (Doris, Lucy, Jane, Irene, and Jeanette) spoke to how much they valued acting as a 

coach for their staff. 

I like to coach my employees.  I have a team of educators that have so many strengths, 

and I like to work with them to bring out those strengths to make our team better, 

stronger.  Then they are better and more successful, our team is definitely more 

successful. [...] I also have to care for the team as employees and for the team as 

individuals with lives outside of work. [...] I make sure to earn respect by giving respect.  

I value my employees and try to build them up as much as I can.  This is why I really 

value coaching my employees up. (Doris) 

Similarly, Jane explained, “I love helping my coworkers find and develop new skills and expand 

their knowledge.  I also try and make sure coworkers know I respect their time off by not 

bothering them after hours.  Extension makes it hard enough to balance work and personal time. 

In a similar fashion, these women pointed out the value of providing emotional and 

policy-based support to their staff as well. 

[I value] being a ‘cheerleader’ and supportive of staff’s work.  Asking questions and 

being willing to create policies and procedures to support the work needed to be 

accomplished. [..] Often staff are on the ‘front lines’ and can be dealing with difficult 

situations or challenging volunteers and back up support is critical. (Lucy) 

By doing this, it also helps to build trust within the county staff as well.  “Trust is so important, 

and in everything that I do, I work to keep and build that trust with our staff” (Laura). 

These women also understand the importance of recognizing staff for good work and 

how that helps to build a strong team.  “I also give them credit and attribution to their work as 
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often as I can to show they are valued by me, Extension, the institution, and the public” (Gladys).  

In all of these actions, the women have shown how they have employed a tactic that Jeanette 

speaks of here:  “I put ‘people first’ and ‘empathy’ as my main drivers in leadership. If we focus 

there, all other items can be figured out.”  All of these attributes help us to see these women as 

the strong and confident individuals they are. 

Hiring Confident, Strong, and Committed Women 

These CEDs/CECs are confident women who are committed to their true/authentic self.  

Many of them (Ruth, Sandra, Irene, Jane, and Laura) also have/had hard-working, strong woman 

influencers in their lives who encouraged them to pursue their dreams.  Several had strong 

female influences that proved to be instrumental in their upbringing.  “I grew up in a rural area 

and my parents rarely made the distinction between male or female ability when doing a job,” 

said Ruth.  “I could drive a hay truck just as well as the males and was expected to do so.” 

I think it’s important for me to mention that I am proud of where I am today.  I don’t 

know that this is where I envisioned myself, but I had many women (hard-working, 

smart, and resourceful women) come before me in my family who helped show me what 

hard work was and why I could achieve things just like those resilient women before me. 

(Laura) 

For many of these women, they take pride in what they do and know what they do 

matters for others as well.  “I’m proud of the work I do and I can’t imagine doing anything else.  

Strong women have taught me how to stay strong and keep moving ahead so I do that out of 

respect for what they have gone through as well” (Doris).  “This is true for me as well.  I have 

had other women to look up to, and they encouraged me to advance myself and my career.  

Women in my family have been strong sources of inspiration” (Irene).  We cannot overvalue the 
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importance these influencers had on these women and the skills and confidence they helped 

instill.  Time and time again, we see that even though the job is hard, the women keep 

persevering on. 

It [my career] is very important to me and allows me to feel like I do make a difference. It 

is hard - mentally, socially and sometimes physically. I know it’s important work, so I 

keep striving to do my best no matter the obstacles I face personally or professionally. 

(Sandra) 

To show the intentions of these confident, strong, and committed women, Sandra gives 

insight here: 

While it’s not easy, I will say that the women who do this (speaking for myself and others 

with whom are my trusted confidants), are strong, skilled, good intentioned change 

agents that are kind of bad ass in their own ways. This may not be the most professional 

way to put it, but I trust you to make sense of this. (Sandra) 

Identifying as the Consummate Educator and Leader 

Likewise, numerous participants (Ruth, Jane, Jeanette, Irene, Sandra, and Lucy) 

identified themselves as educators, and as such, also made note of the fact that as a female 

educator, they were often viewed as “easy to approach” and trusted within the educational field.  

Likewise, many noted that the work of the CED/CEC was a highly respected role.  “My career is 

very important to me because I am making a difference in the lives around me through personal 

interaction, teaching, and guidance” (Ruth). 

Many spoke to what drives them as educators and how they use this to guide and 

empower their staff, clientele, and community members. 
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What drives me is to teach students and co-workers to feel confident to do things that are 

outside of their comfort box. I also love to have students finally see their actions are not 

only important in their community but also on the state, national, and even international 

level. I think it is extremely important to make sure people in my community receive 

researched and fact based information in this world so full of misinformation. (Jane) 

Something that was very thought provoking was how emotionally intelligent these 

women were and how aware they were of their actions and how that affected those around them. 

In my experience, the leadership classes are focused on getting people to self-reflect. I 

have been shocked how many folks do not do this naturally and regularly.  [...]  I 

constantly evaluate and reflect on my ethics structure and how my interactions were 

consistent or not with that.  (Jeanette) 

Espousing the Public Servant Role 

As public servants, Extension professionals wear a number of hats within the community, 

and CEDs/CECs epitomize this characterization day in and day out.  These individuals feel their 

job is important and also find their service to be rewarding; as such, they fight harder to push 

through obstacles to adequately serve those that need them.  Although ever-present, this 

need/role has been exacerbated by dire community needs during this time of COVID-19.  “My 

parents were some of the first to teach me the public servant attitude [...] and how to contribute 

to the community” (Jeanette). 

Global-Minded and Progressive Individuals 

Though found in a variety of communities across the country, many participants noted 

taking a global, progressive, and open mindset.  They were cognizant of their presence in certain 

community circles, non-inclusive government functions, and worked to navigate resulting 
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political tensions resulting from such.  Some of them learned grit from international jobs 

(Jeanette), and others felt the pangs of wronged citizens because of discrimination they faced as 

well. 

On a daily basis I feel socially excluded because of living in a very conservative area that 

is not tolerant of people with more of a global mindset. [...]  I have to sit quietly many 

times when people discuss political issues. [...]  I have to bite my tongue on topics I am 

so passionate for due to the views of my co-workers. [...]  Due to my nature, even though 

I have been discriminated against in my county, these experiences have made me fight 

harder for women and spirituality rights so I see these experiences help me focus my 

passion to make sure people are treated fairly. (Jane) 

Connection to Positive Youth Development 

Many participants come from 4-H programming roles and have a strong connection to 

this field.  Some participants felt their connection to 4-H made them appear “less 

official/administrative” in capacity as their ag-based counterparts based on comments/actions of 

others.   

I have experienced this.  Sometimes educators who work with youth are just not taken 

seriously - especially if you’re female. I would say sometimes the same thing happens to 

male and female classroom teachers. (Irene) 

However, this does not deter the good work of many women because they have chosen this 

career pathway for the good work they know can be accomplished. 

I am a life-time Extension and land-grant institution fan club member, in 4-H as a kid, 

worked at or attended 5 land grant institutions, and think this is amazing work. In these 



   

183 

 

times of COVID-19 crisis, I understand and feel the enormity and importance more than 

ever. (Gladys) 

Spiritual Sense of Strength 

Although not affiliated with the same religion, or a religion per se, participant comments 

tracked back to a spiritual identity and sense of self that helped to guide/shape individuals and 

provide strength.  As Doris mentioned, “my faith helps me stay grounded and helps me move 

forward.  That helps me to persevere and to keep the ‘thick skin’ too” (Doris).  Jane noted that as 

a practicing Buddhist, her faith was extremely important to her, but she was careful to keep that 

separated from her work life.  For many women, having a connection to something much greater 

than ourselves can help to sustain, uplift, and empower us.  We find solace in that, especially 

during the hard times:  “I think we all pull from something deep inside ourselves to give us 

strength, especially during this time of COVID-19, national bitterness and division, etc.” (Irene). 

Chapter Summary 

When determining what values and beliefs are held in high regard - and thus exhibited - 

by Cooperative Extension, the following culturally meaningful themes emerged: “Difficulties of 

the Job are Valued by the Organization” (CED/CEC Role Can Be Overwhelming & Difficult; 

Constant Balancing Act: County & State), “Battling Hostility and Being Alone are Valued by 

the Organization” (Navigating Hostile Work Environments; Alone with Few Women Present; 

Hostility Comes from Newness, Inexperienced Status, and/or Ageism Seem to Be ‘Easy’ 

Targets; Hostility from the Double Life Dilemma), “Cautious: On Alert For Making Waves,” 

and “The Positive Power of Others Helps Women Navigate Hostilities” (Support and 

Mentoring are Critical; Male Allies are Invaluable).  Participants noted numerous difficulties of 

the job including the number of hours required to fulfill job duties, poor work-life balance, and 
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physical/emotional/mental challenges.  Many of the women voiced how detrimental a toxic 

office culture has been to them and their peers where individuals were demeaning or caustic or 

even when male camaraderie was not extended to female colleagues.  Most of the difficulties and 

hostilities that these women faced stemmed directly from misogyny where prejudice, malice, 

and/or contempt towards women finds a safe-haven within various patriarchal cultures.   

 With regards to discerning how Cooperative Extension responds to change, the 

following culturally meaningful themes were identified: “Hesitance to Change: Navigating 

Traditional Gender Roles/Expectations” (Men Suggest that Women Get Special Treatment; 

Shamed by Other Women; and Discrepancies in Pay, Benefits, Expectations, Etc. Between Men 

& Women) and “Hesitance to Change: R-E-S-P-E-C-T” (Proving My Worth; Overlooked and 

Ignored as a Woman).  When addressing “traditional” duties that women have held in the past, 

we also encounter “traditional” familial obligations - or lack thereof - that women feel critiqued 

for still to this day.  Several women described the frustrations by being asked to participate in 

tasks that others deemed “more appropriate” for them based solely on their gender and traditional 

roles/duties executed by members of the same gender.  Congruent with work conducted by Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 2020) and Seevers and Foster (2003), there is a tremendous need to 

have women in both traditional and non-traditional roles to grow leadership development within 

the ag sector.  Because women often find themselves living in patriarchal cultures, numerous 

women have been exposed to various forms of sexism resulting from the media, religious 

institutions, political and legal systems, familial and interpersonal relationships, and places of 

work. This is perpetuated by not only men, but also by women, who reinforce the central male 

culture of devaluing women through acts of horizontal oppression and omission, which result 

from internalized misogyny; findings here are congruent with work conducted by Szymanski, 
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Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009).  Several women across the country also voiced frustration at the 

discrepancies in pay, benefits, retention packages, etc. between men and women that they could 

not attribute to differing qualities, skills, academic accomplishments, etc.   

When making a determination as to what appreciation and awareness of diversity, from a 

global standpoint, Cooperative Extension holds and exhibits as an organization, the following 

culturally meaningful themes surfaced: “Hiring Effective and Skilled Leaders” (Effective 

Leadership for the Female CED/CEC; Compassionate Attributes of a Skilled Leader) and 

“Hiring Confident, Strong, and Committed Women” (Identifying as the Consummate 

Educator & Leader; Espousing the Public Servant Role; Global-Minded & Progressive 

Individuals; Connection to Positive Youth Development; and Spiritual Sense of Strength).  

Numerous participants explained how effective leadership entailed components of democratic, 

servant, and transformational-based leadership styles where they instilled a shared vision for 

their team.  All interactions were conducted in a team-based approach which was supportive and 

participative.  Employing diverse staff members who better represent the communities served 

through Cooperative Extension also exhibits cultural globalization.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The purpose of this study was to understand the barriers faced by female County 

Extension Directors/Coordinators across the United States through an examination of the 

leadership dynamics, power relationships, and organizational culture of Cooperative Extension.  

It is known that females have both a presence and impact in both agriculture and leadership, but 

the body of literature reflecting their presence and impact is lacking.  The intent of this study was 

to show how females contribute to areas of agriculture and leadership, and what hurdles they 

may encounter.  Furthermore, we have examined unique challenges and/or barriers with which 

their male counterparts do not contend.   

To guide data collection and seek to better understand the research problem that was 

posed, the following research questions provided direction to gain insight into the understanding 

that fails us: 

● What are the cultural values and beliefs exhibited by Cooperative Extension? 

● How does Cooperative Extension respond to change? 

● In what ways does Cooperative Extension exhibit cultural globalization? 

By acknowledging that culture and leadership are inextricably connected, we are able to 

make an assessment of the organizational viability and effectiveness of Cooperative Extension.  

Unspoken behaviors, social patterns, and culture can perpetuate values, beliefs, and assumptions 

that persist for decades within our organization.  It is necessary and prudent of us to ensure that 

what is being valued, and thereby espoused and enacted by our organization, is what will 

advance us - for the better - in the coming years, not only in terms of organizational health, but 

for overall societal wellness and empowerment as aware global partners. 
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Summary of Conceptual Framework 

Early research in the discipline of leadership focused on how individuals came into 

leadership positions and the interaction between a leader and their followers (Gardner, 1987).  

This interaction between leader and follower is integral; Lipman-Blumen (1996) noted that 

“without the supporters’ consent, the aspiring leader cannot lead” (p. 32).  When great leaders 

are armed with the necessary skills, attitude, will, and motivation to succeed (Hevesi, 1996), 

what is ultimately sought after - from an impact perspective - is effective leadership.  

Furthermore, a leader’s effectiveness has been shown to be influenced by such factors as gender, 

motivation, emotional stability, and intelligence (Amagoh, 2009; Conger, 1999; Manz & Sims, 

2001).  While leadership is defined as the ability to perform the multiple roles and behaviors that 

circumscribe the requisite variety implied by an organizational or environmental context, when 

analyzed through a critical feminist lens, leadership should be defined as countering the 

emphasis placed on individualism, hierarchical relationships, abstract moral principles, and 

bureaucratic rationality (Blackmore, 1989). 

Eagly and Carli (2007) noted that male domination in leadership roles, and the visibility 

of that domination, has made it easier for individuals to associate leadership roles with males.  

For females in leadership roles, they must act in contradiction to gender stereotypes to appear 

confident and assertive (Rudman, Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012).  Kinder traits of females are 

not viewed as leadership traits.  Oftentimes, in addition to traits, the style of leadership exhibited 

by females is generally more difficult to be accepted by society because it is unlike that of their 

male counterparts.  Ultimately, society sets standards for females in leadership positions that 

actually prohibit their success in such roles, and this is even more evident when females situate 

themselves in non-traditional occupations and fields. 
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Traditionally, males have dominated the agriculture field, and while females were present 

within agriculture, the main role they served was as a farmwife (Sachs, Barbercheck, Braiser, 

Kiernan, & Terman, 2016).  Today, females continue to have an increasingly greater presence 

within the field of agriculture, but such advancements have been met with adversity.  

Researchers noted that the success of females depends on creating opportunities for access to 

resources, knowledge, and social support through nontraditional means.  While these women can 

accomplish much on their own, “their efforts are thwarted without the support of agricultural 

institutions to create equal opportunities for them […]” (Sachs, Barbercheck, Braiser, Kiernan, & 

Terman, 2016, p. 4). 

Females striving for a career within this sector continue to seek acceptance into and 

validation for what had been traditionally intended for males.  While males in female-dominated 

industries have been advanced, commended, and paid better due to their gender (Muench, 

Sindelar, Busch, & Buerhaus, 2015), females in male-dominated fields, such as agriculture, have 

not experienced similar situations.  It was shown that many females perceived that they were 

working much harder than some of their male counterparts who were being promoted; in 

essence, many of these females claimed that they felt that they always had to try to impress 

someone within their workplace setting.  Additionally, females perceived that it was required for 

them to set higher than necessary standards in order to receive simple recognition.  Based on 

their overall contributions to the workplace, these females working within the field of agriculture 

- be it production, business, or academia realms - did not feel that they were being given the 

same opportunities and treatment as male counterparts.  Such perceptions demonstrate that some 

male-dominated fields may lack appropriate distributive justice regarding their rewards systems.    
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Furthermore, females are lacking representation in all levels of agricultural leadership in 

education and business.  In 2015, female faculty held 37% of positions in the biological, 

agricultural, and environmental life sciences and related fields at four-year universities (National 

Science Foundation, Science & Engineering Indicators, 2018).  With regards to representation 

amongst senior faculty, deans, and university presidency, the American Council on Education’s 

American College President Study in 2017, only 30 percent of the nation’s college and university 

presidents are female (Bartel, 2018).  However, at agricultural and land-grant institutions 

nationwide, females accounted for less than 10% of deans and vice presidents (Griffeth, 2013).   

To better understand this discrepancy in the representative numbers of females, we turn 

to a discussion of culture; while countless definitions exist for culture, common language found 

in most definitions include learned beliefs, customs, values, and behavioral norms that are 

present in a particular society ultimately influence the intentions, needs, and behaviors of those 

individuals.  Hofstede (2011, p. 2) notes that “culture is the collective programming of the mind 

that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from others.”  In essence, to 

call something a culture, that implies that it is “habitual and well-entrenched” and “perhaps taken 

for granted and governed by certain established procedures” (Eagleton, 2016, p. 6).  Hofstede 

(2011) explained that societal cultures often reside in such unconscious values, namely in the 

sense of individuals’ broad tendencies to prefer certain states of affairs over others; in contrast, 

organizational cultures oftentimes reside in visible and conscious practices based on how 

individuals perceive what takes place in their organizational environment. 

It is important to note that while cultures are predisposed to change, they are concurrently 

predisposed to resist change.  When we take into account that culture tends to reflect the life of a 

nation, region, social class, ethnic group, etc., we acknowledge that “culture is humanly 
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fashioned” and is a matter of “grooming and nurturing” (Eagleton, 2016, p. 26).  As such, 

Eagleton (2016) explains that culture is what an individual has done before, and perhaps his/her 

ancestors before that, countless times, where one’s conduct can be validated if/when it aligns 

with that of his/her predecessors.  Resistance to change is built on habit and the solid integration 

of cultural traits.  In that regard, culture becomes not only a way of life, but it is also a matter of 

custom and something that is not acquired all at once or at a finite point in one’s life. 

As we provide a platform for this research to serve as the political, socially-just, and 

socially-conscious act that is necessitated by this undertaking, we must understand the scope of 

cultural oppression of women from a global perspective.  As Omvedt (1986) so pointedly 

remarked, for generations, women have been battling against rape, bride-burning, unequal pay, 

lack of access to work and education, inheritance systems which term women into propertyless 

dependents, sexual violence inside and outside the family, and basic legal and political rights.  

Today, we see this cultural oppression of women perpetuated through such acts of shaming, 

ridiculing, physical abuse, and the distribution of fewer political, social, and economic rights, all 

in an effort to reinforce the “inferior nature” of women from a global perspective.   

Society has ultimately defined many gender features as an area of social classification 

(Anker, 1997).  Ultimately, gender is a social construct that outlines the roles, behaviors, 

activities, and features that a particular society believes are appropriate for men and women.  

This social construction of gender has created a division in what is deemed appropriate for males 

and females related to roles, careers, behaviors, and actions (Anker, 1997).  Yang (2010) 

explained that professional settings perpetuate the existence of gender stereotypes.  Such 

stereotypes are strictly delineated, so what is deemed masculine could not be feminine, and what 

is deemed feminine could not be masculine (Whitley & Kite, 2010).  Career choices for males 
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and females are influenced greatly by gender stereotypes; in the event that individuals do not 

align with these societal “norms,” society will view them with condescension, apprehension, and 

consternation.  Ultimately, these situations create issues for those who may be pushing the limits 

of preconceived norms. 

As we begin to understand some of the barriers that women have faced across 

generations, we first look to the concept of the “concrete wall,” and how those disparities are still 

at play today in the United States.  The concrete wall epitomized the patriarchal division of labor 

which was further reinforced by the explicit bans that were put in place to prevent women from 

entering higher education or the workforce over the past century.  As Clay (1998) explained, 

those who are closed in behind the concrete wall cannot learn about the organization because 

they are isolated from the mainstream of organizational life, and further compounding this ill 

effect is the fact that those individuals are also invisible to the decision makers on the other side.  

Barriers to advancement began to shift in the 1970s, coinciding with the women’s liberation 

movement which grew out of the civil-rights movement demanding equal rights and 

opportunities.  While females were not excluded from all positions of leadership and authority, 

those positions of higher-level executives were still not attainable.  The notion of the “glass 

ceiling” was first coined in 1986 in reference to the invisible barrier that females confronted 

when trying to advance to top-tier jobs (Catalyst Report, 1993).  With the “unseen” 

discriminatory practices of the glass ceiling effect, while blatant, toxic patriarchal cultural 

practices may have been mitigated by policies, procedures, and legislation, the additional barriers 

which could not be tidily defined, named, and easily seen presented themselves.  While the 

phenomenon of the lack of presence of females in powerful roles was evident, Eagly and Carli 

(2007) explained that the notion of the glass ceiling no longer fit based on the greater 
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understanding of the multifaceted barriers preventing advancement.  The concepts of a glass 

ceiling and concrete wall have been replaced by the notion of a labyrinth, indicating that paths to 

the top are both elaborate and difficult, but through unique, indirect pathways that are 

challenging, yet still navigable, some females find their way.     

Feminism was based on understanding the complex interrelationship of males and 

females and with females knowing that they are able to pursue the same opportunities as their 

male counterparts (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  Feminism has evolved and expanded past more than 

just equal opportunities.  While feminism acknowledges that gender should never act as a barrier 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007), the evolution of feminism has ultimately grown to become much more 

inclusive. 

As critical as Doris Lessing (1962), the British novelist, was in initiating the second wave 

of feminism and its coalescence around womanhood, it was Lessing’s work that set the stage for 

today’s inclusive contemporary feminism.  Successfully raising public consciousness allowed 

individuals to more clearly see culture and cultural constructs within their own lives and societies 

which resulted in an emerging realization that experiences of females are multiple rather than 

singular in nature.  This realization set a transformative stage for the approach of third wave 

feminism and the recognition of the diversity of female experiences. 

The political construction of women’s bodies has been shaped over the years through 

aspects of appearance, sexuality, and other embodied experiences (Stearns, Sharp, & Beutel, 

2015).  From a political perspective, much of what is implemented is enforced regarding the 

physical body itself, as illustrated by victims of government-sponsored torture and rape (Adams, 

1998; Scarry, 1985), the shift from midwives to the medical community’s control of women’s 
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sexual and reproductive behavior (Ehrenreich & English, 1978), and laws regulating abortion, 

contraception, homosexuality, and prostitution (Stearns, Sharp, & Beutel, 2015, p. 126).    

Apart from the physical body, Butler (1988) explained that gender was a cultural 

construct, and as such, could be identified as performative, implying that it had a social audience 

where historical social practice drove the actions that resulted.  Gender is acknowledged as a 

performative repetition of acts associated with a female or male, and such gender performance is 

passed along from generation to generation by ways of socially-established meanings.  It is the 

performance of gender itself that creates gender.   

In addition to Butler’s contributions to contemporary feminism, Audre Lorde, Angela 

Davis, and bell hooks offered up a platform to espouse a more inclusive feminist theory, one that 

encouraged the support of long-standing sisterhood, but advocated for females to acknowledge 

their differences while accepting one another and the direct relation gender shared with class, 

sex, race (Davis, 1990; hooks, 2000) and even Lorde’s inclusion of health (Byrd, Cole, & Guy-

Sheftall, 2009).  This concept, better known as intersectionality, laid the groundwork for truly 

impactful feminism on a global scale.  hooks (2000) focused on the shift of feminism away from 

victimization and towards espousing an understanding and appreciation for all genders and sexes 

so that all individuals could gain control of their own destinies rather than be controlled by 

patriarchal cultural systems.  hooks (2000) was explicit in noting that the feminist movement was 

not anti-male, but rather, a fight against sexism; as such, she implored males to join in on the 

movement for cultural change.   

Summary of Contextual Framework 

A land-grant university is an institution that has been designated by Congress to receive 

the benefits of the Congressional Morrill Acts of 1862, 1890, or 1994; there is at least one land-
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grant institution in every state and territory of the United States, as well as the District of 

Columbia.  The Morrill Act granted each state and territory 30,000 acres of land for each of its 

congressional seats where funds from the sale of the land were used by states to establish new 

schools.  Over 17 million acres, the majority of which were taken from Indigenous peoples 

through violent land cessions, comprised the bulk of these land holdings.  The passage of the first 

Morrill Act (1862) was enacted to meet the growing demand for agricultural and technical 

education in the United States; the second Morrill Act (1890) extended access to higher 

education by providing additional endowments for all land-grants, but prohibited distribution of 

funds to states that made distinctions of race in admission processes (many segregated Southern 

states that provided a separate land-grant institution for blacks were eligible to receive the 

funds); and the third land-grant act (1994) expanded land-grant status to Native American tribal 

colleges and universities across the country (APLU, 2021).  

Established by the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, the mission of the Cooperative Extension 

System is to “advance agriculture, the environment, human health and well-being, and 

communities by supporting research, education, and Extension programs at land-grant 

universities and other organizations” to empower individuals on a local level (Extension USDA, 

2019).  As the non-formal educational program extension of each land-grant university, 

Cooperative Extension is tasked with the aim of assisting individuals to improve their lives and 

communities with research-based information.  Currently, there are more than 2,900 Extension 

offices nationwide (Extension USDA, 2019).   

Based within the county center is the County Extension Director (CED) (also referred to 

as County Extension Coordinator (CEC) in some states) who, in a department head capacity, 

ensures that the total county Extension program is functioning properly and addressing 
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community needs.  In this role, a CED/CEC leads, manages, and coordinates the total county 

program by administering the operations of the county office.  They are responsible for 

supervision of all professional staff, budgeting, programming oversight, and 

building/maintaining relations with public officials. 

Summary of Theoretical Framework 

Feminist theory and social cognitive theory constructs provided the theoretical 

frameworks used to ground this study.  First, with regards to feminist theory, in an effort to bring 

a focus to empowerment and facilitate societal consciousness raising, feminist theory provides 

insight into both the constitution of gender and the resulting inequality present in gender 

relations.  As such, feminist theory provides the groundwork for questioning the 

“cultural/historical context and biological premises of gender” through challenging the multiple 

gender-based social oppressions held by numerous populations (Nagoshi & Nagoshi, 2017).  

Aligned with the ideas of philosopher Michel Foucault, feminist theory’s critique of historical 

gender concepts is based upon the framework that gender is a social construction, defined and 

enforced by societal processes, cultural norms, and by the exhibition of behaviors defined as 

being gendered (Rogers, 2016).   

Carlson and Ray (2011) explain that feminist theories can thus be used to explain how 

institutions operate with normative gendered assumptions and selectively reward or punish 

gendered practices (paragraph 1).  Providing such insight into the feminine experience, via this 

framework, is a critical component of making meaning of leadership dynamics and power 

relationships within the Cooperative Extension organizational setting we have positioned 

ourselves. 
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Second, social cognitive theory has been coupled with feminist theory to provide a 

comprehensive guiding framework to provide depth, richness, and a holistic understanding of the 

constructs being examined.  Bussey and Bandura (1999) note that social cognitive theory is 

based upon the human capability for observational learning and symbolization, a tool utilized to 

create, comprehend, and regulate environmental conditions.  Learning experiences can come 

from three main sources:  personal factors (namely gender-linked conceptions), behavioral 

patterns related to gender, and environmental factors that include social influences.   

Perception and preconception are ingrained in gender acceptance.  Bussey and Bandura 

(1999) explain that perception of gender and the process of assigning appropriateness to models 

of behavior are guided by preconceptions, leading some individuals to look for some things and 

not others.  The more information that young people are exposed to and learn, the greater the 

scope of information they have to draw from to contribute to how they perceive same-gender and 

other-gender models and interactions.  Mass media is tremendously influential within western 

societies, and much of the gender roles and stereotypes portrayed within that content is even 

more traditional than what is found in reality.  Thus, it is important to recognize that as youth are 

raised in a connected society that exposes them to gender roles and influences that are more 

rigid, it ultimately affects the way they act and perceive not only themselves, but those around 

them, in relation to gender (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). 

To further our exploration of a cultural framework, we seek out “human functioning in 

cultural embeddedness from the agentic perspective” (Bandura, 2002, p. 270) of social cognitive 

theory where the act of being an agent is to influence one’s functioning and life circumstances.  

Three modes of agency are denoted within social cognitive theory:  direct personal agency (that 

which is exercised individually), proxy agency (that which relies on others to act on one’s behest 
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to secure desired outcomes), and collective agency exercised through group action (Bandura, 

2002, p. 270).  Bandura (1997) posits that among the mechanisms of human agency, none is 

more pervasive or integral than beliefs of personal efficacy.  Self-efficacy 

thoughts/beliefs/feelings dictate human functioning through cognitive, affective, motivational, 

and decisional processes. 

As we work to build a sound framework for this study, it is of the utmost importance that 

we address occupational activities within the realm of social cognitive theory.  A tremendous 

portion of an individual’s daily life is spent immersed in occupational activities, and those 

pursuits function much more than to provide income to sustain one’s livelihood; occupations 

“structure a large part of people’s everyday reality and serve as a major source of personal 

identity and self-evaluation” (Bandura, 2002, p. 279).  Likewise, those occupational pursuits also 

comprise a sizable portion of a person’s social relations.  Researchers have shown that beliefs of 

personal efficacy play a highly influential role in occupational development and pursuits; the 

greater an individual’s perceived efficacy to fulfill educational requirements and occupational 

roles, the greater the scope of career options they will consider pursuing, the greater the 

perceived interest they have in such occupations, and the greater their own staying power in 

challenging career pursuits may be (Bandura, 2002, p. 279).   

As societal views regarding gender roles continue to change and evolve, stereotypes 

continue to be influenced primarily by culture, not by inherent biological differences between 

males and females (Khajehpour, Ghazvini, Memari, & Rhamani, 2011; Rogers, 2016).  With the 

prominent role that culture plays, Khajehpour et al. (2011) posit that modeling, abstract learning 

through observation, is the most powerful means of transmitting attitudes and behaviors, cultural 

values, and thought patterns across generations.  Social cognitive theory provides guidance for 
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how observed behavior (i.e., modeling) can “influence values, attitudes, and thoughts, thereby 

affecting stereotypes and regulation of gender roles that are typically associated with the feminist 

label” (Rogers, 2016, p. 8).  As a result, by fusing feminist theory with social cognitive theory, 

we are afforded both a political/social lens and a learned behavior (i.e., modeling) lens (Rogers, 

2016) through which to view the impact of gender and culture on female County Extension 

Directors. 

Summary of Salient Literature 

To better understand women in agriculture and how elements of gender and culture play 

out within this discipline, the work of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020) provided insight into the 

academic environments in which many of those women in Agricultural and Extension Education 

programs across the country were studying, conducting research, and being trained.  Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks (2020) study created a profile of women graduate students in postsecondary 

AEE by describing the (1) mentoring experiences and (2) organizational climate for these 

women.  Researchers found that participant reflection on the graduate school experience was 

conflicting; many participants were not sure they made the right decision to earn a higher degree 

in AEE due to the sacrifices they were forced to make concerning choosing professional life over 

their personal life at times, taking substantial pay cuts, or denying job offers in order to earn a 

graduate degree (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020).  Numerous participants experienced 

microaggressions toward women and had their competency regularly questioned by others.  For 

most of the participants, this questioning of the competency of women professionals and 

educators was seen as the greatest barrier faced in AEE (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020).   

While some participants found encouraging mentors in faculty members and fellow 

graduate students (regardless of gender), researchers identified that an overall void of women 
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leaders serving as AEE role models was prevalent.  Researchers noted that there is a consensus 

that postsecondary AEE needs “more women in leadership positions” (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 

2020, p. 55).  For many of the participants, they expressed a sincere personal desire to uplift 

other women and try to build people up, rather than tearing them down; they expressed a desire 

to ascribe to the motto that women should empower other women. 

Foster’s (2001) work to identify roles and responsibilities unique to women agricultural 

education teachers proved critically important as we traced the paths of these women along their 

own professional journeys from academic careers to practicing professionals.  Foster’s (2001) 

study showed that respondents were tremendously frustrated with trying to maintain professional 

standards of their careers while still having quality time for family and themselves; work-life 

balance was exceptionally hard.  Many noted the regret they felt not spending more time with 

their loved ones.  Other respondents explained, in depth, the time they spent proving their 

abilities to do a good job as women in this field.   Foster (2001) explained that the fact that any 

young woman feels it necessary to choose between establishing a personal life and a career 

points to a unique difference between male and female agricultural education teachers. 

Seevers and Foster (2003) took a concerted look at the significant under-representation of 

women within agricultural education at the secondary level with an aim at creating a profile of 

these women across the country.  This study found that academic appointments held by women 

in post-secondary positions in agricultural education emphasized teaching.  Approximately 34% 

of respondents had official time devoted to research, while approximately 26% had appointments 

within Cooperative Extension.  On average, faculty advised 29 undergraduates and 9 graduate 

students.  For the respondents, the most commonly-held professional rank was assistant professor 

(35.8%).  Seevers and Foster (2003) found that approximately 64% of the participants noted that 



   

200 

 

they had experienced a barrier as a result of their gender.  Specific barriers identified included 

lack of acceptance from peers and students, inequity in terms of status and benefits (salary, 

promotion, etc.), and balancing work and family (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  The researchers 

found that none of the participants had formal mentoring relationships with women in the AEE 

field.  Seevers and Foster (2003) found that this lack of apparent formal mentoring also led to a 

sense of discouragement and some participants not always knowing how to "act" around others 

in order to be accepted.  Women within agricultural and extension education did not seem to 

know “where they stood” with their colleagues and administrators; many of them noted that they 

needed to obtain more education and accomplish more quality work than their male counterparts 

to receive equal or less recognition for the work they do.  Respondents noted that male 

colleagues continuously question their qualifications (Seevers & Foster, 2003). 

Seevers and Foster (2004) sought to create a profile of women involved in Cooperative 

Extension as county agents with primary programming duties of agricultural programs for adult 

clientele.  Additionally, their study had an aim to describe unique barriers and challenges that 

those women faced in their jobs as county Extension agents.  Fifty-seven percent of the women 

noted that they had experienced some kind of barrier or challenge in their profession due to 

gender (Seevers & Foster, 2004).  Common themes that resulted from data included lack of 

acceptance from male colleagues and clients, the need to prove yourself, no mentoring or 

inclusion by male peers, and the "good 'ole boy system."  When the women were asked to 

identify any sacrifices they made to reach their level of achievement in their careers, numerous 

responses included time away from family, lack of personal or social time, the decision to not 

have more children or to delay having a family, and a firm commitment that the pay offered is 

too low for the educational requirements of the job (Seevers & Foster, 2004).   
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The work Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) was aimed at updating the profile and work 

environments of women faculty in postsecondary Agricultural and Extension Education as a 

follow-up to earlier studies focused on women AEE faculty by Foster and Seevers (2003).  

Participants explained frequently that encouragement towards and from other female AEE 

faculty was critically important and contributed to their positive outlook toward the profession.  

Participants noted that significant contributions to a toxic work environment, included unhealthy 

competition, everyday frustrations, inappropriate comments and behaviors, and policy violations 

(i.e., asked illegal questions during interviews) as major contributing players. Cline, Rosson, and 

Weeks (2019) and Foster and Seevers (2003) also noted that participants thought they were 

continually overlooked for leadership positions, questioned on the quality of their work, were not 

listened to, and often excluded and marginalized in the workplace.   

Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) and Foster and Seevers (2003) noted that most 

universities provided formal mentoring programs, but in those instances where this was not 

commonplace, informal gatherings to share experiences, professional needs, and concerns 

resulted; however, with this informal mentorship, a sense of isolation in AEE was portrayed by 

the participants.  Participants had perceived expectations to be “twice as good,” which resulted in 

many participants neglecting their personal needs and well-being to spend more time at work 

and/or not neglect family or personal responsibilities.  Participants perceived work-life 

integration as the single greatest barrier for women faculty in AEE, where many sacrificed 

tremendous time related to personal needs, loved ones, health, etc. (Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 

2019).  

The work of Dwairy (2019) focused on culture comprising the common values, norms, 

and lifestyles of a group of people that have shared a collective experience across generations, 
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and this work provided context for how cultural aspects are experienced internally and 

externally.  As a result, each individual experiences cultural aspects in different ways and creates 

his/her own personal culture through daily interactions with his/her social surroundings.  

Inconsistency in values within a culture is a consistent characteristic across cultures and 

religions.  Dwairy (2019) explained that such inconsistent values, directives, and conflicts are 

inherent characteristics of culture and are ultimately necessary for surviving in a changing and 

challenging world.   

Tosone (2009) explained that misogyny implied the prejudice, malice, and contempt for 

women that has found a safe-haven in various patriarchal cultures around the world.  After 

repeated observation and introduction to these demeaning beliefs, women internalize those 

misogynistic beliefs and utilize them to inform how they view themselves and others.  Tosone 

(2009) has shown that working in misogynistic settings has dire negative effects on the well-

being of both women and men. 

The work of Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009) sought to examine the role 

internalized misogyny plays in connecting sexist events with psychological distress.  Findings 

indicated that greater experiences of sexist events were associated with higher levels of 

psychological distress.  Sexist events have been conceptualized as “gender specific, negative life 

events that are unique to women, socially based (e.g., they stem from relatively stable underlying 

patriarchal social structures, institutions, and processes beyond the individual), chronic, and 

cause excess stress” (Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, & Stewart, 2009, p. 101).  In addition, internalized 

misogyny intensified the relationship between external sexism and psychological distress. 

Ursel (1977) sought to synthesize contributing factors of the Marxist and Feminist 

perspectives regarding the origin of women’s oppression in an effort to account for both the 
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biological and political-economic bases of sexual oppression.  She explained the most important 

aspect of Feminists’ biological argument is the concept that a woman’s reproductive function 

served as her greatest challenge/handicap.  Women have always been at the mercy of their 

biology, and men have had the pleasure of always having greater mobility and strength.  

Furthermore, Ursel (1977) explained that because men have always had the advantage of greater 

mobility and greater strength it was "natural" that men dominated women.  As the biological 

basis of the antagonism of the sexes is established, additional forms of oppression, rooted in this 

natural dichotomy, can be explained, such as racism and/or class oppressions.  Unlike the 

Feminist position, Ursel (1977) explains that the Marxist position views the origin of women's 

oppression as rooted in social relations, particularly relations of production, rather than in 

biological differences (p. 30).  She notes it is the transition from a hunting and gathering or 

“subsistence economy” to one of agriculture and herding that the early communal character of 

society was seriously threatened; Ursel explains that the critical factor in this transition was the 

rise of surplus/abundance that resulted from the development of agriculture and the 

domestication of animals.  She explains that the labor of one individual can not only provide 

subsistence for him/her, but it can also provide for that of others, and this ability to obtain a 

surplus could then give rise to the concept of private property.  Here is where inheritance 

becomes a critical factor in the nature of women’s oppression:  in order to ensure the legitimacy 

of a man’s offspring, monogamy – for women only – was first instituted.  Soon, women and the 

products of their labor (both food and children) became viewed as the possessions/property of 

men.  

Ursel (1977) explained that male decision making and authority was based on issues of 

basic survival – production, warfare, etc. – while the authority of women was relegated to a 



   

204 

 

broad range of domestic concerns and primary production responsibilities.  Ursel (1977) notes 

that this focus on male decision making regarding survival issues which elevated male social 

status over that of females.  

Summary of Methodology 

Using a constructivist philosophy as the lens, this study employed a critical feminist 

authethnographical approach.  The population for this study was female County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators based across the United States.  The working definition of female County 

Extension Director/Coordinator for the purpose of this study was the individual who identified as 

female and was tasked with providing oversight to an entire county’s Extension program, 

ensuring that it is all-encompassing, functioning properly, and addressing community needs in 

alignment with the mission work of the respective land-grant university.  Purposive sampling 

was used within this study to maximize the discovery of knowledge related to this particular 

population and to lend the most intimate insight regarding our guiding research questions 

(Patton, 2002).  The 10 participants served in the CED/CEC role from 4-22 years, represented 7 

states (Northeast, Northwest, Southeast, and Midwest regions), and were affiliated with 1862, 

1890, and 1994 land-grant institutions.   

Through online asynchronous interviews, those 10 participants were presented with 

written question prompts, in a Google Doc.  Participants were provided with generic Google 

accounts through NCSU EIT to provide them with anonymity during the duration of this process.  

With the protection of anonymity, participants shared stories freely and honestly.  Participants 

were able to provide commentary to the responses of their peers through resulting member 

checks.  Four subsequent rounds of prompts were posed to the participants, resulting in five 

separate rounds of responses and attributable commentary. 
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Positioned as the autoethnographic researcher, I concurrently responded to question 

prompts in my combined methods and reflexive journal along with the participants.  Data 

retrieved from my commentary was analyzed in conjunction with the data gathered from the 

participants.  By answering prompts myself, journaling for reflection, and merging these data 

sets of writing into “one corpus of authoethnographic data,” I was able to build a richer and more 

expansive authoethnographic record (Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013, p. 72).  As Chang 

(2008, p. 109) has noted, we engage in collaborative autoethnography to create rich context in an 

effort to not risk only privileging one perspective.  By including others as co-informants in this 

study, this approach broadened our database by including others’ stories while the research focus 

was still anchored in my own personal experience, an approach similar to that employed by 

Foster, McAllister, and O’Brien (2005) and Smith (2005).   

In order to analyze and interpret the resulting data produced during the interviews and 

member checks, the following best practices for autoethnographic analysis and interpretation 

(Chang, 2008; Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013; Maxwell, 2005) were employed: 

● In order to initiate “meaning-making,” an important preparatory step was taken to review 

data holistically (Chang, 2008; Maxwell, 2005); this entailed reading textual data of 

resulting interviews. This holistic examination helped me to become acquainted and re-

acquainted with the body of data.   

○ During this time, I took notes of impressions regarding recurring topics, emerging 

themes, salient patterns, unusual cases, and notable statements. 

● Segmental reading was then employed, which included reviewing each data set line by 

line.  The approach enabled me to identify segments of data that contained initial 

meaning where personal bias was not contributing to the meaning or resulting categories. 
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● This was followed by another holistic reading that reviewed the entire data set through 

with little interruption.  That review afforded me a broader understanding of what was 

being said within the data (Chang, 2008).  This final reading allowed me to identify 

tentative manifestations of data resulting in various meaning units. 

● To help fracture each data set into smaller bits on the basis of topical commonality and to 

regroup the data bits into topical categories, I then coded and sorted data (Chang, 2008, 

p.119).  At this point in the analysis, I was mindful to not include nuances in my thematic 

arrangements.  I abstained from this until the interpretation stage. 

● I then identified recurring topics/themes/patterns.  With this data organization, I was able 

to see where deficiencies were (and where more data needed to be collected), where 

redundancy had occurred (where more than sufficient data had already been 

accumulated), and where collected data needed to be trimmed and discarded in the data 

set as well. This intermediate knowledge of the data set guides your subsequent data 

collection. 

● With moving from analysis to interpretation, while the process of creating initial salient 

themes refrained from including nuanced interpretations, I worked to build culturally 

meaningful thematic interpretations to coincide with our posed research questions. 

Trustworthiness of this study was established utilizing tenants of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  Due to the fact that an autoethnography “can 

also be judged in terms of whether it helps readers communicate with others different from 

themselves or offer a way to improve the lives of participants and readers or the author’s own” 

(Ellis, 2004, p. 124), when coupled with the need to demonstrate trustworthiness, considerable 

care was taken to present sound research to the reader.   
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To enhance credibility, peer debriefs and member checking was utilized. The peer debrief 

process was enacted to hold the researcher accountable by utilizing external sources to ensure the 

research process is held in check (Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The exchange of 

information and feedback was conducted in full with the peer debrief team before the subsequent 

round of data collection occurred.  Regarding member checks, after each round of question 

prompts were completed,  salient themes and commentary were sent back to the participants for 

review in order to check for accuracy of discussion.  “Thick description” was utilized to establish 

transferability (Denzin, 1989).  Thick description provided cultural context and meaning to this 

qualitative research, allowing an individual outside of the culture in question to make meaning of 

the experiences we shared within this study.  Dependability was established from a two-pronged 

approach:  journaling and documentation trail.  Journaling was implemented to maintain 

objectivity as researcher personal bias must be taken into account (Vagle, 2014).  In addition to 

journaling, a documentation trail was produced to track and monitor collection methods, 

decisions made, and conclusions drawn to assist with tracking methodological decisions and 

reflections (Dooley, 2007, p. 39).   

Summary of Key Findings and Conclusions 

Due to the nature of this study, key findings are presented with conclusions and 

implications regarding each research question we posed.  

Research Question: What are the Cultural Values/Beliefs Exhibited by Cooperative 

Extension? 

With this question, our aim was to determine what values and beliefs are held in high 

regard - and thus exhibited - by Cooperative Extension.  Social cognitive theory provides needed 

guidance for how observed behaviors can influence values and attitudes (Rogers, 2016), allowing 
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us to conclude that all resulting behaviors stem from such values.  With this research question, 

we looked to the culturally meaningful themes centered around “Difficulties of the Job are 

Valued by the Organization” (CED/CEC Role Can Be Overwhelming & Difficult; Constant 

Balancing Act: County & State), “Battling Hostility and Being Alone are Valued by the 

Organization” (Navigating Hostile Work Environments; Alone with Few Women Present; 

Hostility Comes from Newness, Inexperienced Status, and/or Ageism Seem to Be ‘Easy’ 

Targets; Hostility from the Double Life Dilemma), “Cautious: On Alert For Making Waves,” 

and “The Positive Power of Others Helps Women Navigate Hostilities” (Support and 

Mentoring are Critical; Male Allies are Invaluable).    

Difficulties of the Job are Valued by the Organization 

We began with stories that spoke to the difficulties of the job, first regarding the sheer 

volume of hours that it requires - from managing staff, to coordinating county programming, to 

conducting educational programs, to building collaborative partnerships, to seeking funding, to 

maintaining budgets, and a plethora of tasks in between - in acknowledging this is no 40-hour-

week-type job.  It is important to explicitly make known to the reader that by stating difficulties 

of the job are “valued,” we are stating that the organization espouses such job traits, does not act 

to change these difficulties, and acknowledges that such difficulties are ingrained as part of the 

organizational culture.  These difficulties are not “valued” in the traditional sense because if this 

was the case, the organization would seek out alternatives to address these difficulties, increase 

compensation for CEDs/CECs, etc.  

With the volume of evening and weekend work to conduct programs, participate on 

councils and boards, devote to administrative needs, etc., women acknowledged this was more of 

a lifestyle than a job.  As such, the duties, expectations, and scope of the CED/CEC role can be 
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overwhelming and quickly consume an individual, leaving her ability to try and maintain a 

healthy work/life balance a constant struggle.  These findings are congruent with the work 

completed by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020) who noted such “second-shift responsibilities” 

(duties ascribed to women - such as family/home management, caretaking, etc. - based on 

societal norms) for women in academia.  The combination of second-shift responsibilities with 

the demands of work were denoted as a “recipe for disaster” and extremely high attrition rates 

(Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2020, p. 54).  Likewise, this finding also aligned with the work 

conducted by Foster (2001) which outlined tremendous work-life balance issues within the 

participants of that study.  Foster’s (2001) study produced similar data which showed the 

frustration and guilt that many women felt for not successfully navigating work-life balance; as 

in this study, many women battled guilt over not spending time with family, were chastised when 

they chose to place their family first, etc.   

With the time demands that are placed on CED/CECs, we saw that it took an incredible 

toll on these women as individuals.  Most all participants spoke to how damaging this was to 

them, to those around them, to their loved ones, and countless others.  These data were similar to 

findings obtained by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2020), Foster (2001), and Seevers and Foster 

(2003, 2004) whose respondents noted the incredible stress on their marriages/partnerships as a 

result of their careers.  Additionally, some of the respondents even noted that they should seek 

out medical assistance for their own health problems, but they simply couldn’t do this because 

they had no spare time to devote to those needs (Foster 2001; Seevers & Foster, 2003).  With 

these physical, emotional, and mental challenges that are brought onto female CED/CECs, many 

participants explained the need to have mental fortitude and ‘tough skin’ as well; these findings 

were congruent with findings established by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019), Foster (2001), 
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and Seevers and Foster (2003).  The women also explained how being critiqued - and overly 

critiqued - was so draining for them.  They noted they felt overly scrutinized for no reason other 

than their gender.  This finding aligned with work conducted previously by Cline, Rosson, and 

Weeks (2019, 2020), Foster (2001), and Seevers and Foster (2003).     

With regards to specifically naming the difficulties, we also brought insight to the 

constant balancing act which is a delicate waltz of meeting needs and wants put forth by county 

and state.  Aside from many of the challenges we just spoke of, CEDs/CECs must also 

satisfactorily (and delicately) balance the two worlds of differing county and state/university 

needs and wants, most often which never align.  While the county may expect locally-based 

impacts, the university wants/seeks scholarly work and national reputation and prestige, a natural 

byproduct of academia.  This also included negative conversations surrounding tenure and the 

“hoops that one just jump through that are seemingly against your success” (Cline, Rosson, & 

Weeks, 2020, p. 54).   

Battling Hostility and Being Alone are Valued by the Organization 

All of the women shared a multitude of experiences that caused them to battle hostility  

from supervisors/administration, peers, direct reports, and clientele, just to name a few 

encounters.  Hostilities - in numerous forms - aligned with findings reported by Cline, Rosson, 

and Weeks (2019, 2020), Foster (2001), and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004).  Many of the 

women voiced how detrimental a toxic office culture has been to them and their peers where 

individuals were demeaning or caustic or even when male camaraderie was not extended to 

female colleagues.  These findings align with Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 2020) that 

specifically mentioned toxic work environments where competition and inappropriate/sexist 

comments were commonplace.  Furthermore, findings related to male camaraderie not being 
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extended to female colleagues aligned with data resulting from the work of Cline, Rosson, and 

Weeks (2019, 2020) and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004). 

Most of the difficulties and hostilities that these women faced stemmed directly from 

misogyny where prejudice, malice, and/or contempt towards women finds a safe-haven within 

various patriarchal cultures.  Many women, working to overcome the hostilities associated with 

misogyny, “work long hours, often working ‘twice as hard as men,’ to be viewed as equally 

competent, perhaps sacrificing spouse and children in deference to career, these women have 

been inculcated into a patriarchal corporate environment” (Tosone, 2009, p. 1).  This is 

compounded by doubt, criticism, and the continual and incessant need to prove one’s worth.  

These findings were congruent with data previously obtained by Foster (2001) and Seevers and 

Foster (2003, 2004). 

Participants explained at great length environments that were very much “a man’s world” 

where the “Good Ol’ Boys Club” was both prominent and prevalent; participants explained how 

they felt they did not belong or benefit from such a club/identity.  Numerous participants had 

their competency regularly questioned by others.  Such findings aligned with the work of Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 2020) and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004). 

Current research shows that working in misogynistic settings has dire negative effects on 

the physical, mental, and emotional well-being of both women and men (Tosone, 2009).  Tosone 

(2009) notes that being a bystander to gender-based work incivility lends to decreased job 

satisfaction, productivity, and morale.  Participants noted the distress they felt related to sexism.  

These data align with the work of Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009) which explained 

the role misogyny plays in connecting sexist events with psychological distress. As the work of 

Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009) has identified, the “personal is political posits that 
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sexism is likely to contribute to women’s mental health problems directly through experiences of 

sexist events and through the internalization of negative and limiting messages about being a 

woman” (p. 101).  As a result of continual devaluing of women through oppression and omission 

through various acts of misogyny, participants in our study expressed being frustrated, 

discouraged, and tired.  Jeanette, specifically, summed this up succinctly by stating that this 

career meant exhaustion and less time for other interests in her life; she was simply tired for lack 

of better explanation.  While these data align with work conducted by Seevers and Foster 

(2003,2004), we would like to specifically mention that Foster (2001) noted that many 

participants stated they were simply “tired” (p. 7).   

Some women explained how their religion and work obligations created situations which 

excluded them in a number of ways; some noted being required to participate in prayer at 

government functions, being asked to provide devotional sessions at community partner events, 

etc. that ran counter to their own, personally-held beliefs.  Due to varying understanding of 

colleagues, administration, and others, CEDs/CECs are not always positioned in safe places 

where they can share their own beliefs, even as we act to create more inclusive settings.  This 

becomes increasingly hard for women when they suspect that they will be judged or be the direct 

recipients of retaliatory actions when their beliefs/actions are not held by the majority of the 

community in which they find themselves.  Participants noted facing discrimination that made 

them fight harder for the causes they believed in, thus building resiliency.  These findings 

aligned with the work of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) and Seevers and Foster (2003).  

Likewise, many of them felt they were leading a double life as a result of navigating 

requirements of their job and the causes/stances they felt so strongly about where they could not 

also voice their opinions.  
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It is not hard to understand that due to the field we find ourselves in (where Seevers and 

Foster (2003) reported that less than 15% of AEE faculty are women), a number of participants 

noted that they were often found in situations where they were the only woman present (in the 

room, in the meeting, at the table, etc.).  However, what is hard to accept is how some of these 

women were “kindly” excluded from events that show various social exclusion in their 

Extension careers.  These findings were congruent with data produced by Cline, Rosson, and 

Weeks (2019, 2020) and Seevers and Foster (2004).  Several participants noted that they felt they 

were the recipients of attacks that were gender-driven but directed (and disguised) towards their 

age, newness/inexperienced status, etc. which were deemed “safer” or “easier” targets than 

gender.   

Cautious: On Alert For Making Waves 

Numerous participants mentioned that they were very mindful of what they said, how 

they shared those messages, and with whom they shared that information.  Some noted that when 

they expressed concerns, those concerns were portrayed in a negative light, and at other times, 

some feared being reprimanded for “making waves” as a woman in leadership.  Women 

noted that pushing the boundaries of a female in agriculture in leadership in a somewhat 

powerful role that had not been done before made others extremely uncomfortable.  Such 

findings were congruent with data produced by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) and Foster 

(2001). 

The Positive Power of Others Helps Women Navigate Hostilities 

In the CED/CEC role, many participants noted that it has been critical to have support 

and mentoring opportunities to enable them to succeed.  For many individuals, they have had 

supervisors/mentors who took considerable risks to help them advance/succeed.  Mentors and 
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supervisors were there for the women when they faced hardships.  This aligns with previous 

work of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) that noted leadership development within an 

agricultural context for women should involve a formal connection to a mentor to strengthen 

their knowledge base, work personas, and professional networks. 

Likewise, informal mentors have provided support for these women at critical times in 

their lives that helped sustain them professionally and personally, further reinforcing the 

importance of peer-to-peer education.  Women expressed appreciation for peers who took an 

interest in providing feedback and assistance as well.  This aligns with previous substantial 

research that has shown that females benefit significantly from having the support of others, 

seeking formal and informal ways to advance, building needed competencies, and creating strong 

communities of trust (Seevers & Foster, 2003).  This reinforced the need to have a greater 

presence of mentors within the field, congruent with data reported by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks 

(2020).   

Female colleagues serving as informal mentors were invaluable to others; for some many 

of these women, having others in their lives to mentor, act as sounding boards, and hold them 

accountable empowered them.  This further supports work completed by Cline, Rosson, and 

Weeks (2019, 2020) showing the necessity of women supporting other women leaders within the 

agriculture industry.  This also aligns with the “social capital” notion that Falk and Kilpatrick 

(2000) spoke of where females were invested in working to create learning opportunities for 

other females and would be willing to share what they knew with one another.  This is congruent 

with the findings of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) where participants believed in the notion 

of ‘it takes a village’ to achieve success and to give back, furthering the concept of participants’ 

vested interest in the need to mentor others. 



   

215 

 

Participants recalled how male colleagues and supervisors recognized instances of 

discrimination and actively positioned themselves to bring awareness to the situation or worked 

to assist a female colleague.  For some of those women, these male allies have been supervisors. 

Likewise, women noted that male colleagues were aware of how the women were being treated - 

talked over, ignored, dismissed, etc. - and took it upon themselves to try and correct this by 

intervening.  

Conclusions and Implications 

Based on the findings presented here, cultural values/beliefs exhibited by Cooperative 

Extension show that the job requirements and expectations of a CED/CEC force this position to 

be much more than a 40-hour per week job; this is more commonly at least a 60-hour per week 

lifestyle.  It appears that there is a belief that CEDs/CECs should give freely of their time in 

order to accomplish such tasks - during the evenings, weekends, etc. - and they are chastised if 

they choose family/personal obligations over work.  The implications of this include creating a 

work/life balance that is abysmal for many women, and it is likely that such expectations/beliefs 

will lead to higher attrition rates.  It is likely that fewer and fewer women will view this as a 

viable pathway for them to follow as their chosen career pathway due to personal sacrifices they 

are forced to make and the numerous barriers they face regarding advancement and tenure 

(Cline, Rosson, & Weeks, 2019, 2020). 

With regards to academia, whether this is an artifact of academia (as one participant put 

it) or otherwise, there is a great value on outputs in the form of scholarly work, prestige, national 

honors, numbers, etc., and this is evidenced across the country.  Implications from this include 

work environments that become increasingly more competitive and hostile.  As was evidenced in 

our study - and congruent with work performed by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) - higher 
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education environments can produce greater prevalence of conflict when high levels of 

competition among colleagues can create unhealthy, toxic work environments.  Participants 

noted several issues with under-cutting and marginalization of women - by both male and female 

faculty members - that was both “painful and counterproductive" (p.8).  If not addressed, this 

implies that land-grant institutions and Cooperative Extension would value such hostile, 

counterproductive academic environments.  

From all appearances, this population of CEDs/CECs seemed to be inclusive, 

understanding, and community service-oriented women.  If we value those administrators within 

Cooperative Extension who saw the value in hiring them for these attributes and many others, we 

know there is the capability for the organization to be aware that many of these women find 

themselves in locations where they face social, political, and religious exclusion.  When we 

acknowledge that these individuals appear to be lacking the appropriate support afforded by an 

organization to enact change, then we face the implication that such hires were performed only to 

give the semblance of empty lip service.  As Tondl (1991) explained, Extension sends a message 

when it resists or accepts change, either actively or passively.   

Many women spoke highly of mentors - formal and informal - and others who have 

supported them and their professional (and personal) efforts over the years.  It appears that 

Cooperative Extension values this support system across the country, so we view this as yet 

another investment towards building that “social capital” which is direly needed.  Participants 

explained frequently that encouragement towards and from other female Cooperative 

Extension/AEE faculty/staff was critically important, in addition to being honest and transparent 

regarding needs and expectations of the profession.  As has been evidenced by other studies 

(Cline, Rosson, and Weeks, 2019), it is important for us to be mindful that even though honesty 
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and transparency – in regards to encouragement (and discouragement) of the profession – could 

intentionally turn other women faculty away from certain personal and professional pursuits, 

research participants have felt a responsibility to portray the profession authentically.  

Just as we have seen that administration has hired inclusive, understanding, and 

community servant-oriented women, they have hired men with admirable attributes as well.  

Such individuals are positioned well to act as invaluable change agents.  As noted above, when 

we acknowledge that these individuals appear to be lacking the appropriate support (educational 

resources, training, empowerment platforms, etc.) afforded by an organization to enact change, 

then we face the implication that such hires were performed only to give the semblance of empty 

lip service. 

The practices/policies regarding hostility - in all of its forms - and how that is handled 

can be seen as incomplete at best; if/when such hostile exchanges do occur, it is unclear as to 

whether individuals are reprimanded in any way when matters are handled internally.  Across the 

country, some offenders appeared to be held accountable by supervisors while others received no 

such reprimands.  Furthermore, many continued and perpetuated these acts for several years, and 

many continued until they departed the organization via retirement.  Several women spoke of 

Extension events - many of them social-based - where they were “kindly excluded” from 

participation due to their gender, so without the organization directly condemning this, we can 

only conclude that it condones such behavior.  Likewise, many women acknowledged that there 

was a great fear of “making waves,” and to persist in the organization, it was best to “not rock 

the boat.”  We know that Extension is capable of creating a culture of openness, safety, and 

respect for its clientele, so we demand the same professional courtesy for the staff that serve it.  

Without a standardized system to air grievances, formally file complaints, and issue corrections, 
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it appears that addressing and correcting hostility-related complaints is not something held as a 

priority by Cooperative Extension and their respective land-grant institutions.  Implications of 

this conclusion would imply that Cooperative Extension becomes (or rather, maintains) its status 

as a patriarchal culture-oriented safe-haven for those difficulties/hostilities and acts of prejudice, 

malice, and contempt that women face directly from misogyny.  We should expect fewer women 

to enter this profession because of the transparency of those within the organization to relay 

these concerns to emerging faculty, graduate students, interns, etc.  These sentiments were 

echoed in numerous studies, including the work of Seevers and Foster (2003) who succinctly 

stated:  “there are many, many other professional opportunities for young women today with 

fewer barriers and more advantages” (p. 35).  Finally, in acknowledgment of the findings 

presented here, we conclude that the organization values sexism at its core.  Regardless of 

cultural values/beliefs that are “enacted” within the organization, similar to criteria that are 

marked off a rudimentary checklist (which are superficial at best), the innate patriarchal culture 

that is truly representative of its operational/cultural values drive this organization.  Right. Into. 

The. Ground. 

Research Question: How Does Cooperative Extension Respond to Change? 

Our aim here is to discern how Cooperative Extension responds to change:  

willingly/unwillingly, proactively/reactionarily, knowingly/unknowingly.  With this research 

question, we looked to the culturally meaningful themes centered around “Hesitance to 

Change: Navigating Traditional Gender Roles/Expectations” (Men Suggest that Women Get 

Special Treatment; Shamed by Other Women; and Discrepancies in Pay, Benefits, Expectations, 

Etc. Between Men & Women) and “Hesitance to Change: R-E-S-P-E-C-T” (Proving My 

Worth; Overlooked and Ignored as a Woman). 
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Hesitance to Change: Navigating Traditional Gender Roles/Expectations 

As we progressed into stories that delved into gender roles and expectations, all of these 

women were confronted with “traditional” roles/expectations for both men and women.  

When addressing “traditional” duties that women have held in the past, we also encounter 

“traditional” familial obligations - or lack thereof - that women feel critiqued for still to this day.  

Many participants shared that they are mothers and grandmothers themselves.  But for those 

women without children, it was seen to be somewhat “abnormal” and “unnatural.”  Likewise, 

some participants encountered a great deal of exclusion when accounting for who they were 

married to when expectations and assumptions were made that they were in a heterosexual 

relationship.  County Extension Directors/Coordinators attend a variety of functions in their 

capacity and many of them - county- and state-level based - are centered around the inclusion of 

“family,” but we are all mindful that “family” is not viewed the same for all individuals.  Within 

this field, the concept of a labyrinth is both very real and present.  This is congruent with Seevers 

and Foster (2003, 2004) noting that barriers inhibiting women in nontraditional fields are 

complex and interrelated.  

 As we begin to address this specifically, several women described the frustrations by 

being asked to participate in tasks that others deemed “more appropriate” for them based solely 

on their gender and traditional roles/duties executed by members of the same gender.  Aligning 

with work of Bandura (2002) and Bussey and Bandura (1999), these women encountered learned 

attributes and appropriateness of gender exercised by others as it relates to social cognitive 

theory.  Many women recounted times/events with various partners where cooking or 

hospitality-based tasks provided the sole basis for their participation, while men actually planned 

and coordinated programs.  The women who shared similar stories expressed their frustration 
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with these occurrences, and like so many of us who have found ourselves in similar positions, 

they took some sense of satisfaction in proving to others that they brought much more to the 

table (or dinner table) than food.  These findings were congruent with previous work conducted 

by Foster (2001) which denoted several accounts of women having to prove themselves to others 

so they could garner respect.  The actions of these women aligned with Bandura’s (2002) 

findings that explained that individuals will persevere through such difficulties by employing a 

number of agentic modes of individual, proxy, and collective modes.  

Aside from “traditional” duties assigned to us, leading or being positioned in a role to 

lead is not something commonplace for women, especially within the field of agriculture.  

Leadership - and the ability to lead - is something that women CEDs/CECs navigate cautiously 

understanding that various audiences have preconceived notions of what that women should 

sound and act like from a traditional sense.  Congruent with work conducted by Cline, Rosson, 

and Weeks (2019, 2020) and Seevers and Foster (2003), there is a tremendous need to have 

women in both traditional and non-traditional roles to grow leadership development within the 

ag sector.  When espousing traditional male traits of being assertive, these women were labeled 

as being demanding or hard to work for.  As we look to better our efforts here, our work aligns 

with that of Foster (2001) and Seevers and Foster (2004) which acknowledged that as we support 

women leaders in ag, we are supporting efforts to diversify agriculture which is crucial to 

sustaining agriculture as a whole here in the United States; this naturally has implications (and 

more specifically, repercussions) abroad as well. 

As we navigate these leadership worlds within ag, specifically within Cooperative 

Extension, many men voiced concerns that women are not held to the same standards that they 

must answer to and imply that women “get special treatment” in addition to those sub-standard 
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expectations.  For many women, they felt the need to do twice as much - or over-perform - in 

order to have others consider them an equal or trust them as an expert/specialist/field faculty 

member.  These findings were congruent with work conducted by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks 

(2019), Dwairy (2019), and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004), wherein many women explained 

they were required to perform better than men to obtain equal or less recognition than men 

received. 

As we think about these sources of consternation, angst, and doubt, many of these women 

have been shamed by other women.  Because women often find themselves living in patriarchal 

cultures, numerous women have been exposed to various forms of sexism resulting from the 

media, religious institutions, political and legal systems, familial and interpersonal relationships, 

and places of work. This is perpetuated by not only men, but also by women, who reinforce the 

central male culture of devaluing women through acts of horizontal oppression and omission, 

which result from internalized misogyny; findings here are congruent with work conducted by 

Szymanski, Gupta, Carr, and Stewart (2009).  Aligning with the previous work of Tosone 

(2009), this notion of internalized misogyny is real and present and not something unique to the 

field of agriculture.  Shaming can take different forms, and one of the most prevalent encounters 

was when women found themselves in roles where they took stands to fight for causes they 

believed in which were not held in high regard by others.  Still others have faced shaming and 

hostility by their direct reports who did not respect their role.  Many of those women noted that 

such staff had never before been supervised by a woman.  Others spoke of times where women - 

peers and administration - tried to manipulate their efforts through personal attacks.  These 

findings were congruent with the work of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 2020). 
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As we explored discrepancies regarding pay, benefits, and expectations that women 

have seen or experienced in their CED/CEC roles, many participants voiced frustration first over 

the increased amounts of scrutiny that they face that male colleagues do not seem to receive.  

Others noted that if they did not meet expectations of supervisors, they should expect to be 

reprimanded while many colleagues did not.  Several women across the country also voiced 

frustration at the discrepancies in pay, benefits, retention packages, etc. between men and women 

that they could not attribute to differing qualities, skills, academic accomplishments, etc.  

Because the salaries of state employees are public information, the differences in wages are quite 

apparent.  These findings aligned with work conducted by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 

2020) and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004) that noted several barriers surrounding status, 

benefits, salary, and promotion inequities.  As noted in the work of Seevers and Foster (2004), 

“until we are paid our worth and are treated with respect, there's no need to encourage anyone to 

go into this discipline." 

Hesitance to Change: R-E-S-P-E-C-T 

Stories based upon respect showed that the women felt they were often ignored, not 

taken seriously by others, or overlooked altogether.  Some perceived that others viewed them 

as weak or “pushovers.”  As many women alluded to, whether facing missed job opportunities, 

staff/committee assignments, etc., similar sentiments were echoed that it was due to their gender.  

Many women spoke specifically to facing male privilege at work and how they have navigated 

such situations.  This was congruent with findings of previous work conducted by Cline, Rosson, 

and Weeks (2019, 2020) and Seevers and Foster (2003).  For many women, they felt others 

(colleagues and other administration) did not consider them worthy of training or instruction like 

many of their male peers.  This traces back to work conducted by Seevers and Foster (2004) that 
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females and minorities within the Cooperative Extension System encounter additional barriers 

related to lack of commitment from senior managers and university administration and the 

resistance of some clientele groups to work with staff from diverse backgrounds.  Many 

participants noted that men preferred to work with other men, and often, men simply seemed to 

tolerate the women.  These findings were congruent with the work of Cline, Rosson, and Weeks 

(2019, 2020), Foster (2001), and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004), where female exclusionary 

practices were well documented. 

In terms of being heard or leveraging privilege, women shared how male colleagues have 

used their perceived positions of power to undercut their authority by raising their voice at them, 

circumventing their expertise, etc.  Similar findings were found by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks 

(2019) as well.  Some women stated that within Cooperative Extension specifically, it depends 

on your programmatic area as to whether or not you can attain the respect you deserve, and this 

is often more difficult for those with 4-H youth development responsibilities.  Participants noted 

that those with ag, CRD, or FCS duties may more readily step into these positions with respect 

from others. 

Participants noted a number of times when they had to work diligently to earn the 

respect of peers, clientele, staff, and administration; for many, it took years for them to garner 

similar respect realized by their male colleagues.  Several had to bring attention to the real-life 

experience they held - in addition to previous career work, scholarly work, etc. - to lend some 

semblance of “legitimacy” to them holding the title they did.  Earning respect, and how the 

women went about doing that was different for all of them, but each woman traced back to 

showing how their work, dedication, and ability to excel earned trust and respect in the end, 

congruent with the findings of Foster (2001) and Seevers and Foster (2004).  Time and time 
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again, women spoke to the time they had spent earning respect in their communities or with 

administration and how mindful they were that that was an extremely fragile gift that could be 

taken away at any time.  The fragility of earned respect was a constant player in each woman’s 

shared stories. 

Conclusions and Implications 

When we acknowledge that actions and behaviors are reflective of values and beliefs held 

by an organization (Bandura, 2002), when we view the external and internal forces (from an 

organizational and societal standpoint) that are warranting change(s) within that organization, we 

can then assess if there are visible changes stemming from new/different behaviors enacted by 

the organization.  Based on those understandings, the findings presented here allow us to assess 

the ability/inability of Cooperative Extension to respond to change.  Findings show that changes 

to diversify the workforce have been slow, inadequate, and superficial as best.  This conclusion 

is made based on the continued under-representation of women in AEE and Cooperative 

Extension as a whole.  While individuals may be hired into the organization, protocols and 

support systems to help grow and empower these women do not exist, bringing to light a 

distributive justice concern.   

Likewise, changes to address discrepancies in pay, benefits, retention packages, etc. have 

not been made.  Data obtained from this study are congruent with previous work conducted by 

Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 2020) and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004), showing that 

progress has not been made.  Universities have not been transparent in their hiring practices and 

how promotions, advancements, salaries, etc. are handled and assigned.  Based on these 

conclusions, implications include high attrition rates for impactful women employees, furthering 

the organization’s lack of diversification and progress.  This also has implications for the 
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clientele that Cooperative Extension serves as many clientele may receive sub-par assistance 

from county offices as positions remain vacant or are filled by less-than-ideal candidates.  

Likewise, from a Title IX perspective, this may impact federal funding received by universities 

because this violates some discriminatory practices on the basis of sex related to educational 

programs and services that those universities deliver. 

Even with more women entering the field of AEE/Cooperative Extension, Extension has 

not done a sufficient job of addressing misogyny in all its forms.  Data obtained showed that 

there was no formal system or procedures across universities to file complaints, nor was there 

formal follow-up regarding how complaints were addressed.  Likewise, Extension allowed 

organization-sponsored events to continue, even though many women had been excluded.  As 

noted previously, implications include women becoming highly dissatisfied within the profession 

which could ultimately lead to high attrition rates for impactful women employees, furthering the 

organization’s lack of diversification and progress.  As noted previously, from a Title IX 

perspective, this may impact federal funding received by universities because of violations of 

discriminatory practices on the basis of sex related to educational programs and services 

provided. 

Finally, in acknowledgment of the data presented here, we conclude that the organization 

is reluctant to committing to change (that of diversified staff, clientele, demands for 

programming, etc.) due to the inherent disruption in the power system which currently 

undergirds the foundation of Cooperative Extension.  Because Cooperative Extension was built 

upon support structures which have benefited from a patriarchal culture, the willingness to 

reorganize such power structures to create meaningful change - not just that enacted on a 

superficial level - has not yet been forced, and as a result, has not willingly been enacted or 
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espoused as part of the organizational culture (Bandura, 2002).  As such, implications based on 

this conclusion would imply that this organizational pathway may not be a viable outlet for 

women - approximately half of the available workforce - to develop, grow, advance, and realize 

professional success and fulfillment.  Likewise, we should expect to see an internal 

organizational stalemate on the part of Cooperative Extension while similar organizations and 

universities advance and firmly situate themselves as progressive 21st century institutions.  This 

could likely impact federal funding/backing, legislative support, and community viability, 

causing the organization to enter a state of obsolescence that renders it a vestigial entity 

altogether. 

Research Question: In What Ways Does Cooperative Extension Exhibit Cultural 

Globalization? 

With this question, our aim was to determine what appreciation and awareness of 

diversity, from a global standpoint, Cooperative Extension holds and exhibits as an organization.  

With this research question, we looked to the culturally meaningful themes centered around 

“Hiring Effective and Skilled Leaders” (Effective Leadership for the Female CED/CEC; 

Compassionate Attributes of a Skilled Leader) and “Hiring Confident, Strong, and Committed 

Women” (Identifying as the Consummate Educator & Leader; Espousing the Public Servant 

Role; Global-Minded & Progressive Individuals; Connection to Positive Youth Development; 

and Spiritual Sense of Strength).    

Hiring Effective and Skilled Leaders 

Numerous participants explained how effective leadership entailed components of 

democratic, servant, and transformational-based leadership styles where they instilled a shared 

vision for their team.  All interactions were conducted in a team-based approach which was 
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supportive and participative.  Based on interactions with staff, colleagues, and clientele, these 

women displayed great emotional intelligence as well, thus being acutely aware of their actions 

and how those affected individuals around them. 

Effective leadership was critically important for these women in CED/CEC roles.  They 

were careful not to micromanage, they took time to create an office climate that was conducive 

to being productive and feeling safe/appreciated, and worked hard to engage their staff, 

especially during these times of COVID-19.  During these trying times and times of “normal” 

operation, many spoke to the value and importance of maintaining a shared vision for their 

county staff.  Many women also mentioned the need and importance of communication (and 

over-communicating) with their staff and their ability to listen, all necessary to their effective 

leadership styles.  These women also understood how keeping their staff informed helped them 

to stay engaged, empowered, and showed they care.  Several women spoke to how they have 

earned trust and respect within the office by conducting themselves with integrity and further 

valuing that concept of open communication and transparency.  These data were congruent with 

previous work conducted by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) that denoted several factors that 

AEE faculty identified as supporting a positive work environment and profession:  

encouragement, collaboration, unity, honesty, transparency, fulfillment, and satisfaction. 

These women CEDs/CECs demonstrated a number of compassionate attributes of a 

skilled leader (positivity, helpfulness, caring, self-reflection, etc.), that allowed them to work 

well with - and lead - others in a people-first approach.  In each of the stories told by the women, 

a common thread that ran throughout them was the intent desire to create a sense of inclusion, 

respect, and belonging.  This aligned with previous work conducted by Cline, Rosson, and 
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Weeks (2019).  What these driven women created was something that resembled a family 

structure amongst their staff. 

These CEDs/CECs spoke to how much they valued acting as a coach for their staff and 

the satisfaction they found in helping colleagues to build greater skill sets and enhance strengths.  

These findings were congruent with work conducted by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 2020) 

and Seevers and Foster (2003).  In a similar fashion, these women pointed out the value of 

providing emotional and policy-based support to their staff as well.  These women also 

understood the importance of recognizing staff for good work and how that helps to build a 

strong, cohesive team.   

Hiring Confident, Strong, and Committed Women 

These directors are confident women who are committed to their true/authentic self.  

Many of these women had influencers or others in their lives who encouraged them to pursue 

their dreams.  Several had strong female influences that proved to be instrumental in their 

upbringing, leading them into roles grounded in public service.  As public servants, Extension 

professionals wear a number of hats within the community, and CEDs/CECs epitomize this 

characterization day in and day out.  These individuals feel their job is important and also find 

their service to be rewarding; as such, they fight harder to push through obstacles to adequately 

serve those that need them.  Although ever-present, this need/role has been exacerbated by dire 

community needs during this time of COVID-19.  For many of these women, acting in the 

capacity of strong, skilled, and good-intentioned change agents, they take pride in what they do 

and know what they do matters for others as well.  This is congruent with findings reported by 

Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019, 2020), Foster (2001), and Seevers and Foster (2004); each 

researcher echoed similar sentiments that participants felt their work was needed, greatly 
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benefited others, and had tremendous community value. Women responded that the work they do 

is important, and as such, they are making a valuable contribution to the profession as a whole.  

As such, these also become advocates for others who have been wronged/harmed, similar to 

findings concluded by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) and Seevers and Foster (2004). 

Numerous participants identified themselves as educators and leaders, and as such, also 

made note of the fact that as a female educator, they were often viewed as “easy to approach” 

and trusted within the educational field.  Many spoke to what drives them as educators (to 

empower and instill confidence in others) and how they use this to guide and empower their own 

staff, clientele, and community members.  This is congruent with research conducted by Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks (2019), Foster (2001), and Seevers and Foster (2003, 2004).  

Although found in a variety of communities across the country, many participants noted 

taking a global, progressive, and open mindset.  They were cognizant of their presence in 

certain community circles and non-inclusive government functions and worked to navigate 

political tensions resulting from such environments; this was congruent with the findings of 

Cline, Rosson, and Weeks (2019) and Seevers and Foster (2004) as well.  Some of the 

participants learned grit from international jobs, and others felt the pangs of wronged citizens 

because of discrimination they faced as well, building greater appreciation and awareness for the 

clientele they served and provided educational programming for.  

Many participants came from 4-H youth development programming roles and had a 

strong connection to this field.  Some participants felt their connection to 4-H made them appear 

“less official/administrative” in capacity/abilities as their ag-based counterparts based on the 

comments and actions of others who view youth development programming as less official or 

technical than ag-based programmatic duties.  However, this did not deter the good work of 
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many women because they chose this career pathway for the good work they know can be 

accomplished in communities across the country. 

Although not affiliated with the same religion, or a religion per se, participant comments 

tracked back to a spiritual identity and sense of self that helped to guide/shape individuals and 

provide strength.  For many women, having a connection to something much greater than 

themselves acted to sustain, uplift, and empower them; many found solace there, especially 

during the hard times.  These findings were congruent with previous work conducted by Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks (2019) and Seevers and Foster (2003) that denoted instances of women 

persevering through various barriers/challenges by employing various tactics of mental fortitude 

and clarity gained by such sources of strength.  The actions of these women also aligned with 

Bandura’s (2002) findings that explained that individuals will persevere through such difficulties 

by employing a number of agentic modes of individual, proxy, and collective modes.  

Conclusions and Implications 

Based on the findings presented here, Cooperative Extension acts to exhibit cultural 

globalization in the following ways:  employing staff who possess effective leadership skills, 

employing diverse staff representative of communities served by Extension, and employing staff 

who espouse global, progressive mindsets and view themselves as both educators and public 

servants.  By employing staff who possess the basic tenets of effective leadership and utilize 

those skills for those they lead (staff/direct reports, partners, and community members alike), the 

organization is well-served.  The tenets of good, sound, effective leadership are universal and 

can be applied across a number of geographic regions and cultures.  As such, implications based 

on this conclusion would imply that county programming staff and field faculty are led by skilled 
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leaders who seek to engage and empower their staff members, creating healthy, safe, and 

productive places of employment. 

Employing diverse staff members who better represent the communities served through 

Cooperative Extension also exhibits cultural globalization.  While employment decisions must be 

based on factors germane to work-related abilities, performance, scholastic achievement, etc., 

employment can also be performed in such a way that diversity is encouraged and promoted.  

Implications based on this conclusion imply that as women positioned in these leadership 

positions value diversity and live out that diversity themselves, they can help to draw additional 

Cooperative Extension staff from diversified applicant pools because candidates see individuals 

in these positions that look similar to themselves (e.g., if you can see her, you can be her).  

Additionally, when community members see programming staff in the county-based Extension 

office that look/sound like their own community members, this helps to build trust and open 

avenues for partnerships to better the community as a whole.  Overall, building a diverse 

workforce helps the organization to remain relevant, viable, and uniquely situated to meet 

community needs by leveraging multiple experiences/lenses through which issues are addressed. 

Employing staff who espouse global, progressive mindsets and also view themselves as 

both (1) educators and (2) public servants contributes to cultural globalization.  Such staff 

appreciate and are aware of diversity and respect differences - regarding ethnicity, religion, etc. - 

while also recognizing social aspects of inequalities related to gender, race, ethnic and class 

systems, etc.  Implications from this conclusion would allow Cooperative Extension to raise a 

sense of consciousness, allowing the organization to act in the capacity of better educators who 

program to all people.  Likewise, because these individuals also view themselves in both 

educator and public servant roles, they will likely ‘go teach the masses’ and spread similar 
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messages of awareness and consciousness raising to the greater public, leading to more 

informed, aware, and respectful community members/neighbors. 

Finally, in acknowledgment of the data presented here, we conclude that the organization 

exhibits very little cultural globalization outside of those individuals which it has employed.  

These data, coupled with the realization that few support structures exist for these employees to 

seek out assistance when other personnel, situations, partnering entities, etc. threaten the integrity 

of those characteristics that we base this determination on, we can only conclude that these 

efforts to move towards - or espouse - cultural globalization are limited, superficial, and low-

prioritized.  Once again, these limited practices seem like empty promises that have failed to 

fulfill needs or checkboxes on a federal funding requirement checklist.  Additionally, as noted 

previously regarding the organization’s resistance to change, we should expect to see an internal 

organizational stalemate on the part of Cooperative Extension while similar organizations and 

universities advance and firmly situate themselves as progressive 21st century institutions.  This 

furthers entrenches the organization in that detrimental state of obsolescence that cannot be 

easily reversed without tremendous limited resources of funds, valuable personnel, and time. 

Recommendations 

This study provided insight into the implicit organizational culture (and viability) of 

Cooperative Extension by examining the leadership dynamics, power relationships, and cultural 

impacts experienced by women County Extension Directors/Coordinators across the United 

States.  Based on these findings, the researcher proposes the following suggestions for additional 

research and actionable practices. 
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Future Research 

● It would be advised to conduct a similar study utilizing women District Extension 

Directors and/or campus-based women faculty members with Cooperative Extension 

appointments.  Due to the unique structure of Cooperative Extension across the United 

States, most, but not all states had positions that aligned/identified with the County 

Extension Director/Coordinator role.  This would help to build a more holistic picture 

regarding organizational culture.   

● While this research was conducted during a global pandemic, it would be interesting to 

know if future replications of this work generated similar data. 

● With the previous suggestion in mind, data collection was able to continue during the 

restrictions of COVID-19 due to the online asynchronous interview methodology 

employed.  With video technology platforms being readily available, future studies - in 

the form of focus groups, synchronous interviews, etc. - could be extremely 

advantageous. 

● While a number of geographical locations across the United States were represented 

within this study, a future rendition of this work with greater representation of the 

majority of states would be ideal, if not limited by time and resources.  A study of that 

scale would require more than the one, graduate student - as this study employed - as a 

contributing researcher, but could prove extremely impactful.   

● Using the basic tenets of this study, a longitudinal study tracing women over their 

CED/CEC careers could provide invaluable insight into the organizational culture of 

Cooperative Extension. 
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● This theoretical framework proved to be extremely useful for this study:  by fusing 

feminist theory with social cognitive theory, we were afforded both a political/social lens 

and a learned behavior (i.e., modeling) lens (Rogers, 2016) through which to view the 

impact of gender and culture on women County Extension Directors/Coordinators. Thus, 

future studies should employ a similar framework. 

● A quantitative study based on the finding of this qualitative study could quantify the 

manifestation of these issues that have been brought to light among County Extension 

Directors/Coordinators across the country using a much larger sample. 

Recommendations for Practice 

As we begin to outline recommendations for practice, we would be remiss if we did not 

explicitly explain that such issues identified in this study cannot be appropriately addressed and 

remedied by any one singular approach.  As this issue itself is both multifaceted and complex at 

face value, the solution we seek can be described in much the same way.  As we have made 

frequent mention of the notion of the labyrinth that women navigate as they try to advance 

themselves, this multifaceted solution set is indeed a labyrinth parallel of its own.  Advancement 

in one area is dependent on successful navigation in yet another; some obstacles/barriers and are 

much more apparent while others are quite hidden and deeply ingrained within cultural 

constructs.  By accepting this mindset that true change will require multiple approaches working 

in unison due to the complexity of the issue at hand, we can position ourselves to enact 

meaningful change that has not yet been undertaken.  

The practices/policies regarding hostility - in all of its forms - and how that is handled 

can be seen as inadequate at best; if/when such hostile exchanges do occur, it is unclear as to 

whether individuals are reprimanded in any way when matters are handled internally.  Across the 
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country, some offenders appeared to be held accountable by supervisors while others received no 

such reprimands.  Furthermore, many continued and perpetuated these acts for several years, and 

many continued until they departed the organization via retirement.  Without a standardized 

system to air grievances, formally file complaints, and issue corrections across the country, it 

appears that addressing and correcting hostility-related complaints are not something held as a 

priority by Cooperative Extension and their respective land-grant institutions.  The need to 

establish such a standardized system is far overdue and should be addressed immediately.   

While some women spoke of Extension events - many of them social-based - where they 

were “kindly excluded” from participation, we implore that Extension step up as an organization 

to root out some of these exclusionary based activities/functions that are seeded in traditions of 

the past.  As an organization, we draw a lot of strength from tradition, but in many regards, it 

will render us obsolete in many circles in the future if we do not correct our actions.  Finally, 

many women acknowledged that there was a great fear of “making waves,” and to persist in the 

organization, it was best to “not rock the boat.”  We know that Extension is capable of creating a 

culture of openness, safety, and respect for its clientele, so we ask for the same for the staff that 

serve it.  Practices and policies need to be established.  The organization must address misogyny 

in all forms; it cannot shy away from this.  There should be real consequences for failing not to 

abide by basic organizational culture values of integrity, respect, and human decency.   

We require focused effort to dismantle systems and traditions that inhibit women’s 

advancement.  We implore Cooperative Extension - through a joint effort of all participating 

land-grant universities - to employ equitable and supportive processes for reporting and resolving 

such allegations that are free from retaliation.  Although each institution will vary somewhat in 

these procedures, some standardization needs to be implemented and advocated to Cooperative 
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Extension staff members so they are fully aware of such procedures.  In conjunction with each 

university’s Title IX Coordinator, Affirmative Action Officer, or comparable entity, there should 

be explicit policies which define prohibited conduct and outline general provisions the university 

will follow in regards to handling allegations of discrimination, harassment, and retaliation.  Title 

IX regulations require institutions of higher education to implement a Title IX Policy to address 

sexual harassment as specifically defined by the U.S. Department of Education.  Cooperative 

Extension staff should be able to formally report misconduct that does not constitute sexual 

harassment as specifically defined by Title IX sexual harassment policies; those actions may still 

be prohibited and should not preclude that respective university from evaluating the reported 

misconduct.  When filing a report/complaint, the Cooperative Extension employee should be 

afforded a fair procedure with due process protections.  Likewise, we require that each university 

take appropriate corrective measures for any violations of this policy, acting to prevent future 

violations within the organization as well; we recommend that the Extension Director in each 

state be involved with appropriate disciplinary procedures in conjunction with the Title IX 

Coordinator/Affirmative Action Officer.  

Due to the fact that the job requirements and expectations of a CED/CEC force this 

position to be much more than a 40-hour per week job and more commonly at least a 60-hour per 

week lifestyle, this creates a work/life balance that is abysmal for many women, and it is likely 

that such expectations/beliefs will lead to higher attrition rates.  There needs to be greater 

oversight to realize the complexity of these innumerable requests/demands and create a culture 

which grants some reassurance of expectations to these individuals who live in this high-

performance culture of academia.  We recommend that university HR, in conjunction with the 

County Operations Director (or equivalent), revisit job listings for the CED/CEC position to 
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realize the complexity of this position.  Furthermore, we recommend adjusting programmatic 

duties, professional development needs, and administrative duty percentages so that evening, 

weekend, etc. work is not required on a continual basis in order to meet minimum job 

expectations.  If not addressed, it is likely that fewer and fewer women will view this as a viable 

pathway for them to follow as their chosen career pathway due to personal sacrifices they are 

forced to make and the numerous barriers they face regarding advancement and tenure (Cline, 

Rosson, and Weeks, 2019, 2020).  

With regards to academia, whether this is an artifact of academia (as one participant put 

it) or otherwise, there is a great value on outputs in the form of scholarly work, prestige, national 

honors, numbers, etc., and this is evidenced across the country.  Participants noted several issues 

with under-cutting and marginalization of women - by both male and female faculty members - 

that was both “painful and counterproductive" (Cline, Rosson, and Weeks, 2019, p.8).  If not 

addressed, this implies that land-grant institutions and Cooperative Extension would value such 

hostile, counterproductive academic environments.  As an organization as a whole, we need to 

value quality rather than quantity of work (programs, publications, etc.).  With this value system, 

having objective metrics based on sound outcomes and impacts that show marked growth in 

target audiences will better help provide equitable evaluations to deem what is “quality.”  As 

Cooperative Extension adopts these principles as they relate to title promotion and advancement, 

we hope that AEE and academia in general will also see the value in quality versus quantity.  

With the focus moving to quality, it is hoped that individuals will be able to better address some 

of the issues related to work/life balance, which has plagued the women in our studies and many 

others (Cline, Rosson, and Weeks, 2019, 2020; Seevers and Foster, 2003, 2004). 
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Many women spoke highly of mentors - formal and informal - and others who have 

supported them and their professional (and personal) efforts over the years.  It appears that 

Cooperative Extension values this mentoring support system across the country, so we view this 

as yet another investment towards building that “social capital.”  We suggest that mentoring 

programs be expanded and given the needed resources to grow and serve staff.  As Cooperative 

Extension dedicates time and resources to mentoring efforts through its Extension Organizational 

Development (or equivalent) office via each respective land-grant university, we recommend that 

specific resources be set aside for building mentor skill sets within women faculty/field faculty 

for new women faculty/field faculty.  Ensuring that new women professionals are paired with a 

fellow woman professional within the first six months of their appointment could provide 

invaluable support structure to empower women in those positions in addition to helping to retain 

them in those jobs.  As we are mindful not to overtax those resources that are so tremendously 

valuable and limited, we recommend that mentoring clusters be created rather than one-on-one 

pairings.  With this approach, we will not be taxing the limited time of existing women mentors, 

and it is hoped that this will create an environment where learning and support is afforded to 

both mentor and mentee in a supportive group setting.  These efforts would support the call to 

add to the “social capital” notion that Falk and Kilpatrick (2000) spoke of where females invest 

in working to create learning opportunities for other females and would be willing to share what 

they knew with one another.  This further supports work completed by Cline, Rosson, and Weeks 

(2019, 2020) showing the necessity of women supporting other women leaders within the 

agriculture industry.   
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Employing staff who have the basic tenets of effective leadership and utilizing those 

skills for those they lead is an asset to the organization.  This aligns with the work of Griffeth et 

al. (2018) which explained that developing women as agricultural leaders is a necessity: 

Extension itself can be a conduit for the education of its female employee base 

and other women who are or strive to be leaders in agricultural work.  Providing 

specialized leadership development for women early in their Extension careers 

enhances the success of the agricultural enterprise by diversifying the leadership 

base responsible for producing enough food to feed our growing population at 

home and abroad.  If women are not supported and promoted, the grand 

opportunity to invest in women’s leadership, national agricultural security, and 

global health will be gravely missed.  Preparing women to lead by providing a 

platform for research and supportive dialogue helps establish diversity in 

agricultural leadership so that the industry can be internally strong enough to 

adapt to increasing external demands. 

Cooperative Extension should work to provide specialized leadership development to women to 

further diversify that needed leadership base.  These training opportunities should take place 

early on in each woman’s Extension career in conjunction with her formal CED/CEC onboarding 

in coordination with the Extension Organizational Development (or equivalent) office within 

each respective land-grant institution. 

Cooperative Extension actively recruits personnel who hold strong technical 

skills/credentials, furthering the image of the organization acting as a trusted community 

resource and extension of the land-grant institution.  Employing staff who act in the capacity of 

community servants, understanding that they are tasked with uplifting and empowering 
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community members for the betterment of society as a whole, is yet another asset to the 

organization.  Staff who hold these characteristics of service and have a sincere interest in global 

matters, diversity, inclusion, etc. can and will allow the organization to respond more effectively 

throughout all communities.  We recommend that Cooperative Extension actively seek out 

individuals with such characteristics for future hires.  In coordination with university HR and the 

County Operations team, each Cooperative Extension should build specific selection checklists 

into interview questions in order to better discern the propensity in applicants to exhibit such 

characteristics/skills as future employees.  The following should be at the forefront of each 

administrator’s mind: 

It is imperative for a leader to recognize that conflicting values within a mixed culture are 

potential resources for change, and as such, instead of imposing external values on the 

existing culture, a leader may enlist values from within to facilitate change.  It is 

recommended that the leaders of organizations “can and should employ those values, 

persons, and parties that promote the needed change” (Dwairy, 2019, p. 517).   

Thus, leaders of a particular group or organization should give due consideration to the personal 

culture of the people in addition to their generalized cultural identity. 

From all appearances, this population of CEDs/CECs seemed to be inclusive, aware, 

understanding, and community servant-oriented women.  If we acknowledge the awareness of 

those administrators within Cooperative Extension who saw the value in hiring these women for 

those attributes and many others, we know there is the capability for the organization to be aware 

that many of these women find themselves in locations where they face social, political, and 

religious exclusion.  It would be prudent of Cooperative Extension to provide those women with 

the tools, skills, knowledge, and policy protection needed to successfully maneuver these 
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obstacles so they can begin the good community servant work of teaching/leading others.  This 

should be considered an investment to what Falk and Kilpatrick (2000) spoke of as “social 

capital.”  Such training should begin with each woman’s onboarding sessions, as such coping 

and mitigation skill sets will be needed for her to maneuver through her Extension job 

successfully, leading her staff and county office along the way. 

Just as inclusive, understanding, and community servant-oriented women have been 

hired, men with admirable attributes have been hired into the organization as well.  Men who can 

act as allies to women are invaluable to combating misogyny; current research shows that 

working in misogynistic settings has dire negative effects on the well-being of both women and 

men (Tosone, 2009).  Tosone (2009) notes that being a bystander to gender-based work incivility 

lends to decreased job satisfaction, productivity, and morale in all genders.  It would be prudent 

of Cooperative Extension to provide educational resources and training to do more to teach and 

empower additional male allies within our field.  Teach employees that it’s not just about 

“getting out of women’s way” to help them advance; it’s about walking the journey with them.  

As women receive invaluable training during their own onboarding sessions, it would be prudent 

for men to receive ally training during their onboarding sessions in conjunction with required 

diversity, equity, and inclusion training in a “wraparound” approach.  These trainings should be 

coordinated through each university’s Extension Organizational Development Office and/or 

Office for Institutional Equity and Diversity for oversight. 

Inequalities related to pay, benefits, retention packages, promotion, etc. persist to this 

day.  We acknowledge that over half a century after pay discrimination became illegal here in the 

United States, there is a distinct and persistent pay gap between women and men that continues 

to plague society; women in the United States are paid 82 cents to every dollar earned by men 
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(AAUW, 2020).  These gender pay gap consequences continue to afflict women throughout their 

lives in numerous ways:  as women outpace men in higher education today, they also hold 

almost two-thirds of the outstanding student debt as well.  Furthermore, because of the gender 

pay gap, these women also have a harder time repaying said loans.  This affliction follows them 

well into retirement because due to a lifetime of lower wage earnings, these women also receive 

less funds from Social Security and retirement pensions; overall, retirement income for women is 

approximately only 70% of what men claim (AAUW, 2020).  Distributive justice must be 

recognized by Cooperative Extension.  The organization must address discrepancies in pay, 

benefits, retention packages, etc.  Universities cannot afford to not be transparent in their hiring 

practices and how promotions, advancements, etc. are handled and assigned.  The organization 

must act to support these employees in their careers.  Cooperative Extension must adopt 

practices and policies to support these women as both individuals and professionals.  Today, 

non-tenure track positions (akin to field faculty CED/CEC positions) account for greater than 

70% of appointments for professionals in higher ed; women are much less likely to achieve a 

tenure-track position than their male counterparts (AAUW, 2020).  Federal law provides 

protection against discrimination by Title VII (unlawful to discriminate against an employee or 

applicant for employment based on sex) and Title IX (unlawful to discriminate on the basis of 

sex in educational programs that receive federal funding) and applies to land-grant universities.  

Both Title VII and Title IX protect faculty/field faculty members from sex discrimination during 

the hiring process, promotion considerations, job training, termination proceedings, or any other 

condition or privilege of employment (AAUW, 2020).  Cooperative Extension should work with 

each university’s Office for Institutional Equity and Diversity to correct current 

policies/procedures to build transparency and equity in the process.  As a conclusion of doing so, 
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Extension should then act to set a standard across the nation for finally addressing this societal 

plight in their organizational culture practices. 

Based on the aforementioned recommendations for practice - to assist this work in 

carrying out its aim to identify and remedy social harms and injustices as the political, socially-

just, and socially-conscious research act it is - we leave you with these concluding thoughts.  Due 

to the mission of Cooperative Extension to advance agriculture, the environment, human health 

and well-being, and communities, Extension programming impacts each community - and all of 

those within it - in a multitude of ways.  From a cultural standpoint, a challenge of this caliber 

taps into an organizational pipeline that feeds from our local communities to the federal 

government.  How many other organizations can truly do that?  This unique position sets 

Cooperative Extension apart from numerous other entities.  Cooperative Extension can set a 

standard for government entities and employ best practices that can be passed along to other 

sectors. 

We must be mindful that before Cooperative Extension can take care of external demands 

and serve the greater good, Extension must first be “strong at home” and ensure that it has the 

capacity to serve staff so that they may, in turn, go and serve others.  As Dwairy (2019) noted, 

“Realizing the inconsistencies within each culture is crucial not only for understanding cultures 

but also for understanding the dynamics of change and for managing interventions for change, 

because any change ultimately employs the internal forces within the culture” (p. 513). 

When we acknowledge that culture and leadership are inextricably connected, we are 

able to make an assessment of the organizational viability and effectiveness of Cooperative 

Extension.  Unspoken behaviors, social patterns, and culture can perpetuate values, beliefs, and 

assumptions that persist for decades within our organization.  It is necessary and prudent - and 
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timely - of us to ensure that what is being valued, and thereby espoused and enacted by our 

organization, is what will advance us - for the better - in the coming years, not only in terms of 

organizational health, but for overall societal wellness and empowerment as aware global 

partners.  These words continue to weigh heavy on our hearts: 

Tondl (1991) explained that “Extension sends a message when it resists or accepts 

change, either actively or passively.  The organization reveals itself: its internal norms, 

values, and its attitude toward change [...]”  We implore this organization to act now to 

rectify these social injustices and shake itself from the protective cloak of patriarchal 

culture that it has so shamelessly upheld for generations. 

 

Epilogue 

As I sit here concluding this work, it is inevitable that to do justice to this research, I 

come full circle to why I undertook this work in the first place.  I embarked on this work due to 

my concern for the organization; I did not invest my blood, sweat, and tears into something that I 

wish to see fail.  I do this out of sincere appreciation - much as one may do for family - because I 

am invested in it, it is a part of me, and I believe in its value in the truest sense.  I am not willing 

to give up on it.  We have seen how impactful women are as change agents, and when given a 

platform to empower, educate, and care for community members in the way that Cooperative 

Extension should/can, the impacts that well-supported women in Cooperative Extension can 

have move this organization into a national/international leader for distributive justice. 

For myself, I came to this work/discipline out of a desire to do good in my community.  

Years of lessons that loved ones and neighbors taught and helped instill in me fueled that desire 

to serve my community members.  As I sit here now, as I have many times over the past few 
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years, I continue to think about my Granny’s gracious words to me about ‘living dangerously.’  

When I was very young, she would, in her kind, humble way, pick at me when we would get 

“feisty” and add extra vanilla extract to cookie batters and eat dessert first and perhaps poke fun 

at the preacher after Sunday service.  This saying of ‘living dangerously’ was always said in 

good jest and love, but as I grew older, I think back to those words time and time again, and the 

fondness with which Granny - so quick and witty and humble and kind - spoke them to me and 

my brothers.  Sometimes I think of that saying now and put it into another context where we step 

outside of our comfort zone and live a little dangerously.  Perhaps she was always implying 

those words to a notion which meant something a little bit more - tongue in cheek - in the good, 

sweet, kind, God-fearing Southern woman way that it was intended.  A little something more - 

something like good trouble.  We were always taught to stand up for those things that we 

believed in, not only for ourselves, but for those around us who may not be able to fight the good 

fight themselves.  I am good and at peace with us living dangerously here because I think we 

have merged onto a pathway of good trouble that it is now time to trek down.  As with all things 

that weigh upon our hearts and compel us to engage in good trouble, it is done based upon a 

painfully, beautiful idea. 
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Appendix A:  Asynchronous Online Interview Protocol 

 

• Semi-structured interviews will take place in asynchronous online platforms. 

o The online platform to capture feedback is Google Docs.  Each participant will be 

provided an anonymous Google account with which she will access Google 

Docs.  All files of the researcher will be stored on a password protected computer 

which will be housed in a locked office in a secure governmental building.  All 

data will be promptly and properly destroyed at the conclusion of the study. 

 

• Potential participants will be approached via email (please see ‘recruitment email’ 

attachment for details). 

 

• At the time of interviews, all participants will have received and signed informed consent 

forms. 

 

Introductory Protocol 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this online interview today.  This is the first of five 

proposed rounds of question prompts.  As a reminder, you have previously signed an informed 

consent that outlines (1) all information you provide will be held confidential, (2) your 

participation is completely voluntary and you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, 

and (3) I do not intend to inflict upon you any harm by way of your participation.  You will be 

providing feedback within the protection of an anonymous Google account.  Additionally, when 

you provide commentary to the rest of the participants’ responses, you will be doing so within 

the capacity of the anonymous Google account.  In doing so, there are mandatory ground rules 

that must be followed by all participants to remain in the study.  Such rules/expectations are 

outlined below: 

• This Google Docs platform is to be viewed as a safe space to share.  As such, any 

commentary that threatens this platform as a safe space for individuals will not be 

tolerated. 

• Participants should respect the individual experiences and differences that each of us 

hold. 

• Comments that marginalize anyone (or their attributable experiences) are fundamentally 

unacceptable. 

 

Please note that your participation in each round of question prompts should take approximately 

30 minutes to complete; additionally, each round of resulting commentary should take you 

approximately 30-60 minutes to provide feedback to the group.  If at any time you have any 

questions or concerns regarding the study, I encourage you to contact me.  I am readily 

accessible to you during the duration of this process.  I very much value your input; thank you 

for agreeing to participate.   
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Introduction 

 

I have requested your participation in this study based on the valuable experiences you hold as a 

woman and as a County Extension Director.  As we try to assess the organizational culture of the 

Cooperative Extension System, we will make a concerted aim to better understand the lived 

experiences, leadership dynamics, and power relationships that have shaped you both as an 

individual and as a leader within our organization.  To be fully transparent with the methodology 

that is being employed here, this study will be conducted as an autoethnography.  In doing so, 

this methodology will describe and analyze personal experiences to better understand cultural 

experiences.  As a fellow female County Extension Director, I, too, hold personal experiences 

that I will share with the rest of you all; as you all have been gracious enough to trust this process 

and share with me, I will respectfully reciprocate.  I truly appreciate you all taking this selfless 

journey with me, in good faith and well-intentioned.  

 

Participant Online Question Prompts*: 

*Participants will have a two-week window to provide feedback to each round of prompts. 

Questions comprising all five rounds of prompts are listed below.  

 

ROUND #1 PROMPTS 

 

1. Please complete the Positionality Exercise (internal/external guidance) and share your 

thoughts here (exercise is outlined below):  

 

Positionality Exercise:  Who are you? 

1. LIST all of the identities that are true for you in the margin on the right side of 

the person. Consider: sex and gender, age, socioeconomic class, ability, race 

and ethnicity, faith or religion, citizenship or nationality, family structure, 

profession, etc. Any identities that help you understand who you are. 

2. SELECT the identities that are core to you and write them within the 

silhouette of the person. UNDERLINE the ones other people can see as a 

reminder that some of our identities are more obvious than others. 

3. THINK about the ways you believe other people react to or interact with you 

as a result of your identities – even if you only suspect that’s the reason. 

LIST these reactions in the margin on the left side of the person. You should 

include voiced perceptions and any consequences and benefits you face. 

4. CIRCLE the reactions/consequences/benefits that give you advantages or 

from which you benefit. Draw lines connecting these circles to their related 

identities. Connect all that apply (some reactions might connect to multiple 

identities). These are the ways you may have privilege. 

5. BOX the reactions/consequences/benefits that cause you harm or 

disadvantage. Draw lines connecting these boxes to their related identities. 

Connect all that apply (some reactions might connect to multiple identities). 

These are the ways you may face discrimination. 
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2. How would you describe your identity? 

3. How does your gender connect with your identity? 

4. How does your career connect with your identity? 

5. Tell about a time you experienced your gender as an advantage in your career. 

  

 

ROUND #2 PROMPTS 

 

1. Reflecting back on your path to obtaining the role of County Extension Director, please: 

1. Draw that path and label any pertinent milestones, experiences, etc. that you feel 

are applicable to share.  Please upload that image/file to this Google Doc. 

2. Explain the path you have drawn. 

2. Who has been an important asset in your success? 

3. In what ways have you been encouraged to advance yourself with formal training or 

education? 

4. Describe what your career means to you. 
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5. Based on the list of salient themes that were generated, which one(s) listed below 

resonate with you?  Please explain which one(s) you have found to be true to your 

experience? 

 

 

• NAVIGATING TRADITIONAL GENDER ROLES/EXPECTATIONS 

o Women are confronted with “traditional” roles/expectations for men and 

women.  Some have been shamed for not being married or not having 

children; others have been expected to have a male spouse. 

 

• MEN SUGGEST THAT WOMEN GET SPECIAL TREATMENT 

o Men note that women are expected to not meet expectations, have 

different/less standards to meet than their male counterparts, or are lauded 

for the same/similar work produced by male colleagues. 

 

• OVERLOOKED AND IGNORED AS A WOMAN 

o Women felt they were often ignored, not taken seriously by others, or 

overlooked.  Some perceived that others viewed them as weak or 

“pushovers.”  When they did perform well, they took pride in “surprising” 

others. 

 

• ALONE WITH FEW WOMEN PRESENT 

o Participants noted that they were oftentimes found in situations where they 

were the only woman present (in the room, in the meeting, at the table, 

etc.) 

 

• SPIRITUAL SENSE OF STRENGTH 

o Although not affiliated with the same religion, or a religion per se, 

participant comments tracked back to a spiritual identity and sense of self 

that helped to guide/shape individuals and provide strength. 

 

• CONFIDENT, STRONG, AND COMMITTED WOMAN 

o Confident women who are committed to their true/authentic self.  Many 

also have/had hard-working, strong woman influencers in their life. 

 

• CONNECTION TO POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

o Many participants come from 4-H programming roles and have a strong 

connection to this field.  Some participants felt their connection to 4-H 

made them appear “less official/administrative” in capacity as their ag-

based counterparts based on comments/actions of others. 

 

• GLOBAL-MINDED AND PROGRESSIVE INDIVIDUALS 

o Though found in a variety of communities across the country, many 

participants noted taking a global, progressive, and open mindset.  They 

were cognizant of their presence in certain community circles, non-
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inclusive government functions, and worked to navigate resulting political 

tensions resulting from such. 

 

• SHAMED BY OTHER WOMEN 

o Actions/stances/opinions of some participants were chastised by other 

women and not readily accepted. 

 

• IDENTIFYING AS THE CONSUMMATE EDUCATOR AND LEARNER 

o Numerous participants identified themselves as educators, and as such, 

also made note of the fact that as a female educator, they were often 

viewed as “easy to approach” and trusted within the educational 

field.  Likewise, many noted that the work of the CED/CEC was a highly 

respected role. 

 

• COMPASSIONATE ATTRIBUTES OF A SKILLED LEADER 

o Participants identified with a number of compassionate attributes 

(positivity, helpfulness, caring, etc.) that allowed them to work well with 

and lead others. 

 

• CED/CEC ROLE CAN BE OVERWHELMING 

o The duties, expectations, and scope of the CED/CEC role can be 

overwhelming and quickly consume an individual 

 

• SUPPORT AND MENTORING ARE CRITICAL 

o In the CED/CEC role, many participants noted that it has been critical to 

have support and mentoring opportunities to enable them to succeed. 

 

• THE DOUBLE LIFE DILEMMA 

o Participants noted facing discrimination that made them fight harder for 

the causes they believed in, thus building resiliency.  Likewise, many of 

them felt they were leading a double life as a result of navigating 

requirements of their job and the causes/stances they felt strongly about. 

  

 

ROUND #3 PROMPTS 

 

1. What is it like to be a female County Extension Director? 

2. Explain how you, as a woman positioned as a County Extension Director, are perceived 

by: 

1. Direct reports? 

2. Peers? 

3. Clientele? 

4. Administration? 

3. Explain how you, as a woman positioned as a County Extension Director, are treated by: 

1. Direct reports? 

2. Peers? 
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3. Clientele? 

4. Administration? 

  

 

ROUND #4 PROMPTS 

 

1. Describe instances where you have faced social exclusion in your Extension career. 

2. Describe instances where you have faced hostility in your Extension career. 

3. Describe instances where you have faced male privilege in your Extension career. 

  

 

ROUND #5 PROMPTS 

 

 

1. Please explain your leadership style as a County Extension Director. 

2. Please explain how you perceive effective leadership in your role. 

3. Is there anything else you would like me to know about what it means to serve as a 

female County Extension Director? 
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Appendix B:  Email to Prospective Participants 

 

Dear Potential Research Participant: 

  

My name is Ginger Cunningham, and I am a graduate student within the Department of 

Agricultural and Extension Education in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at NC 

State University.  I am embarking on a research project to assess the organizational culture of the 

Cooperative Extension System.  To enact this, I am reaching out to County Extension Directors 

across the country to request their participation in sharing their experiences within the 

organization.  If you choose to participate in the study, you will be providing feedback in the 

form of online written interviews, conducted within the protection of an anonymous Google 

account.   

 

Participation in this research study is entirely voluntary and will take approximately five to seven 

hours in total over the course of three to four months.  Your input could provide insight into how 

the lived experiences, leadership dynamics, and power relationships experienced by County 

Extension Directors reflect the culture of the Cooperative Extension System and how such 

organizational culture can be improved for the betterment of us all.  All responses to this 

interview will remain confidential by the use of a code number or pseudonym to replace your 

name on all study related materials.  Please find an attached consent form for additional 

information. 

 

While I strongly encourage you to take part in this research study, your participation is strictly 

voluntary.  If you are interested in participating or would like additional information regarding 

this study, please feel free to contact me at ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu or 919-542-8202. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Ginger M. Cunningham 

NCSU AEE Doctoral Candidate 

ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu 

919-542-8202 

  

mailto:ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu
mailto:ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu
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Appendix C:  Informed Consent Form 

 

 

Title of Study:  Assessing Organizational Culture within Cooperative Extension (eIRB # 20502) 

Principal Investigator:  Ginger Cunningham (ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu)  

Funding Source:  None    

Faculty Point of Contact:  Jackie Bruce, PhD (jackie_bruce@ncsu.edu) 

 

What are some general things you should know about research studies? 

You are invited to take part in a research study.  Your participation in this study is voluntary. 

You have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate, and to stop participating 

at any time without penalty. The purpose of this research study is to gain a better understanding 

of the organizational culture within the Cooperative Extension System.  We will do this through 

asking you to participate in online written interviews conducted in Google Docs.  

 

You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in this study. Research studies also may 

pose risks to those who participate. You may want to participate in this research because this 

study will enable us to assess any shortcomings within the Cooperative Extension organizational 

culture and propose changes to help the organization advance female County Extension 

Directors.  You may not want to participate in this research because you do not wish to share 

your experiences with the researcher or are unable to devote time in your schedule. 

 

Specific details about the research in which you are invited to participate are contained below. If 

you do not understand something in this form, please ask the researcher for clarification or more 

information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If, at any time, you have 

questions about your participation in this research, do not hesitate to contact the researcher(s) 

named above or the NC State IRB office. The IRB office’s contact information is listed in the 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? section of this form.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of the study is to assess the organizational culture of the Cooperative Extension 

System by better understanding the lived experiences, leadership dynamics, power relationships, 

and cultures which surround female County Extension Directors. 

 

Am I eligible to be a participant in this study? 

There will be approximately 10-20 participants in this study. 

 

In order to be a participant in this study, you must agree to be in the study and be willing to share 

information regarding your variety/breadth of experiences, years of service, geographical area of 

service, land grant affiliation, and area of expertise (i.e. agriculture, 4-H, FCS, etc.). 

 

You cannot participate in this study if you do not want to be in the study or you identify as a 

male. 

 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do all of the following: 

mailto:ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu
mailto:jackie_bruce@ncsu.edu
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1. Participate in an online written interview conducted in Google Docs; there will be five 

rounds of question prompts. You will be participating in Google Docs with an 

anonymous account that will be set up for you.  We expect each round of question 

prompts should take you approximately 30 minutes to complete. 

2. After each round of online responses are completed, you will be given the opportunity to 

comment on aggregated feedback provided by the other participants in the study.  Again, 

you will provide this commentary in Google Docs under your assigned anonymous 

Google account.  We expect each round of commentary should take you 30-60 minutes to 

complete. 

 

The total amount of time that you will be participating in this study is approximately 5 – 7.5 

hours. 

 

Recording and images 

If you want to participate in this research, you must agree to provide commentary online in a 

Google Doc with an anonymous Google account.  If you do not agree to provide commentary 

online in a Google Doc with an anonymous Google account, you cannot participate in this 

research. 

 

 

Risks and benefits 

There are minimal risks associated with participation in this research. The risks to you as a result 

of this research include the following potential risks: 

1. Emotional responses to the questions/reliving emotionally-charged experiences. 

2. Divulging information that third parties violated codes of conduct/university policy. 

3. Identification by outside parties (being seen doing the interview, telling someone, an identity 

being assumed via the final research report through vague references, etc.). 

 

Mitigation of Above Risks: 

1. Divulging the above risks via the consent form so that participants are making informed 

choices. 

2. Allowing the participant to stop the interview process at any time. 

3. Allowing the participant to set their own pace for the interview. 

4. Using no identifying information in research reports. 

5. Allowing participants to choose time and place to respond to interview. 

6. Being open about the reporting requirement of conduct violations for the participant and third 

parties. 

 

There are resources on campuses for all employees to use if they would be helpful.  We 

encourage all employees to reach out to the staff/faculty ombuds at their respective institution or 

the campus counseling center regarding any of the situations that they share via this study, if 

those resources would be helpful.  Furthermore, all sensitive and/or identifying information will 

be redacted from any information that is made public from this study.  

 

There are no direct benefits to your participation in the research. The indirect benefits include 

additional research regarding culture assessment within various agriculture-related 
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fields.  Likewise, this could lead to additional research on the experiences of high level 

administrators and how best to support them in their career journey.  Changes in mentoring 

programs, on boarding, and continuous support will help female professionals in higher 

education be more successful as they seek out administrative positions. 

 

Right to withdraw your participation  

You can stop participating in this study at any time for any reason. In order to stop your 

participation, please contact the researcher by email or phone.  If you choose to withdraw your 

consent and to stop participating in this research, you can expect to have your data promptly and 

properly destroyed. 

 

Confidentiality, personal privacy, and data management 

Trust is the foundation of the participant/researcher relationship. Much of that principle of trust 

is tied to keeping your information private and in the manner that we have described to you in 

this form. The information that you share with us will be held in confidence to the fullest extent 

allowed by law. Protecting your privacy as related to this research is of utmost importance to 

us.   

 

How we manage, protect, and share your data are the principal ways that we protect your 

personal privacy. Data generated about you in this study will be de-identified. 

 

De-identified. De-identified data is information or bio-specimen(s) that at one time could 

directly identify you, but that we have recorded this data so that your identity is separated from 

the data.  We will have a master list with your code and real name that we can use to link to your 

data. While we might be able to link your identity to your data at earlier stages in the research, 

when the research concludes, there will be no way your real identity will be linked to the data we 

publish. 

 

Data that will be shared with others about you will be anonymous because we wish to protect 

you and your interests as a participant.  Direct quotes used in research reports will be attributed 

to pseudonyms.  No experiences that would compromise an individual's identity will be reported 

in the research as individual incidents. 

 

Compensation  

You will not receive anything for participating. 

 

Withdrawing from the study prior to its completion will not affect the fact that no compensation 

will be offered to you, the participant. 

 

What if you are an NCSU employee? 

Your participation in this study is not a requirement of your employment at NCSU, and your 

participation or lack thereof, will not affect your job.   

 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have questions at any time about the study itself or the procedures implemented in this 

study, you may contact the researcher, Ginger Cunningham, at the following: 
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Ginger Cunningham 

1192 US Hwy 64W Business 

Pittsboro, NC 27312 

ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu 

 

Additionally, the Faculty Point of Contact is listed below: 

 

Jackie Bruce, PhD 

jackie_bruce@ncsu.edu  

 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 

If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as 

a participant in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may contact the 

NC State IRB (Institutional Review Board) Office. An IRB office helps participants if they have 

any issues regarding research activities. You can contact the NC State IRB Office via email at 

irb-director@ncsu.edu or via phone at (919) 515-8754.  

 

Consent To Participate 

By signing this consent form, I am affirming that I have read and understand the above 

information. All of the questions that I had about this research have been answered. I have 

chosen to participate in this study with the understanding that I may stop participating at any 

time without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled. I am aware that I may 

revoke my consent at any time. 

 

Participant’s printed name _____________________________________________ 

 

Participant's signature ___________________________ Date _________________ 

 

Investigator's signature __________________________  Date _________________ 

  

mailto:ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu
mailto:jackie_bruce@ncsu.edu
mailto:irb-director@ncsu.edu
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Appendix D:  Participant Selection Criteria Questionnaire 

 

Potential participants are asked to complete the following questionnaire in an effort for this study 

to bring together a diverse cohort of participants that can share rich, varied, and thoughtful 

experiences.  Please note that the first two questions serve as qualifying criteria for participation; 

the remaining questions enable us to build a diversified pool of potential participants.  An email 

address is required so that the researcher can contact you regarding if your services are needed as 

a participant.  If you should have any questions/concerns regarding this questionnaire, please 

contact Ginger Cunningham at ginger_cunningham@ncsu.edu or 919-542-8249.  Thank you in 

advance for your time and consideration. 

 

Qualifying Questions: 

 

• Do you serve as a County Extension Director/Coordinator (or equivalent title/role)? 

• Do you identify as a woman? 

 

Participant Diversity Questions: 

 

• Do you identify as a GLBTQIAA member? 

• Racial identification:  _________ 

o Ethnicity:  Hispanic, Non-Hispanic 

• Age:  _________ 

• State in which you are employed:  ___________ 

• Are you affiliated with 1862, 1890, or 1994 land-grant? 

• Highest level of education achieved? 

• Years you have served as County Extension Director: _________ 

• Identify your programming area:  Agriculture, 4-H, FCS, Community & Rural 

Development, Other 
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Appendix E:  Peer Debrief Memorandum #1 

 

PEER DEBRIEF MEMORANDUM #1 (IRB 20502) 

GM Cunningham 

 

To:  Peer Debrief Committee 

Subject:  Dissertation Research - Current Data Analysis 

 

Peer Debrief Committee: 

 

Included in this memo you will find emerging salient themes which have resulted from the 

completion of the first round of online asynchronous interviews.  Additionally, you will find 

transcripts of each completed interview and resulting feedback from the member checking 

process.  Please advise of any questions or concerns that you may have, and of course, your 

feedback regarding research procedures and analysis thus far is greatly appreciated. 

 

Best, 

Ginger 

 

 
 

RESEARCH UPDATE: 

 

The first round of online asynchronous interviews and resulting member checks have been 

completed, with 10 research participants engaging in this process.  Initially, 13 participants 

agreed to take part, but the study lost 3 participants during this initial round due to complications 

related to COVID-19 or dire health needs. 

 

General thoughts and main takeaways resulting at this time:   

• Participants have been very kind to take part in this study during these trying times; those 

who continue seem to be very committed to the process. Since so many of these 

participants have expressed their desire to continue providing data, a concerted effort has 

been made to keep them engaged, but not overwhelmed.  Like so many of us, these 

participants are extremely taxed and stressed at this time, and I want this process to be an 

outlet for them to talk, share, and engage during these times when nothing is 

“normal.”  In order to walk this fine line of keeping them moving forward as quickly as 

possible while also not losing any additional participants, I have been very mindful of my 

role/ability to expand this data collection schedule to maintain their trust and the integrity 

of the study as well. 

 

• Many participants have had trouble utilizing Google Docs due to unfamiliarity with the G 

Suite products in general. Considerable time and training needed to be devoted to the first 

round of question prompts (email training with screenshot images and phone calls) and 

such time will need to be devoted in subsequent rounds as well.  Several participants did 

find solace in knowing they could call/email/text me for assistance at any time; knowing 
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that they could receive tech assistance from me was reiterated numerous times in our 

communications.   

o Just as noted by Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis (2013), this digital age has 

afforded us the ability to expand opportunities to gather data.  While 

autoethnographic inquiry today can incorporate new technologies and forms of 

social engagement, it still retains the “key features and values of authorial 

visibility, reflexivity, evocative writing, relational engagement, vulnerability, and 

openness to new directions,” which will be incorporated into autoethnographical 

work in whatever form it takes on (p. 80). 

 

 

• Below is data obtained from the participant selection criteria questionnaire that lends 

insight into to our current participants: 

o Racial identification:  9 participants identified as White/Caucasian; 1 identified as 

Black/African-American (none identified as Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity) 

o GLBTQIAA identification:  1 participant 

o Age range:  32-65 years 

o States represented:  7 

o Affiliations with land-grant universities:  1862, 1890, and 1994 institutions 

represented 

o Highest level of education:  7 Master’s degrees, 3 Doctoral/Professional degrees 

o Years served as CED/CED range:  4-22 years 

o Programming areas represented:  Family & Consumer Sciences, 4-H Youth 

Development, Agriculture, and Community & Rural Development 

 

Understanding the basis for this approach: 

To better understand the practices employed to gather data, it is imperative to acknowledge that 

autoethnographic researchers interview others as well as themselves in an effort to gain deeper 

understandings of topics, events, and occurrences.  As Chang (2008, p. 103) stated, “when 

applied to autoethnography, interviews with others fulfill a different purpose:  they provide 

external data that give contextual information to confirm, complement, or reject introspectively 

generated data.”  With this autoethnographic approach, there is movement away and beyond the 

antiquated concept of interviews as a one-way communication vehicle; for such researchers, 

interviews of both self and others act as a “co-construction of reality, feelings, and understanding 

as well as a means for recreating scenes from past and present life experiences” (Holman Jones, 

Adams, and Ellis, 2013, p. 71).  I sought out an approach - in the form of a participatory study - 

where other County Extension Directors/Coordinators and myself could create reciprocal 

relationships as equals and gain meaningful insight from each other during the process.  As 

Chang (2008, p. 109) has noted, we engage in collaborative autoethnography to create rich 

context in an effort to not risk only privileging one perspective.  Here, we espouse the 

autoethnographic approach because it benefits greatly from the thought that self is an extension 

of a community rather than as an independent, self-sufficient being, because the possibility of 

cultural self-analysis rests on an understanding that self is part of a cultural community (Chang, 

2008).  By including others as co-informants in this study, this approach broadens our database 

by including others’ stories while the research focus is still anchored in my own personal 

experience, an approach similar to that employed by Foster, McAllister, and O’Brien (2005) and 
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Smith (2005).  Ultimately, I want to use my story as part of a larger study of others, and where I 

position myself in this study affects the resulting research design. 

 

My role and position as the autoethnographic researcher: 

While posing various rounds of questions to the research participants, I will concurrently be 

answering the same questions and noting those responses in my combined methods and reflexive 

journal.  In essence, I will be acting as yet another participant in this research process and will 

analyze data retrieved from my commentary in conjunction with data gathered from 

others.  Autoethnographic inquiry rejects the distinction between the subjective and the 

objective, seeking, as Davies (1999) puts it, “to develop forms of research that fully 

acknowledge and utilize subjective experience as an intrinsic part of research” (p. 5).  By 

answering prompts myself, journaling for reflection, and merging these data sets of writing into 

“one corpus of authoethnographic data,” I am able to build a richer and more expansive 

authoethnographic record (Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013, p. 72). 

 

Processes for data analysis in this study: 

In order to analyze the resulting data produced during the interviews and member checks, I have 

employed a number of best practices advised for autoethographic analysis and interpretation 

(Chang, 2008; Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013; Maxwell, 2005).  With autoethnography, 

data analysis and interpretation are often not guided by a rigid research design, but one where 

there is great “fluidity of the process” (Chang, 2008, p. 115): 

• In order to initiate “meaning-making,” an important preparatory step begins with 

reviewing data holistically (Chang, 2008; Maxwell, 2005).  This entails reading textual 

data of resulting interviews. This holistic examination helps researchers become 

acquainted and re-acquainted with the body of data.   

o During this time, researchers are advised to take notes of impressions regarding 

recurring topics, emerging themes, salient patterns, unusual cases, and notable 

statements. 

• Then, the researcher can engage in segmental reading, which refers to reviewing each 

data set line by line.  The approach assists the researcher in identifying segments of data 

that contain initial meaning where personal bias is not contributing to the meaning or 

resulting categories. 

• The researcher then engages in another holistic reading that reviews the entire data set 

through with little interruption.  This review allows a “broad understanding of what is in 

the data, what the data say, and what the data mean” (Chang, 2008, p. 131).  With this 

final reading, the researcher can begin to find tentative manifestations of data resulting in 

various meaning units. 

• Coding and sorting are then employed to help fracture each data set into smaller bits on 

the basis of topical commonality and to regroup the data bits into topical categories 

(Chang, 2008, p.119). 

o At earlier stages of coding, researchers are advised not to impose external 

categories too soon so as to avoid losing sight of meanings emerging from raw 

data.  Codes can be combined later to form larger categories. 

o At this stage, data refinement (the process of narrowing the focus of data 

collection and furthering data analysis by trimming redundant and less important 
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data and expanding more relevant and significant data) can be employed. As data 

are being collected, it is not possible to determine right away if certain data are 

more valuable than others and which parts of data will eventually contribute to 

your analysis (Chang, 2008, p. 119). 

▪ At this point in the analysis, I will be mindful to not include nuances in my 

thematic arrangements.  I will abstain from this until the interpretation 

stage where I can fully begin to write ‘autoethnographically,’ as Carolyn 

Ellis states:  “If an author experiences an epiphany, reflects on the nuances 

of that experience, writes to show how the aspects of experience 

illuminate more general cultural phenomena and/or to show how the 

experience works to diminish, silence, or deny certain people and stories, 

then the author writes autoethnographically” (p. 22). 

• With increased interactions with the data, resulting themes should become clearer to the 

researcher.  Recurring topics/themes/patterns are then identified.   

o As Chang (2008, p. 115) notes, “the emerging-out-of-the-fog experience will help 

you also identify which data you need to reduce or expand further.”  While 

organizing collected data, you can see deficiency (where more data need to be 

collected), redundancy (where more than sufficient data have already been 

accumulated), and irrelevancy (where collected data need to be trimmed and 

discarded) in the data set as well. This intermediate knowledge of the data set 

guides your subsequent data collection. 

o Through the process of moving in and out of small and large categories and of 

fragmenting, grouping, and resorting activities, researchers can then discover 

overarching themes that hold the fragmented/coded data together. 

• These overarching guidelines for data analysis and interpretation follow Chang’s (2008) 

suggested processes of: 

o (1) searching for recurring topics/themes/patterns 

o (2) looking for cultural themes  

o (3) identifying exceptional occurrences  

o (4) analyzing inclusion and omission  

o (5) connecting the present with the past  

o (6) analyzing relationships between self and others  

o (7) comparing yourself with other people’s cases  

o (8) contextualizing broadly  

o (9) comparing with social science constructs and ideas  

o (10) framing with theories   

▪ As Chang denotes, there is “no magic number from beginning to end,” but 

simply a notion that earlier tasks are “more analysis oriented” and the later 

tasks are “more interpretation oriented” (p. 115). 

 

Moving from analysis to interpretation: 

Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 479) articulate that “processes of analysis, evaluation, and 

interpretation are neither terminal nor mechanical. They are always emergent, unpredictable, and 

unfinished.”  The autoethnographic research process is not linear by any means; oftentimes 

research steps overlap, and data collection is often intertwined with data analysis and 

interpretation.  Chang (2008) explains that data collection, analysis, and interpretation activities 
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often take place concurrently or inform each other in a cyclical process.  She also notes one 

important point when analyzing and interpreting:  “what makes autoethnography ethnographic is 

its intent of gaining a cultural understanding” (Chang, 2008, p. 125).  While the process of 

creating initial salient themes will refrain from including nuanced interpretations, latter 

interpretations will lay the groundwork for culturally meaningful thematic interpretations.  Such 

tasks to accomplish this work will include the following: 

• While the need for data is paramount, it is the researcher who will be the one who gives a 

culturally meaningful account for that data. Data are there to “support and illustrate your 

arguments, but not to stand alone to tell the story” (Chang, 2008, p. 126). 

o The researcher plays an interesting role given the unique position they hold.  The 

historical contexts that shape meanings of specific texts (data) for insiders 

(informants or habitants of a culture) are different from those of outsiders 

(researchers) who try to make sense of data.”  With autoethnography, the insider 

and outsider positions converge; in essence, I am now a generator, collector, and 

interpreter of data.  I am familiar with two different contexts: the original context 

of the data and the context of autoethnographic interpretation and writing.  I will 

need to take meaning from those two different contexts and wade through the 

contradictions and similarities between them (Chang, 2008, p.127). 

• Keeping in mind that autoethnographic data analysis and interpretation involve shifting 

my attention back and forth between myself and others, between the personal and the 

social context.   

o “Like other ethnographic inquiries, this step in the research process is 

methodologically nebulous to describe because analysis and interpretation require 

the researcher’s holistic insight, a creative mixing of multiple approaches, and 

patience with uncertainty. However, careful and skillful interweaving of data 

collection, analysis, and interpretation will ultimately lead to the production of 

narratively engaging and culturally meaningful autoethnography” (Chang, 2008, 

p. 125). 

• I will need to properly oversee the balancing act between analysis and interpretation and 

make sure that the two are not in conflict with one another.  Overall, this would entail (1) 

balancing between fracturing and connecting data, (2) between zooming in and out, and 

(3) between science and art. I will adhere to guidelines to fracture and connect raw 

data  before I search for connections between my data and sociocultural contexts because 

then, at that point, I have moved on to data interpretation where I have built in nuances to 

my data set.  Zooming in and zooming out of collected data will allow me to pinpoint 

details and also to privilege myself with a ‘bird’s eye view’ to the data overall.  Zooming 

in elicits ethnographic details while zooming out engenders overarching cultural themes 

(McCurdy, Spradley, and Shandy, 2005, p. 67).  To make meaning of seemingly 

unconnected data, researchers need to transcend minute details and see a big picture, hear 

an overtone, or imagine a smell that is not buried in data.  When addressing science and 

art, this is always a delicate balance; as Change (2008, p. 130) recommends, the artistic 

dimension of autoethnography should be “disciplined” so that interpretation is anchored 

on systematically collected and analyzed data, not merely on personal impressions and 

reflections.  

 



   

283 

 

As with others engaging in autoethnography, I hope that with diligent application of sound data 

analysis techniques, intentional self-reflection, patience, and thoughtful pauses, I hope that the 

meanings embedded in the data are adequately portrayed.   

 

Please find below salient themes that resulted from Round #1 (and corresponding core coding 

legend codes): 

 

• NAVIGATING TRADITIONAL GENDER ROLES/EXPECTATIONS 

o Women are confronted with “traditional” roles/expectations for men and 

women.  Some have been shamed for not being married or not having children; 

others have been expected to have a male spouse. 

o Prevalent code(s):  13, 17, 22 

 

 

• MEN SUGGEST THAT WOMEN GET SPECIAL TREATMENT 

o Men note that women are expected to not meet expectations, have different/less 

standards to meet than their male counterparts, or are lauded for the same/similar 

work produced by male colleagues. 

o Prevalent code(s):  8, 29, 30, 36 

 

 

• OVERLOOKED AND IGNORED AS A WOMAN 

o Women felt they were often ignored, not taken seriously by others, or 

overlooked.  Some perceived that others viewed them as weak or 

“pushovers.”  When they did perform well, they took pride in “surprising” others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  6, 10, 28, 31, 32 

 

 

• ALONE WITH FEW WOMEN PRESENT 

o Participants noted that they were oftentimes found in situations where they were 

the only woman present (in the room, in the meeting, at the table, etc.) 

o Prevalent code(s):  27 

 

 

• SPIRITUAL SENSE OF STRENGTH 

o Although not affiliated with the same religion, or a religion per se, participant 

comments tracked back to a spiritual identity and sense of self that helped to 

guide/shape individuals and provide strength. 

o Prevalent code(s):  2 

 

 

• CONFIDENT, STRONG, AND COMMITTED WOMAN 

o Confident women who are committed to their true/authentic self.  Many also 

have/had hard-working, strong woman influencers in their life. 

o Prevalent code(s):  7, 9, 33 
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• CONNECTION TO POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

o Many participants come from 4-H programming roles and have a strong 

connection to this field.  Some participants felt their connection to 4-H made them 

appear “less official/administrative” in capacity as their ag-based counterparts 

based on comments/actions of others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  14, 18 

 

 

• GLOBAL-MINDED AND PROGRESSIVE INDIVIDUALS 

o Though found in a variety of communities across the country, many participants 

noted taking a global, progressive, and open mindset.  They were cognizant of 

their presence in certain community circles, non-inclusive government functions, 

and worked to navigate resulting political tensions resulting from such. 

o Prevalent code(s):  12, 16, 19, 20, 21 

 

 

• SHAMED BY OTHER WOMEN 

o Actions/stances/opinions of some participants were chastised by other women and 

not readily accepted. 

o Prevalent code(s):  23 

 

 

• IDENTIFYING AS THE CONSUMMATE EDUCATOR AND LEARNER 

o Numerous participants identified themselves as educators, and as such, also made 

note of the fact that as a female educator, they were often viewed as “easy to 

approach” and trusted within the educational field.  Likewise, many noted that the 

work of the CED/CEC was a highly respected role. 

o Prevalent code(s):  34, 37 

 

 

• COMPASSIONATE ATTRIBUTES OF A SKILLED LEADER 

o Participants identified with a number of compassionate attributes (positivity, 

helpfulness, caring, etc.) that allowed them to work well with and lead others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  3, 5 

 

 

• CED/CEC ROLE CAN BE OVERWHELMING 

o The duties, expectations, and scope of the CED/CEC role can be overwhelming 

and quickly consume an individual 

o Prevalent code(s):  35 

 

 

• SUPPORT AND MENTORING ARE CRITICAL 

o In the CED/CEC role, many participants noted that it has been critical to have 

support and mentoring opportunities to enable them to succeed. 

o Prevalent code(s):  15 
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• THE DOUBLE LIFE DILEMMA 

o Participants noted facing discrimination that made them fight harder for the 

causes they believed in, thus building resiliency.  Likewise, many of them felt 

they were leading a double life as a result of navigating requirements of their job 

and the causes/stances they felt strongly about. 

o Prevalent code(s):  24, 25 

 

 

Transcripts, coding legends, member checks, and first round analyses follow. 

  

Coding Legend: 

 

 

1. Familial and friend relationships 

2. Spiritual and religious affiliations 

3. Positive, helpful, and caring personal attributes 

4. Identification as educator and learner 

5. Skillful and advantageous leader attributes 

6. Overlooked and ignored as a woman 

7. Confident woman 

8. Underestimated by men 

9. Committed to my authentic/true self (gender & identity and career & identity 

connections) 

10. Not taken seriously by others 

11. Socio-economic, gender, race, age, and nationality identification 

12. Race influences trust in community circles 

13. Sexual orientation influences 

14. Connection with positive youth development 

15. Mentored and supported in role 

16. Possessing global-minded and progressive interests 

17. Shamed for not being married or not having children 

18. 4-H seen as “less administrative/official” than ag-based role 

19. Non-inclusive religious views 

20. Non-inclusive government functions 

21. Political tensions with elected officials and staff 

22. Navigating traditional gender roles for men and women 

23. Shamed by other co-workers or women 

24. Discrimination makes me fight harder (builds resilience) 

25. Leading a double life dilemma 

26. Ag and rural lifestyle influence 

27. Finding myself alone with few women present 

28. Surprising others by performing well 

29. Men suggest there are higher expectations for men versus women 

30. Men complain that women got special praise for doing similar job(s) as them 

31. Viewed as being weak/pushover 

32. Inexperienced leader 
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33. Hard working women influencers 

34. Highly respected role as CED/CEC 

35. CED/CED job can overwhelm and consume individuals 

36. Assumption of using privilege or sex appeal to influence others 

37. Identifying as an accomplished or educated woman 

38. Other women trust me as a fellow female 
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Appendix F:  Peer Debrief Memorandum #2 

 

PEER DEBRIEF MEMORANDUM #2 (IRB 20502) 

GM Cunningham 

 

To:  Peer Debrief Committee 

Subject:  Dissertation Research - Current Data Analysis 

 

Peer Debrief Committee: 

 

Included in this memo you will find emerging salient themes which have resulted from the 

completion of the second round of online asynchronous interviews.  Additionally, you will find 

transcripts of each completed interview and resulting feedback from the member checking 

process.  Please advise of any questions or concerns that you may have, and of course, your 

feedback regarding research procedures and analysis thus far is greatly appreciated. 

 

Best, 

Ginger 

 

 
 

RESEARCH UPDATE: 

 

The second round of online asynchronous interviews and resulting member checks have been 

completed, with 10 research participants engaging in this process.   

 

General thoughts and main takeaways resulting at this time:   

 

• As noted previously, participants have been very kind to take part in this study during 

these trying times; those who continue seem to be very committed to the process. Since 

so many of these participants have expressed their desire to continue providing data, a 

concerted effort has been made to keep them engaged, but not overwhelmed.  Like so 

many of us, these participants are extremely taxed and stressed at this time, and I want 

this process to be an outlet for them to talk, share, and engage during these times when 

nothing is “normal.”  In order to walk this fine line of keeping them moving forward as 

quickly as possible while also not losing any additional participants, I have been very 

mindful of my role/ability to expand this data collection schedule to maintain their trust 

and the integrity of the study as well.  This process has required more/additional time to 

be built into the collection schedule than originally planned. 

 

• Many participants still continue to have trouble utilizing Google Docs due to 

unfamiliarity with the G Suite products in general. Considerable time needed to be 

devoted to the second round of question prompts, much like the assistance provided 

during the first round (email training with screenshot images and phone calls); I expect 

such time will need to be devoted in subsequent rounds as well.  Again, several 

participants did find solace in knowing they could call/email/text me for assistance at any 
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time; knowing that they could receive tech assistance from me was reiterated numerous 

times in our communications.   

o Just as noted by Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis (2013), this digital age has 

afforded us the ability to expand opportunities to gather data.  While 

autoethnographic inquiry today can incorporate new technologies and forms of 

social engagement, it still retains the “key features and values of authorial 

visibility, reflexivity, evocative writing, relational engagement, vulnerability, and 

openness to new directions,” which will be incorporated into autoethnographical 

work in whatever form it takes on (p. 80). 

 

• Within this second round of data collection: 

o The practices/methodology employed to gather data have not changed from the 

first round.  By including others as co-informants in this study, this approach 

broadens our database by including others’ stories while the research focus is still 

anchored in my own personal experience, an approach similar to that employed 

by Foster, McAllister, and O’Brien (2005) and Smith (2005).  Ultimately, I want 

to use my story as part of a larger study of others, and where I position myself in 

this study affects the resulting research design. 

o I continued to concurrently answer the same question prompts in my combined 

methods and reflexive journal.  By answering prompts myself, journaling for 

reflection, and merging these data sets of writing into “one corpus of 

authoethnographic data,” I am able to build a richer and more expansive 

authoethnographic record (Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013, p. 72). 

o The processes for data analysis have not changed from the first round.  I have 

employed a number of best practices advised for autoethographic analysis and 

interpretation (Chang, 2008; Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013; Maxwell, 

2005). 

o The processes of moving from analysis towards interpretation have not changed 

from the first round.  Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 479) articulate that “processes 

of analysis, evaluation, and interpretation are neither terminal nor mechanical. 

They are always emergent, unpredictable, and unfinished.”  The autoethnographic 

research process is not linear by any means; oftentimes research steps overlap, 

and data collection is often intertwined with data analysis and 

interpretation.  Chang (2008) explains that data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation activities often take place concurrently or inform each other in a 

cyclical process.  She also notes one important point when analyzing and 

interpreting:  “what makes autoethnography ethnographic is its intent of gaining a 

cultural understanding” (Chang, 2008, p. 125).  While the process of creating 

initial salient themes will refrain from including nuanced interpretations, latter 

interpretations will lay the groundwork for culturally meaningful thematic 

interpretation. 

 

As with others engaging in autoethnography, I hope that with diligent application of sound data 

analysis techniques, intentional self-reflection, patience, and thoughtful pauses, I hope that the 

meanings embedded in the data are adequately portrayed. 
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Upon completion of Round #2 question prompts and member checks, it was necessary to: 

• modify existing themes with new relevant codes; 

• edit the description of the existing “CED/CEC ROLE CAN BE OVERWHELMING 

AND DIFFICULT” theme to adequately reflect necessary thematic interpretation; and 

• construct two new themes: “CONSTANT BALANCING ACT:  COUNTY AND 

STATE” and “ESPOUSING THE PUBLIC SERVANT ROLE.” 

 

Please find below salient themes that resulted from Round #2 (and corresponding core coding 

legend codes):  

 

 

 

• NAVIGATING TRADITIONAL GENDER ROLES/EXPECTATIONS 

o Women are confronted with “traditional” roles/expectations for men and 

women.  Some have been shamed for not being married or not having children; 

others have been expected to have a male spouse. 

o Prevalent code(s):  13, 17, 22 

 

 

• MEN SUGGEST THAT WOMEN GET SPECIAL TREATMENT 

o Men note that women are expected to not meet expectations, have different/less 

standards to meet than their male counterparts, or are lauded for the same/similar 

work produced by male colleagues. 

o Prevalent code(s):  8, 29, 30, 36 

 

 

• OVERLOOKED AND IGNORED AS A WOMAN 

o Women felt they were often ignored, not taken seriously by others, or 

overlooked.  Some perceived that others viewed them as weak or 

“pushovers.”  When they did perform well, they took pride in “surprising” others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  6, 10, 28, 31, 32 

 

 

• ALONE WITH FEW WOMEN PRESENT 

o Participants noted that they were oftentimes found in situations where they were 

the only woman present (in the room, in the meeting, at the table, etc.) 

o Prevalent code(s):  27 

 

 

• SPIRITUAL SENSE OF STRENGTH 

o Although not affiliated with the same religion, or a religion per se, participant 

comments tracked back to a spiritual identity and sense of self that helped to 

guide/shape individuals and provide strength. 

o Prevalent code(s):  2 
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• CONFIDENT, STRONG, AND COMMITTED WOMAN 

o Confident women who are committed to their true/authentic self.  Many also 

have/had hard-working, strong woman influencers in their life. 

o Prevalent code(s):  7, 9, 33 

 

 

• CONNECTION TO POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

o Many participants come from 4-H programming roles and have a strong 

connection to this field.  Some participants felt their connection to 4-H made them 

appear “less official/administrative” in capacity as their ag-based counterparts 

based on comments/actions of others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  14, 18 

 

 

• GLOBAL-MINDED AND PROGRESSIVE INDIVIDUALS 

o Though found in a variety of communities across the country, many participants 

noted taking a global, progressive, and open mindset.  They were cognizant of 

their presence in certain community circles, non-inclusive government functions, 

and worked to navigate resulting political tensions resulting from such. 

o Prevalent code(s):  12, 16, 19, 20, 21 

 

 

• SHAMED BY OTHER WOMEN 

o Actions/stances/opinions of some participants were chastised by other women and 

not readily accepted. 

o Prevalent code(s):  23 

 

 

• IDENTIFYING AS THE CONSUMMATE EDUCATOR AND LEARNER 

o Numerous participants identified themselves as educators, and as such, also made 

note of the fact that as a female educator, they were often viewed as “easy to 

approach” and trusted within the educational field.   

o Prevalent code(s):  34, 37 

 

 

• COMPASSIONATE ATTRIBUTES OF A SKILLED LEADER 

o Participants identified with a number of compassionate attributes (positivity, 

helpfulness, caring, self-reflection, etc.) that allowed them to work well with and 

lead others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  3, 5, 41, 48 

 

 

• CED/CEC ROLE CAN BE OVERWHELMING AND DIFFICULT 

o The duties, expectations, and scope of the CED/CEC role can be overwhelming 

and quickly consume an individual.  Work/life balance can be a constant struggle. 

o Prevalent code(s):  35, 43, 44, 46 
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• SUPPORT AND MENTORING ARE CRITICAL 

o In the CED/CEC role, many participants noted that it has been critical to have 

support and mentoring opportunities to enable them to succeed.  For many 

individuals, they have had supervisors/mentors who took considerable risks to 

help them advance/succeed. 

o Prevalent code(s):  15, 45, 51, 52 

 

 

• THE DOUBLE LIFE DILEMMA 

o Participants noted facing discrimination that made them fight harder for the 

causes they believed in, thus building resiliency.  Likewise, many of them felt 

they were leading a double life as a result of navigating requirements of their job 

and the causes/stances they felt strongly about. 

o Prevalent code(s):  24, 25 

 

 

• CONSTANT BALANCING ACT:  COUNTY AND STATE 

o In the CED/CEC role, participants must satisfactorily balance the two worlds of 

differing county and state/university needs and wants; while the county may 

expect locally-based impacts, the university wants/seeks scholarly work and 

national reputation/prestige. 

o Prevalent code(s):  53 

 

 

• ESPOUSING THE PUBLIC SERVANT ROLE 

o As public servants, Extension professionals wear a number of hats within the 

community, and CEDs/CECs epitomize this characterization day in and day 

out.  These individuals feel their job is important and also find their service to be 

rewarding; as such, they fight harder to push through obstacles to adequately 

serve those that need them.  Although ever-present, this need/role has been 

exacerbated by dire community needs during this time of COVID-19. 

o Prevalent code(s):  39, 42, 47, 50 

 

 

Transcripts, coding legends, member checks, and second round analyses follow.  *Please note 

that codes unique to Round #2 (but that were not present in Round #1), begin with code #39 

below.* 

  

Coding Legend: 

 

 

1. Familial and friend relationships 

2. Spiritual and religious affiliations 

3. Positive, helpful, and caring personal attributes 

4. Identification as educator and learner 

5. Skillful and advantageous leader attributes 
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6. Overlooked and ignored as a woman 

7. Confident woman 

8. Underestimated by men 

9. Committed to my authentic/true self (gender & identity and career & identity 

connections) 

10. Not taken seriously by others 

11. Socio-economic, gender, race, age, and nationality identification 

12. Race influences trust in community circles 

13. Sexual orientation influences 

14. Connection with positive youth development 

15. Mentored and supported in role 

16. Possessing global-minded and progressive interests 

17. Shamed for not being married or not having children 

18. 4-H seen as “less administrative/official” than ag-based role 

19. Non-inclusive religious views 

20. Non-inclusive government functions 

21. Political tensions with elected officials and staff 

22. Navigating traditional gender roles for men and women 

23. Shamed by other co-workers or women 

24. Discrimination makes me fight harder (builds resilience) 

25. Leading a double life dilemma 

26. Ag and rural lifestyle influence 

27. Finding myself alone with few women present 

28. Surprising others by performing well 

29. Men suggest there are higher expectations for men versus women 

30. Men complain that women got special praise for doing similar job(s) as them 

31. Viewed as being weak/pushover 

32. Inexperienced leader 

33. Hard working women influencers 

34. Highly respected role as CED/CEC 

35. CED/CED job can overwhelm and consume individuals 

36. Assumption of using privilege or sex appeal to influence others 

37. Identifying as an accomplished or educated woman 

38. Other women trust me as a fellow female 

39. Job/role is important/significant 

40. Issues related to miscommunication 

41. Positive office culture 

42. Job/role is rewarding 

43. Considerable amount of time has been dedicated to this role/career 

44. Work/life balance 

45. Networking and community connections 

46. Job/role is not easy 

47. Public servant status/attitude of Extension professional 

48. Notion of self-reflection 

49. Financial stability 

50. Job/role importance makes me fight harder (builds resilience) 
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51. Risks others took to help me advance/succeed 

52. Others need assistance in identifying viable pathway to obtain training/education 

53. Balancing the two worlds of county wants/needs (locally-based impacts) and university 

wants/needs (scholarly work and national reputation/prestige) 
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Appendix G:  Peer Debrief Memorandum #3 

 

PEER DEBRIEF MEMORANDUM #3 (IRB 20502) 

GM Cunningham 

 

To:  Peer Debrief Committee 

Subject:  Dissertation Research - Current Data Analysis 

 

Peer Debrief Committee: 

 

Included in this memo you will find emerging salient themes which have resulted from the 

completion of the third round of online asynchronous interviews.  Additionally, you will find 

transcripts of each completed interview and resulting feedback from the member checking 

process.  Please advise of any questions or concerns that you may have, and of course, your 

feedback regarding research procedures and analysis thus far is greatly appreciated. 

 

Best, 

Ginger 

 

 
 

RESEARCH UPDATE: 

 

The third round of online asynchronous interviews and resulting member checks have been 

completed, with 10 research participants engaging in this process.   

 

General thoughts and main takeaways resulting at this time:   

 

• Again, I feel compelled to make mention that participants have been very kind to take 

part in this study during these trying times; those who continue seem to be very 

committed to the process. Since so many of these participants have expressed their desire 

to continue providing data, a concerted effort has been made to keep them engaged, but 

not overwhelmed.  Like so many of us, these participants are extremely taxed and 

stressed at this time, and I want this process to be an outlet for them to talk, share, and 

engage during these times when nothing is “normal.”  In order to walk this fine line of 

keeping them moving forward as quickly as possible while also not losing any additional 

participants, I have been very mindful of my role/ability to expand this data collection 

schedule to maintain their trust and the integrity of the study as well.  This process has 

required more/additional time to be built into the collection schedule than originally 

planned. 

 

• As mentioned previously, many participants still continue to have trouble utilizing 

Google Docs due to unfamiliarity with the G Suite products in general. Considerable time 

needed to be devoted to the third round of question prompts, much like the assistance 

provided during the first two rounds (email training with screenshot images and phone 

calls); I expect such time will need to be devoted in subsequent rounds as well.  Again, 
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several participants did find solace in knowing they could call/email/text me for 

assistance at any time; knowing that they could receive tech assistance from me was 

reiterated numerous times in our communications.   

o Just as noted by Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis (2013), this digital age has 

afforded us the ability to expand opportunities to gather data.  While 

autoethnographic inquiry today can incorporate new technologies and forms of 

social engagement, it still retains the “key features and values of authorial 

visibility, reflexivity, evocative writing, relational engagement, vulnerability, and 

openness to new directions,” which will be incorporated into autoethnographical 

work in whatever form it takes on (p. 80). 

 

 

• Within this third round of data collection: 

o The practices/methodology employed to gather data have not changed from the 

first round.  By including others as co-informants in this study, this approach 

broadens our database by including others’ stories while the research focus is still 

anchored in my own personal experience, an approach similar to that employed 

by Foster, McAllister, and O’Brien (2005) and Smith (2005).  Ultimately, I want 

to use my story as part of a larger study of others, and where I position myself in 

this study affects the resulting research design. 

o I continued to concurrently answer the same question prompts in my combined 

methods and reflexive journal.  By answering prompts myself, journaling for 

reflection, and merging these data sets of writing into “one corpus of 

authoethnographic data,” I am able to build a richer and more expansive 

authoethnographic record (Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013, p. 72). 

o The processes for data analysis have not changed from the first two rounds.  I 

have employed a number of best practices advised for autoethographic analysis 

and interpretation (Chang, 2008; Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013; 

Maxwell, 2005). 

o The processes of moving from analysis towards interpretation have not changed 

from the first two rounds.  Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 479) articulate that 

“processes of analysis, evaluation, and interpretation are neither terminal nor 

mechanical. They are always emergent, unpredictable, and unfinished.”  The 

autoethnographic research process is not linear by any means; oftentimes research 

steps overlap, and data collection is often intertwined with data analysis and 

interpretation.  Chang (2008) explains that data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation activities often take place concurrently or inform each other in a 

cyclical process.  She also notes one important point when analyzing and 

interpreting:  “what makes autoethnography ethnographic is its intent of gaining a 

cultural understanding” (Chang, 2008, p. 125).  While the process of creating 

initial salient themes will refrain from including nuanced interpretations, latter 

interpretations will lay the groundwork for culturally meaningful thematic 

interpretation. 
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As with others engaging in autoethnography, I hope that with diligent application of sound data 

analysis techniques, intentional self-reflection, patience, and thoughtful pauses, I hope that the 

meanings embedded in the data are adequately portrayed. 

 

Upon completion of Round #3 question prompts and member checks, it was necessary to: 

 

 

• modify existing themes with new relevant codes; 

• construct three new themes:  

o “EARNING RESPECT AND PROVING MY WORTH” 

o “ON ALERT FOR MAKING WAVES” 

o “DISCREPANCIES IN PAY, BENEFITS, ETC. BETWEEN MEN AND 

WOMEN” 

 

Please find below salient themes that resulted from Round #3 (and corresponding core coding 

legend codes):  

 

 

• NAVIGATING TRADITIONAL GENDER ROLES/EXPECTATIONS 

o Women are confronted with “traditional” roles/expectations for men and 

women.  Some have been shamed for not being married or not having children; 

others have been expected to have a male spouse. 

o Prevalent code(s):  13, 17, 22, 65 

 

 

• MEN SUGGEST THAT WOMEN GET SPECIAL TREATMENT 

o Men note that women are expected to not meet expectations, have different/less 

standards to meet than their male counterparts, or are lauded for the same/similar 

work produced by male colleagues. 

o Prevalent code(s):  8, 29, 30, 36 

 

 

• OVERLOOKED AND IGNORED AS A WOMAN 

o Women felt they were often ignored, not taken seriously by others, or 

overlooked.  Some perceived that others viewed them as weak or 

“pushovers.”  When they did perform well, they took pride in “surprising” others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  6, 10, 28, 31, 32, 57 

 

 

• ALONE WITH FEW WOMEN PRESENT 

o Participants noted that they were oftentimes found in situations where they were 

the only woman present (in the room, in the meeting, at the table, etc.) 

o Prevalent code(s):  27 
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• SPIRITUAL SENSE OF STRENGTH 

o Although not affiliated with the same religion, or a religion per se, participant 

comments tracked back to a spiritual identity and sense of self that helped to 

guide/shape individuals and provide strength. 

o Prevalent code(s):  2 

 

 

• CONFIDENT, STRONG, AND COMMITTED WOMAN 

o Confident women who are committed to their true/authentic self.  Many also 

have/had hard-working, strong woman influencers in their life. 

o Prevalent code(s):  7, 9, 33 

 

 

• CONNECTION TO POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

o Many participants come from 4-H programming roles and have a strong 

connection to this field.   

o Some participants felt their connection to 4-H made them appear “less 

official/administrative” in capacity as their ag-based counterparts based on 

comments/actions of others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  14, 18 

 

 

• GLOBAL-MINDED AND PROGRESSIVE INDIVIDUALS 

o Though found in a variety of communities across the country, many participants 

noted taking a global, progressive, and open mindset.   

o They were cognizant of their presence in certain community circles, non-inclusive 

government functions, and worked to navigate resulting political tensions 

resulting from such. 

o Prevalent code(s):  12, 16, 19, 20, 21 

 

 

• SHAMED BY OTHER WOMEN 

o Actions/stances/opinions of some participants were chastised by other women and 

not readily accepted. 

o Prevalent code(s):  23 

 

 

• IDENTIFYING AS THE CONSUMMATE EDUCATOR AND LEARNER 

o Numerous participants identified themselves as educators, and as such, also made 

note of the fact that as a female educator, they were often viewed as “easy to 

approach” and trusted within the educational field.   

o Likewise, many noted that the work of the CED/CEC was a highly respected role. 

o Prevalent code(s):  34, 37, 56 
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• COMPASSIONATE ATTRIBUTES OF A SKILLED LEADER 

o Participants identified with a number of compassionate attributes (positivity, 

helpfulness, caring, self-reflection, etc.) that allowed them to work well with and 

lead others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  3, 5, 41, 48 

 

 

• CED/CEC ROLE CAN BE OVERWHELMING AND DIFFICULT 

o The duties, expectations, and scope of the CED/CEC role can be overwhelming 

and quickly consume an individual.  Work/life balance can be a constant struggle. 

o Prevalent code(s):  35, 43, 44, 46, 58 

 

 

• SUPPORT AND MENTORING ARE CRITICAL 

o In the CED/CEC role, many participants noted that it has been critical to have 

support and mentoring opportunities to enable them to succeed.  For many 

individuals, they have had supervisors/mentors who took considerable risks to 

help them advance/succeed. 

o Prevalent code(s):  15, 45, 51, 52, 55 

 

 

• THE DOUBLE LIFE DILEMMA 

o Participants noted facing discrimination that made them fight harder for the 

causes they believed in, thus building resiliency.  Likewise, many of them felt 

they were leading a double life as a result of navigating requirements of their job 

and the causes/stances they felt strongly about. 

o Prevalent code(s):  24, 25 

 

 

• CONSTANT BALANCING ACT:  COUNTY AND STATE 

o In the CED/CEC role, participants must satisfactorily balance the two worlds of 

differing county and state/university needs and wants; while the county may 

expect locally-based impacts, the university wants/seeks scholarly work and 

national reputation/prestige. 

o Prevalent code(s):  53 

 

 

• ESPOUSING THE PUBLIC SERVANT ROLE 

o As public servants, Extension professionals wear a number of hats within the 

community, and CEDs/CECs epitomize this characterization day in and day 

out.  These individuals feel their job is important and also find their service to be 

rewarding; as such, they fight harder to push through obstacles to adequately 

serve those that need them.  Although ever-present, this need/role has been 

exacerbated by dire community needs during this time of COVID-19. 

o Prevalent code(s):  39, 42, 47, 50 
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• EARNING RESPECT AND PROVING MY WORTH 

o Participants noted a number of times when they had to work diligently to earn the 

respect of peers, clientele, staff, and administration.  Likewise, many noted that 

they repeatedly needed to prove themselves worthy of the position they hold. 

o Prevalent code(s):  59, 62 

 

 

• ON ALERT FOR MAKING WAVES 

o Numerous participants mentioned that they were very mindful of what they said, 

how they shared those messages, and to whom they shared that information 

with.  Some noted that when they expressed concerns, those concerns were 

portrayed in a negative light, and at other times, some feared being reprimanded 

for “making waves” as a woman in leadership. 

o Prevalent code(s):  60, 61, 63 

 

 

• DISCREPANCIES IN PAY, BENEFITS, ETC. BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN 

o Some participants noted that they have seen discrepancies in pay, benefits, 

retention packages, job opportunities, etc. for men and women at their (and other) 

institutions. 

o Prevalent code(s):  64 

 

Transcripts, coding legends, member checks, and second round analyses follow.  *Please note 

that codes unique to Round #2 (but that were not present in Round #1), begin with code #39 

below.  Additionally, codes unique to Round #3 (but that were not present in either Rounds #1 or 

#2), begin with code #54 below.* 

  

Coding Legend: 

 

 

1. Familial and friend relationships 

2. Spiritual and religious affiliations 

3. Positive, helpful, and caring personal attributes 

4. Identification as educator and learner 

5. Skillful and advantageous leader attributes 

6. Overlooked and ignored as a woman 

7. Confident woman 

8. Underestimated by men 

9. Committed to my authentic/true self (gender & identity and career & identity 

connections) 

10. Not taken seriously by others 

11. Socio-economic, gender, race, age, and nationality identification 

12. Race influences trust in community circles 

13. Sexual orientation influences 

14. Connection with positive youth development 

15. Mentored and supported in role 



   

300 

 

16. Possessing global-minded and progressive interests 

17. Shamed for not being married or not having children 

18. 4-H seen as “less administrative/official” than ag-based role 

19. Non-inclusive religious views 

20. Non-inclusive government functions 

21. Political tensions with elected officials and staff 

22. Navigating traditional gender roles for men and women 

23. Shamed by other co-workers or women 

24. Discrimination makes me fight harder (builds resilience) 

25. Leading a double life dilemma 

26. Ag and rural lifestyle influence 

27. Finding myself alone with few women present 

28. Surprising others by performing well 

29. Men suggest there are higher expectations for men versus women 

30. Men complain that women got special praise for doing similar job(s) as them 

31. Viewed as being weak/pushover 

32. Inexperienced leader 

33. Hard working women influencers 

34. Highly respected role as CED/CEC 

35. CED/CED job can overwhelm and consume individuals 

36. Assumption of using privilege or sex appeal to influence others 

37. Identifying as an accomplished or educated woman 

38. Other women trust me as a fellow female 

39. Job/role is important/significant 

40. Issues related to miscommunication 

41. Positive office culture 

42. Job/role is rewarding 

43. Considerable amount of time has been dedicated to this role/career 

44. Work/life balance 

45. Networking and community connections 

46. Job/role is not easy 

47. Public servant status/attitude of Extension professional 

48. Notion of self-reflection 

49. Financial stability 

50. Job/role importance makes me fight harder (builds resilience) 

51. Risks others took to help me advance/succeed 

52. Others need assistance in identifying viable pathway to obtain training/education 

53. Balancing the two worlds of county wants/needs (locally-based impacts) and university 

wants/needs (scholarly work and national reputation/prestige) 

54. High performing staff/office 

55. Feel valued as an employee 

56. Obtaining advanced degrees for administrative career 

57. Male peers seem to relate better to other male colleagues 

58. High performance expectations 

59. Earning respect 

60. Mindful of messages and audiences 
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61. Expressed concerns portrayed in negative light 

62. Repeatedly proving myself worthy 

63. Possible reprimand for “making waves” 

64. Discrepancies in pay, benefits, and/or retention packages 

65. Generational differences expressed by clientele towards females 
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Appendix H:  Peer Debrief Memorandum #4 

 

PEER DEBRIEF MEMORANDUM #4 (IRB 20502) 

GM Cunningham 

 

To:  Peer Debrief Committee 

Subject:  Dissertation Research - Current Data Analysis 

 

Peer Debrief Committee: 

 

Included in this memo you will find emerging salient themes which have resulted from the 

completion of the fourth and fifth rounds of online asynchronous interviews.  Additionally, you 

will find transcripts of each completed interview and resulting feedback from the member 

checking process.  Please advise of any questions or concerns that you may have, and of course, 

your feedback regarding research procedures and analysis thus far is greatly appreciated. 

 

Thank you all for your assistance as we conclude data collection. 

 

Best, 

Ginger 

 

 
 

RESEARCH UPDATE: 

 

The fourth and fifth rounds of online asynchronous interviews and resulting member checks have 

been completed, with 10 research participants engaging in this process.   

 

General thoughts and main takeaways resulting at this time:   

 

• I would be remiss if I did not mention that participants have been very gracious to take 

part in this study during these trying times when COVID continues to wreak havoc for 

both personal and professional lives.  Since so many of these participants have expressed 

their desire to continue providing data, a concerted effort has been made to keep them 

engaged, but not overwhelmed.  Like so many of us, these participants are extremely 

taxed and stressed at this time, and I want this process to be an outlet for them to talk, 

share, and engage during these times when nothing is “normal.”  In order to walk this fine 

line of keeping them moving forward as quickly as possible while also not losing any 

additional participants, I have been very mindful of my role/ability to expand this data 

collection schedule to maintain their trust and the integrity of the study as well.  This 

process has required more/additional time to be built into the collection schedule than 

originally planned. 

 

• We continue to see that several participants have trouble utilizing Google Docs due to 

unfamiliarity with the G Suite products in general. Considerable time needed to be 

devoted to the fourth and fifth rounds of question prompts, much like the assistance 
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provided during the first two rounds (email training with screenshot images and phone 

calls).  Again, several participants did find solace in knowing they could call/email/text 

me for assistance at any time; knowing that they could receive tech assistance from me 

was reiterated numerous times in our communications.   

o Just as noted by Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis (2013), this digital age has 

afforded us the ability to expand opportunities to gather data.  While 

autoethnographic inquiry today can incorporate new technologies and forms of 

social engagement, it still retains the “key features and values of authorial 

visibility, reflexivity, evocative writing, relational engagement, vulnerability, and 

openness to new directions,” which will be incorporated into autoethnographical 

work in whatever form it takes on (p. 80). 

 

 

• Within this fourth and fifth rounds of data collection: 

o The practices/methodology employed to gather data have not changed from the 

previous rounds.  By including others as co-informants in this study, this 

approach broadens our database by including others’ stories while the research 

focus is still anchored in my own personal experience, an approach similar to that 

employed by Foster, McAllister, and O’Brien (2005) and Smith 

(2005).  Ultimately, I want to use my story as part of a larger study of others, and 

where I position myself in this study affects the resulting research design. 

o I continued to concurrently answer the same question prompts in my combined 

methods and reflexive journal.  By answering prompts myself, journaling for 

reflection, and merging these data sets of writing into “one corpus of 

authoethnographic data,” I am able to build a richer and more expansive 

authoethnographic record (Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013, p. 72). 

o The processes for data analysis have not changed from the previous rounds.  I 

have employed a number of best practices advised for autoethographic analysis 

and interpretation (Chang, 2008; Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2013; 

Maxwell, 2005). 

o The processes of moving from analysis towards interpretation have not changed 

from the previous rounds.  Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 479) articulate that 

“processes of analysis, evaluation, and interpretation are neither terminal nor 

mechanical. They are always emergent, unpredictable, and unfinished.”  The 

autoethnographic research process is not linear by any means; oftentimes research 

steps overlap, and data collection is often intertwined with data analysis and 

interpretation.  Chang (2008) explains that data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation activities often take place concurrently or inform each other in a 

cyclical process.  She also notes one important point when analyzing and 

interpreting:  “what makes autoethnography ethnographic is its intent of gaining a 

cultural understanding” (Chang, 2008, p. 125).  While the process of creating 

initial salient themes will refrain from including nuanced interpretations, latter 

interpretations will lay the groundwork for culturally meaningful thematic 

interpretation. 

 



   

304 

 

As with others engaging in autoethnography, I hope that with diligent application of sound data 

analysis techniques, intentional self-reflection, patience, and thoughtful pauses, I hope that the 

meanings embedded in the data are adequately portrayed. 

 

Upon completion of Rounds #4 and 5 question prompts and member checks, it was necessary to: 

 

• modify existing themes with new relevant codes; 

• rename one of the existing themes to “DISCREPANCIES IN PAY, BENEFITS, 

EXPECTATIONS, ETC. BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN;” and 

• construct four new themes:  

o “NAVIGATING HOSTILE WORK ENVIRONMENTS” 

o “NEWNESS, INEXPERIENCED STATUS, AND/OR AGEISM SEEM TO BE 

‘EASY’ TARGETS” 

o “MALE ALLIES ARE INVALUABLE” 

o “EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP FOR THE FEMALE CED/CEC” 

 

Please find below salient themes that resulted from Rounds #4 and 5 (and corresponding core 

coding legend codes):  

 

• NAVIGATING TRADITIONAL GENDER ROLES/EXPECTATIONS 

o Women are confronted with “traditional” roles/expectations for men and 

women.  Some have been shamed for not being married or not having children, 

others have been expected to have a male spouse, and still others have had 

negative connotations attributed to them being strong assertive women. 

o Prevalent code(s):  13, 17, 22, 65, 77 

 

 

• MEN SUGGEST THAT WOMEN GET SPECIAL TREATMENT 

o Men note that women are expected to not meet expectations, have different/less 

standards to meet than their male counterparts, or are lauded for the same/similar 

work produced by male colleagues. 

o Prevalent code(s):  8, 29, 30, 36 

 

 

• OVERLOOKED AND IGNORED AS A WOMAN 

o Women felt they were often ignored, not taken seriously by others, or 

overlooked.  Some perceived that others viewed them as weak or 

“pushovers.”  When they did perform well, they took pride in “surprising” others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  6, 10, 28, 31, 32, 57 

 

 

• ALONE WITH FEW WOMEN PRESENT 

o Participants noted that they were oftentimes found in situations where they were 

the only woman present (in the room, in the meeting, at the table, etc.) 

o Prevalent code(s):  27 
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• SPIRITUAL SENSE OF STRENGTH 

o Although not affiliated with the same religion, or a religion per se, participant 

comments tracked back to a spiritual identity and sense of self that helped to 

guide/shape individuals and provide strength. 

o Prevalent code(s):  2 

 

 

• CONFIDENT, STRONG, AND COMMITTED WOMAN 

o Confident women who are committed to their true/authentic self.  Many also 

have/had hard-working, strong woman influencers in their life.  They also become 

advocates for others who have been wronged/harmed. 

o Prevalent code(s):  7, 9, 33, 70, 74 

 

 

• CONNECTION TO POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

o Many participants come from 4-H programming roles and have a strong 

connection to this field.   

o Some participants felt their connection to 4-H made them appear “less 

official/administrative” in capacity as their ag-based counterparts based on 

comments/actions of others. 

o Prevalent code(s):  14, 18 

 

 

• GLOBAL-MINDED AND PROGRESSIVE INDIVIDUALS 

o Though found in a variety of communities across the country, many participants 

noted taking a global, progressive, and open mindset.   

o They were cognizant of their presence in certain community circles, non-inclusive 

government functions, and worked to navigate resulting political tensions 

resulting from such. 

o Prevalent code(s):  12, 16, 19, 20, 21 

 

 

• SHAMED BY OTHER WOMEN 

o Actions/stances/opinions of some participants were chastised by other women and 

not readily accepted. 

o Prevalent code(s):  23 

 

 

• IDENTIFYING AS THE CONSUMMATE EDUCATOR AND LEARNER 

o Numerous participants identified themselves as educators, and as such, also made 

note of the fact that as a female educator, they were often viewed as “easy to 

approach” and trusted within the educational field.  Likewise, many noted that the 

work of the CED/CEC was a highly respected role. 

o Prevalent code(s):  34, 37, 56 
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• COMPASSIONATE ATTRIBUTES OF A SKILLED LEADER 

o Participants identified with a number of compassionate attributes (positivity, 

helpfulness, caring, self-reflection, etc.) that allowed them to work well with and 

lead others in a people-first approach. 

o Prevalent code(s):  3, 5, 41, 48, 75 

 

 

• CED/CEC ROLE CAN BE OVERWHELMING AND DIFFICULT 

o The duties, expectations, and scope of the CED/CEC role can be overwhelming 

and quickly consume an individual.  Work/life balance can be a constant struggle. 

o Prevalent code(s):  35, 43, 44, 46, 58 

 

 

• SUPPORT AND MENTORING ARE CRITICAL 

o In the CED/CEC role, many participants noted that it has been critical to have 

support and mentoring opportunities to enable them to succeed.  For many 

individuals, they have had supervisors/mentors who took considerable risks to 

help them advance/succeed. 

o Prevalent code(s):  15, 45, 51, 52, 55, 81, 82 

 

 

• THE DOUBLE LIFE DILEMMA 

o Participants noted facing discrimination that made them fight harder for the 

causes they believed in, thus building resiliency.  Likewise, many of them felt 

they were leading a double life as a result of navigating requirements of their job 

and the causes/stances they felt strongly about. 

o Prevalent code(s):  24, 25 

 

 

• CONSTANT BALANCING ACT:  COUNTY AND STATE 

o In the CED/CEC role, participants must satisfactorily balance the two worlds of 

differing county and state/university needs and wants; while the county may 

expect locally-based impacts, the university wants/seeks scholarly work and 

national reputation/prestige. 

o Prevalent code(s):  53 

 

 

• ESPOUSING THE PUBLIC SERVANT ROLE 

o As public servants, Extension professionals wear a number of hats within the 

community, and CEDs/CECs epitomize this characterization day in and day 

out.  These individuals feel their job is important and also find their service to be 

rewarding; as such, they fight harder to push through obstacles to adequately 

serve those that need them.  Although ever-present, this need/role has been 

exacerbated by dire community needs during this time of COVID-19. 

o Prevalent code(s):  39, 42, 47, 50 
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• EARNING RESPECT AND PROVING MY WORTH 

o Participants noted a number of times when they had to work diligently to earn the 

respect of peers, clientele, staff, and administration.  Likewise, many noted that 

they repeatedly needed to prove themselves worthy of the position they hold. 

o Prevalent code(s):  59, 62 

 

 

• ON ALERT FOR MAKING WAVES 

o Numerous participants mentioned that they were very mindful of what they said, 

how they shared those messages, and to whom they shared that information 

with.  Some noted that when they expressed concerns, those concerns were 

portrayed in a negative light, and at other times, some feared being reprimanded 

for “making waves” as a woman in leadership. 

o Prevalent code(s):  60, 61, 63 

 

 

• DISCREPANCIES IN PAY, BENEFITS, EXPECTATIONS, ETC. 

o Some participants noted that they have seen discrepancies in pay, benefits, 

retention packages, job opportunities, standards/accountability, etc. for men and 

women at their (and other) institutions. 

o Prevalent code(s):  64, 68 

 

 

• NAVIGATING HOSTILE WORK ENVIRONMENTS 

o Numerous participants noted that they have experienced hostile work 

environments over the course of their careers involving colleagues, 

administration, clientele, and others.  Likewise, the competitive nature of 

academia contributes to some of this perceived hostility.  Being “tough-skinned” 

is a necessity.  Furthermore, there were several instances of male camaraderie that 

was not extended to female colleagues. 

o Prevalent code(s):  67, 73, 78, 79 

 

 

• NEWNESS, INEXPERIENCED STATUS, AND/OR AGEISM SEEM TO BE 

‘EASY’ TARGETS 

o Some participants noted that they felt they were recipients of attacks that were 

gender-driven but directed towards their age, newness/inexperienced status, etc. 

which were deemed “safer” or “easier” targets than gender. 

o Prevalent code(s):  71 

 

 

• MALE ALLIES ARE INVALUABLE 

o Participants recalled how male colleagues and supervisors recognized instances of 

discrimination and actively positioned themselves to bring awareness to the 

situation or worked to assist a female colleague. 

o Prevalent code(s):  76 
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• EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP FOR THE FEMALE CED/CEC 

o Numerous participants explained how effective leadership entailed components of 

democratic, transformational-based leadership styles where they instilled a shared 

vision for their team.  These women seem to display great emotional intelligence. 

o Prevalent code(s):  69, 72 

 

Transcripts, coding legends, member checks, and Rounds #4 and 5 analyses follow.  *Please 

note that codes unique to Round #2 (but that were not present in Round #1), begin with code #39 

below.  Additionally, codes unique to Round #3 (but that were not present in either Rounds #1 or 

#2), begin with code #54 below.  Likewise, codes unique to Rounds #4 and 5 (but that were not 

present in previous rounds), begin with code #66 below.* 

  

Coding Legend: 

 

1. Familial and friend relationships 

2. Spiritual and religious affiliations 

3. Positive, helpful, and caring personal attributes 

4. Identification as educator and learner 

5. Skillful and advantageous leader attributes 

6. Overlooked and ignored as a woman 

7. Confident woman 

8. Underestimated by men 

9. Committed to my authentic/true self (gender & identity and career & identity 

connections) 

10. Not taken seriously by others 

11. Socio-economic, gender, race, age, and nationality identification 

12. Race influences trust in community circles 

13. Sexual orientation influences 

14. Connection with positive youth development 

15. Mentored and supported in role 

16. Possessing global-minded and progressive interests 

17. Shamed for not being married or not having children 

18. 4-H seen as “less administrative/official” than ag-based role 

19. Non-inclusive religious views 

20. Non-inclusive government functions 

21. Political tensions with elected officials and staff 

22. Navigating traditional gender roles for men and women 

23. Shamed by other co-workers or women 

24. Discrimination makes me fight harder (builds resilience) 

25. Leading a double life dilemma 

26. Ag and rural lifestyle influence 

27. Finding myself alone with few women present 

28. Surprising others by performing well 

29. Men suggest there are higher expectations for men versus women 

30. Men complain that women got special praise for doing similar job(s) as them 

31. Viewed as being weak/pushover 
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32. Inexperienced leader 

33. Hard working women influencers 

34. Highly respected role as CED/CEC 

35. CED/CED job can overwhelm and consume individuals 

36. Assumption of using privilege or sex appeal to influence others 

37. Identifying as an accomplished or educated woman 

38. Other women trust me as a fellow female 

39. Job/role is important/significant 

40. Issues related to miscommunication 

41. Positive office culture 

42. Job/role is rewarding 

43. Considerable amount of time has been dedicated to this role/career 

44. Work/life balance 

45. Networking and community connections 

46. Job/role is not easy 

47. Public servant status/attitude of Extension professional 

48. Notion of self-reflection 

49. Financial stability 

50. Job/role importance makes me fight harder (builds resilience) 

51. Risks others took to help me advance/succeed 

52. Others need assistance in identifying viable pathway to obtain training/education 

53. Balancing the two worlds of county wants/needs (locally-based impacts) and university 

wants/needs (scholarly work and national reputation/prestige) 

54. High performing staff/office 

55. Feel valued as an employee 

56. Obtaining advanced degrees for administrative career 

57. Male peers seem to relate better to other male colleagues 

58. High performance expectations 

59. Earning respect 

60. Mindful of messages and audiences 

61. Expressed concerns portrayed in negative light 

62. Repeatedly proving myself worthy 

63. Possible reprimand for “making waves” 

64. Discrepancies in pay, benefits, and/or retention packages 

65. Generational differences expressed by clientele towards females 

66. Have not experienced social exclusion 

67. Hostile work environments 

68. Men not held to same standards or accountability 

69. Effective leadership 

70. Guardians/mentors did not discriminate between men and women 

71. Perceived discrimination due to age 

72. Building a shared vision 

73. Academia is extremely competitive 

74. Becoming an advocate for those who are wronged 

75. Leading in a people-first approach 

76. Male allies (colleagues and supervisors) 
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77. Negative connotations associated with strong/assertive women 

78. Necessity of being “tough-skinned” 

79. Male camaraderie not extended to female colleagues 

80. Managing disciplinary actions amongst staff 

81. Importance of informal mentors 

82. Greater comfort level working with female colleagues  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


