
 

ABSTRACT 

VILSAINT, ERICA MONIQUE. Navigating Race and Gender in Roles of Authority: A Case Study 
on the Coping Styles of Black Female Leaders in STEM Higher Education. (Under the direction 
of Dr. Susan J. Barcinas). 
 

This descriptive case study investigated the experiences of Black female leaders in 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) higher education administration by 

examining their problem- and emotion-coping responses to systemic, environmental stressors. 

The Coping Circumplex Model (CCM) served as the guiding conceptual framework, positing that 

individuals in stressful environments confront two primary tasks: problem resolution and 

emotional regulation. These data were analyzed through two core dimensions of the tasks, 

problem-coping and emotion-coping, each with specific subcategories allowing nuanced 

exploration. Qualitative data collection strategies for this study included semi-structured 

interviews with experienced Black female STEM leaders in higher education (N=14) via Zoom; 

researcher memoing; and anonymous, mock "Dear New Colleague" welcome and advice letters 

that provided a platform for reflective and advisory communication from participants to aspiring 

future professionals. 

Research findings support that Black female STEM leaders are: navigating individual, 

interpersonal, and institutional stressors; demonstrating eudaimonic and empathetic leadership 

characteristics; and using coping strategies to resolve problems and regulate emotions. Data 

collection strategies revealed four key themes: pragmatic professionalism, prosociality, 

preservation of well-being through leisurely activities, and high-functioning, emotional 

compartmentalization, and twelve subthemes. The findings from this study indicate that Black 

female STEM leaders are: (1) engaging in mindfulness and strategic sensemaking in their 

adaptive coping; (2) curating multiple sources of feedback for problem solving and positive 

emotion coping; and (3) engaging in emotional compartmentalization and leisure activities as 

part of their adaptive coping. 



 

These outcomes suggest that Black female STEM leaders are aligned with CCM’s 

efficiency/optimistic action, predominantly employing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 

responses that systematically oscillate between problem solving and positive emotional 

coping/positive focus strategies. They prioritize relational engagement. The collective of women 

leaders in the study demonstrated that mindfulness (of their well-being and others), cognitive 

transformation, and community-building were important to the effective navigation of stressful or 

challenging career experiences and adaptive coping of aspiring future Black female STEM 

professionals. 

Policy, practice, and organizational implications for higher education include: greater 

awareness and social support from executive-level leadership; formalized mentorship and 

sponsorship opportunities; and more inclusive and equitable teaching, service, and scholarship. 

Anticipations for how future research can build on these findings are (1) employing longitudinal 

and mixed-methods designs to illuminate the dynamic nature of coping across career 

trajectories; (2) exploring how prosocial uses of emerging Artificial Intelligence intersect with 

coping strategies among Black female leaders in STEM higher education administration; and (3) 

positioning coping within broader ethical leadership paradigms to assess CCM’s conceptual 

alignment, scope, and explanatory strength among racially minoritized leaders. 

Keywords: Black women, leadership, higher education, identity, Coping Circumplex 

Model (CCM), coping styles 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Among the many benefits of the United States (U.S.) transitioning to a national 

bioeconomy, as asserted by Schmidt Futures in a recent bioeconomic strategy, is the creation 

of an estimated 1.1 million competitive-paying and intellectually stimulating professional job 

opportunities (Hodgson et al., 2022). The most recent U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2024) 

report projects that between 2023 and 2033, science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM) occupations are anticipated to expand by 10.4%, more than double the 

rate of all other occupations at 4%. Increases in economic growth and development in the life 

sciences sector result in a greater demand for skilled, competent, and adaptable candidates 

capable of overcoming challenges such as finite resources (i.e., non-renewable energy), climate 

change (i.e., extreme adverse weather occurrences), and global pandemics (Bošnjak et al., 

2018; Dubois & Gomez, 2016). Scholars also anticipate that rapid technological innovations, 

international interdisciplinary collaborations, and diversity of perspectives are drivers for STEM 

workforce evolution away from persistent talent deficits and towards greater inclusivity and 

diversity (AlShebli et al., 2018; Mohandas & Stephen, 2023; Morton et al., 2019; Naphan-

Kingery et al., 2019; Ortiz et al., 2019). 

Nonetheless, a persistent issue in STEM higher education and industry is racial equity 

and gender parity amid leaks or loss points where individuals exit the trajectory from education 

to employment to study other fields or enter other careers (Bennett et al., 2020). The leaking 

STEM pipeline-pathway metaphor has been addressed by 14,000 out of 135,000 academic 

articles on the subject in the last 45 years, and strikingly, the scholarly discourse overlooks how 

minoritized women of color withdraw from the pipeline-pathway at various points between their 

educational attainment and employment placement (Garbee, 2017; Lykkegaard & Ulriksen, 

2019; Petray et al., 2019). Although ongoing advocacy exists to diversify the STEM workforce 

(Baber, 2015; Basile & Lopez, 2015; Vakil & Ayers, 2019), addressing the issue is complex, 
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requiring a comprehensive understanding of pipeline and access issues, work environmental 

contexts, and challenging pathways to leadership. 

While several definitions across multiple data sources exist for what a STEM profession 

is and who professionals are, for the purpose of this research study, STEM encompasses a 

broad spectrum of disciplines, including science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and 

medicine (Okrent & Burke, 2021; Trapani & Hale, 2022). The National Science Foundation's 

National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics (NSF-NCSES, 2023) reported that of the 

146.4 million 18- to 74-year-olds within U.S. society, comprising the total 2021 workforce, 34.9 

million (24%) were employed in STEM workforce occupations. Even with a relatively equal 

gender distribution in the total workforce of men comprising 52% and women 48%, the 

proportion of men in STEM occupations (~29%, or 76.8 million) notably surpassed that of 

women (~18% or 69.6 million). In 2023, NSF-NCSES also relayed that the "underrepresented 

minority:" Hispanic/Latino (~15%), African American/Black (~9%), and Indigenous/Native 

Peoples (~0.6%), collectively accounted for nearly a quarter of individuals employed within 

STEM workforce occupations (~24.6%). 

Regardless of the increased prevalence of Black women's general labor force 

participation since the early 1970s as compared to the expanse of STEM-based opportunity, 

Black women account for only 2.5% of those occupying STEM professions (NSF, 2019; U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2024). These statistics warrant further examination into understanding the 

specific STEM career pathway challenges faced by Black women. This is especially important 

as it is well documented that their experiences reflect gender and racial disparities that continue 

to shape their presence in relevant STEM industrial and academic occupations (Allen et al., 

2022; Cabell & Brookover, 2024; Campbell‐Montalvo et al., 2022; King, 2021; McGee & Bentley, 

2017; Sendze, 2023). 

Looking more closely among racial and ethnic groups within the "underrepresented 

minority" category, Asians were the most predominantly employed in STEM, whereas African 
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American or Black individuals were the least employed demographic (NSF-NCSES, 2023). This 

conundrum regarding the "underrepresented minority" highlights how catch-all terms like 

"minority" and "people of color" can be inadequate for identifying and addressing the unique 

challenges faced by different demographics, such as lack of representation for Black individuals, 

especially Black women (Ireland et al., 2018). Thus, taken together the general pipeline and 

pathway disparities are simultaneously magnified in number and minimized in awareness and 

acceptance when looking at the presence of African American or Black individuals, and women 

in particular, in STEM higher education leadership roles. 

Gender diversity has proven to increase innovative potential as an equivalent 

composition of women and men cultivates creativity, risk-taking, the exchange of knowledge, 

and the fulfillment of tasks (Ashcraft et al., 2016). Conversely, homogeneity within the STEM 

workforce limits the transformation that diverse perspectives offer in breaking down complex 

problems, making discoveries, and challenging conventional knowledge to solve problems 

creatively (Tang et al., 2020; Diele-Viegas et al., 2022; Yakubu & Nurudeen, 2024). This study 

examined the coping styles of high-achieving Black women administrative leaders in STEM 

higher education as they navigate their professional environments. 

Background of the Study 

Women are persistently underrepresented in senior academic leadership positions, such 

as deans, provosts, and college presidents (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). 

Empirical data suggest that particularly within STEM higher education administrative contexts, 

women face disadvantages, including but not limited to unwelcoming organizational culture 

(Fouad et al., 2016; Miner et al., 2019), discrimination and bias (Haynes-Baratz et al., 2022), 

scarce mentoring and sponsorship networks (Spurk et al., 2015), pay disparities (NCSES, 

2023), as well as fewer or higher-risk promotional opportunities (Northouse, 2016). In addition, 

research indicates that the underrepresentation of diverse faculty negatively impacts 

educational outcomes such as staff-student relationships (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2021), 
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student attainment (Cross & Carman, 2021), and the innovation of scientific research (Swartz et 

al., 2019). 

There is substantive potential for innovation with increased equity in STEM, but 

significant race and gender disparities persist in STEM careers (Nweje et al., 2025). According 

to the "Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the Life Science 2021" survey conducted by Informa 

Connect for BioProcess International, the lack of ethnic minorities and women in leadership 

roles is a significant impediment to achieving greater diversity and inclusion in the life science 

industry (Stanton, 2021). The absence of female role models in STEM generally and in 

supervisory STEM leadership potentially reinforces the misconception that these careers are 

inherently masculine (Makarova et al., 2019; Kellough & Brown, 2023). In turn, this perpetuates 

inequality as fewer non-male candidates then pursue these types of academic and industrial 

roles. Undoubtedly, there is a domino effect to representational shortcomings in higher 

education leadership that adversely impacts the prominence of diverse perspectives and 

backgrounds among professional peers in education and pupils across the more technically 

challenging departmental disciplines of STEM (Fry et al., 2021; Goodman, 2022; McGee, 2016). 

With more than twenty years of federal funding streams prioritizing increased 

representation of marginalized groups, especially of women in STEM scholarship, there 

continues to be a persistent challenge to attaining and sustaining a dynamic and diverse STEM 

workforce (Laursen & Austin, 2020; Roper, 2019; Valantine & Collins, 2015; Valantine et al., 

2016). Interestingly, research has documented that at the same time as more women have 

earned doctoral degrees in STEM education, their representation in academic STEM fields has 

declined rather than increased (Armstrong & Jovanovic, 2015; Howe et al., 2022). Globally, the 

attrition rate for women at various stages along the trajectory of ascent within their academic 

professions, especially in STEM, is significantly higher than that of men departing the field 

(Cech & Blair-Loy, 2019; Geuna & Shibayama, 2015; Johnson, 2017). Women are 

disproportionately failing to maintain their employment within STEM occupations (Lui et al., 
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2019; Sassler et al., 2017; VanHeuvelen & Quadlin, 2021), especially when accounting for 

competing commitments of womanhood such as family planning (O’Connell & McKinnon, 2021). 

While governmental and higher education strategies for workforce and economic 

development efforts have targeted the increased representation of women in STEM academia 

and industry, women continue to face barriers to success in attaining positive work experiences 

(Danbold & Huo, 2017; Lopez & Duran, 2021). Obstacles to the success of women in STEM are 

especially prominent when considering how some groups (i.e., White men) have an ostensible 

established presence and privilege compared to other groups (i.e., Black women) across higher 

education and corporate workplace contexts (Alfred et al., 2019). Furthermore, there is evidence 

to support that STEM workplaces are male-prominent and -prototypical environments that can 

cultivate counterproductive behaviors such as hostility and undermining, particularly towards 

Black women (Cheryan et al., 2017; Litzellachner et al., 2024).  

Thus, it was important for this qualitative research study to highlight and share 

experiences unique to Black women leaders. The study design used an integrative coping 

model and an intersectional lens because each approach helps to identify and understand the 

complexities concerning their differing career experiences and the nuances associated with the 

necessity and manner of coping with systemic workplace obstacles inherent to STEM-based 

higher education administration (McCluney & Rabelo, 2019; Saxena, 2024). For those Black 

women who persist and advance, there is value in learning how they achieve and sustain 

leadership as this information has implications for addressing subsequent pipelines of female 

talent seeking STEM-based opportunities. Additionally, it offers information to support future 

retention for historically marginalized groups who are navigating pathways to roles of greater 

authority. 

Statement of the Problem 

Women are consistently underrepresented across STEM disciplines, particularly in 

influential decision-making roles (Slaughter, 2015; Johnson, 2021; Johnson & Fournillier, 2022, 
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2023). Additionally, executive leadership in U.S. higher education institutions remains ethnically 

disproportionate, with persistent underrepresentation of minority groups at the highest levels of 

administrative authority (Arday, 2018; Johnson, 2023). Research studies report that 

discrimination in higher education fosters a polarized learning environment built on historically 

predominantly White executive leadership (Linley, 2018; Sawyer & Waite, 2021; Wolfe & 

Dilworth, 2015). Research also suggests that the sparse number of ethnic minority leaders, 

especially women, who attain and persist in positions of power often do so while weathering 

significant personal costs/sacrifice (Arday, 2018; Wheaton & Kezar, 2019; Zirkel & Johnson, 

2016). For Black women, this situational context within academic and industrial workplaces 

presents a "double whammy," compounded impediments resulting from race and gender 

simultaneously (Logan & Dudley, 2021). Consequently, Black women contend with both racial 

and gender-based biases that manifest in both implicit and explicit forms, daily; with any 

incidence, it can be difficult to discern whether the source of such discrimination is rooted in 

race, gender, or both. 

This research study examined Black women leaders' career experiences and coping 

styles in response to their workplace environments in STEM higher education administrative 

positions. It builds upon previous research (Ibarra et al., 2014; White et al., 2018; Burke & Stets, 

2022) which suggests that identities evolve through lived experiences and societal pressures. 

The Coping Circumplex Model (CCM) was used as the study research design for data collection 

and a priori coding framework. The study was also generally informed by concepts of 

intersectionality to interpret how workplace experiences and coping influence Black women's 

career experiences and perspectives of their identities in relation to one another. There is a 

need to better understand how high-achieving Black women administrative leaders in STEM 

higher education navigate their environments by coping with representational and structural 

impediments to their success. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this descriptive qualitative case study is to describe and analyze Black 

female STEM leaders' experiential challenges and related problem- and emotion-coping used to 

achieve and sustain roles within higher education's highest levels of administrative authority. By 

centering the research on Black women leaders' use of coping in their STEM environments, this 

study provides empirical analysis that not only deepens our understanding of Black women’s 

unique challenges and response styles but also potentially informs policies that address the 

complex interplay of race and gender in the workplace. Recognizing how workplaces can be 

experienced pluralistically may potentially inform the development of strategic initiatives that 

address and reduce long-standing cycles of systemic imbalances to equity without perpetuating 

oppression along other dimensions (Bloch et al., 2021). 

This research contributes to the goal of meaningful institutional efforts to improve 

organizational cultural climates that have historically marginalized underrepresented faculty, 

particularly in STEM higher education. It is anticipated that this study will offer the impetus for 

academic institutions and industry organizations to develop initiatives that advance 

understanding of diversity and inclusion in STEM leadership as experienced by Black women. 

Finally, the study has broader implications for enhancing workplace culture, driving scientific 

innovation, and contributing to national economic growth. 

Study Framework 

A conceptual framework’s expansive reach and operational nature require intentionality 

because it scaffolds the entire research process. Per Ravitch and Riggan (2017, p. 47), "...the 

conceptual framework comprises your thoughts on identification of the research topic, the 

problem to be investigated, the questions to be asked, the literature to be reviewed, the theories 

to be applied, the methodology…, methods, procedures, and instruments, the data analysis and 

interpretation of findings, the recommendations, the conclusions.” Hence, the conceptual 



8 
 

framework chosen for this dissertation research is the Coping Circumplex Model (CCM) 

developed by Krzysztof Stanisławski (2019, 2022). 

CCM assumes that individuals within stressful contexts confront two tasks: finding a 

solution to the problem and regulating their emotional response. This research provides 

evidence-based insights on the problem solving and emotional regulation Black female leaders 

in STEM higher education utilize to successfully ascend to and persist in mid-senior level 

decision-making roles within a higher education administration. Having an understanding of the 

ways that Black female STEM leaders navigate their environments allows for a more nuanced 

appreciation of the interplay between individual coping styles and institutional structures, 

informing the design of evidence-based interventions that not only promote the equitable 

advancement of Black women in STEM leadership but also foster institutional cultures 

committed to dismantling exclusionary practices and sustaining inclusive excellence at the 

highest levels of higher education administration. 

CCM, further explained in Chapter 2, accommodates distinct coping categories: 

efficiency versus helplessness and preoccupation with the problem versus hedonic 

disengagement. The model further defines eight coping functions (or styles) that create the 

circumplex: positive emotional coping, efficiency, problem solving, preoccupation with the 

problem, negative emotional coping, helplessness, problem avoidance, and hedonic 

disengagement. CCM's overarching bipolar dimensions and functional categories create a cycle 

of complexity or circular feedback loop that involves "both volitional and automatized, cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioral responses to stress (Stanisławski, 2019, p. 4)." CCM's focus on the 

interplay between instrumental, emotional, and social responses to stress potentially offers an 

in-depth framework for understanding the complexities of leadership, particularly for Black 

women leaders in STEM who navigate both personal and professional challenges. 
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Figure 1 

Stanislawski's (2019, 2022) Coping Circumplex Model 

 

Note. The figure is sourced from The Coping Circumplex Model: An Integrative Model of the 

Structure of Coping with Stress, by K. Stanisławski, 2019, Fronters in Psychology, 10(694), p. 7 

(https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694). Copyright 2019 by Stanislawski. 

Intersectionality and Identity 

Crenshaw (1991) defines intersectionality as a lens through which we examine how 

socially constructed identities overlap, influencing individuals' experiences and opportunities 

and by such defining characteristics. The overlap is the key element – it serves as an 

acknowledgment and a way to deeply understand how individuals' multiple identities are 

complex and intricate, shaping daily experiences and our inner selves. Including this theoretical 

work as a general guiding foundation adds a lens and level of support for research that aims to 

understand how the combined identities of race and gender influence Black women's 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694
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experiences, perceptions, and their ultimate career paths in male-dominated fields like STEM 

higher education administration. In particular, Collins and Bilge (2016) argue that 

intersectionality exposes the complexity of biases and prejudices that scaffold spaces, including 

the power and influence of straight, White, masculine standards and cultural values. 

Black women’s intersecting identities, particularly race and gender, affect their 

leadership experiences and coping styles in STEM environments. In the long term, 

intersectionality may also aid us in comprehending how Black women who are navigating the 

career pathway in STEM higher education leadership are seen, perceived, and known within the 

academy. Their identities influence and are influenced by how they establish their professional 

reputations within meritocratic disciplines, assert their authority, and demonstrate strength as it 

gets filtered through the perceptions of others. External views concerning their visibility or lack 

thereof are potentially influenced by their identities, and as such, soft-/interpersonal skills and 

networking and sponsorship interventions can be significant to their academic success. 

Research Question 

This descriptive qualitative case study describes and analyzes Black female STEM 

leaders' experiential challenges and related problem- and emotion-coping used to achieve and 

sustain roles within higher education's highest levels of administrative authority. The research 

adds qualitative understanding of the task-/problem-, emotion-, and avoidance-oriented coping 

styles (Endler & Parker, 1990b, 1999) that Black female leaders use to navigate their ascension 

and retention within STEM higher education administrations. Isolation of individual and systemic 

factors allows for careful analysis of how cultural dynamics influence leadership experiences 

among minority leaders and their efforts to nurture inclusive work environments. 

CCM coping styles or functional categories served as a basis for data collection, protocol 

strategies, and a priori thematic coding. Furthermore, the study referred to and reflected upon 

intersectionality as a philosophical lens for interpretation and understanding of how coping 
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outcomes associate or disassociate with the intersection of identities among leadership in 

higher education. The research question for this study is: 

RQ. How do Black women in STEM higher education administration leadership roles 

employ problem- and emotion-coping styles as a part of their career experiences in 

navigating academic environments? 

Research Design 

This study used a descriptive qualitative case study research design. The use of a 

qualitative approach allows the researcher to focus on participant perspectives concerning their 

lived experiences (Tellis, 1997). Since this design accommodates researchers in pursuing in-

depth understanding concerning a phenomenon of interests, this methodological approach is 

appropriate for exploration and characterization of the problem- and emotion-coping of Black 

women leaders to acquire a nuanced understanding of their successful navigation of STEM 

higher education administration environments (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In alignment with work 

by the methodologist Sharan B. Merriam (1998, 2002), this study assumes meaning is socially 

constructed by individuals based on their interactions with the world around them, and reality is 

subjective. 

The study participants are Black women leaders in STEM higher education who hold 

mid- to senior-level administrative roles at 2- and 4-year colleges and universities, including 

directors, executive directors, deans, assistant or associate deans, and department heads. 

These individuals have years of academic service and leadership experience, upon which they 

can reflect, as they have already developed and demonstrated environmental coping responses 

that have supported their success in their STEM higher education careers. It is anticipated that 

their descriptions of their coping styles will be useful to future aspiring minority leaders and their 

professional peers. The inherent nature of existing within leadership means they have acquired 

a deeper understanding than the average of how power functions in the academy and how 

power structures shape their implicit understanding of their environmental contexts. Chapter 3 
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will provide more detailed research design information concerning the methodologies used to 

carry out the case study. 

Significance of the Study 

Despite growing interest and espoused support, there has been limited research on the 

experiences of Black women in STEM fields, particularly regarding evolving experiential factors 

that influence academic leadership career ascension and retention. Empowering Black women 

leaders and encouraging systemic change with action-oriented understanding helps shape 

leadership practices that are both more supportive and reflective of diverse experiences, 

ultimately driving long-term positive transformation within the organization. The study framework 

is a model that allows for exploring coping behaviors, from those that directly address the 

problem to those that focus on emotional regulation. It adheres to principles of praxis, aiming for 

a dynamic understanding of the relationships between theory and practice. Thus, for Black 

women in STEM higher education, the use of CCM in this research study provides a valuable 

framework for investigating how coping strategies are influenced by their personal challenges 

(i.e., racial and gender biases) and the professional demands of their leadership roles. 

It is well documented across seminal and contemporary literature that the lived 

experiences of Black women differ from others (Crenshaw, 1989,1991; Flores, 2018; Kachchaf 

et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2016), especially on the basis of race and gender (Collins & Bilge, 

2016; Pietri et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2016). Cumulative disadvantage (Kachchaf et al., 2015, 

p.177), compounded stigmas in STEM spaces (O’Brien et al., 2015, p. 680), racial stereotypes 

(O’Brien et al., 2015; Remedios & Snyder, 2015), structural racism and isolation (Basile & 

Lopez, 2015; Hodari et al., 2015; McGee & Bentley, 2017; Williams et al., 2016, p. 14) are well 

documented environmental impediments to Black women’s professional experiences. Hence, it 

is crucial to understand the experiences of Black women in educational leadership as it 

highlights the distinct challenges they encounter and the resulting cognitive, emotional, and/or 

behavioral responses to stressful stimuli within administrative environments. 
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Limitations and Delimitations 

This qualitative case study focused on Black women with completed terminal degrees 

who currently serve, or have recently served, as college and university senior-level higher 

education administrators (i.e., directors, executive directors, deans, assistant and associate 

deans, and department heads) within STEM disciplines in the United States. STEM disciplines 

are defined as both "applied" sciences, which include fields such as computer science, 

engineering, and engineering technologies, and "pure" sciences, such as biology, chemistry, 

physics, environmental science, mathematics, and statistics (Deming & Norway, 2018). The 

study is situated within a socio-political climate shaped by post-2020 calls for racial equity and 

inclusion (Abrica & Oliver Andrew, 2024; Heckler et al., 2022), and an abrupt societal shift 

associated with the January 20, 2025, presidential action addressed to end "…Radical and 

Wasteful Government DEI Programs and Preferencing."  

Although work on the study began before the shift in academic funding and the 

heightened debates about academic freedom and equity, the cultural change had implications 

for higher education that overlapped with the participants' academic leadership experiences and 

coping strategies examined. This bounded system allowed in-depth exploration of these 

leaders' coping styles while examining the institutional and cultural factors that influenced their 

leadership trajectories. The scope or bounded system primarily focused upon the participants' 

career experiences to date rather than on analyzing current rapid shifts in academic 

environments. 

Due to the limited representation of Black women in senior-level leadership roles, the 

sampling frame is small, presenting challenges in identifying a large number of participants. 

These challenges were addressed through purposive and snowball sampling techniques, which 

are suitable for targeting a specific, hard-to-reach population (Ahmed, 2024a; Lenaini, 2021). 

Additionally, the study captured the experiences of a subset of Black women in a range of roles 

and institutional types, which was not representative of the larger context. The study's 
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qualitative nature inherently limited its generalizability beyond the sample, with its empirical 

contributions instead focused upon providing rich, contextual data insights into the experiences 

of these leaders (Johnson, 1997; Prabhu, 2020). One potential limitation of the study was that 

the rapid, intense changes in academic STEM and university environments may have 

overshadowed study participants' retrospective reflections on their career experiences to date. 

Definitions 

Terminology and concepts are specific to STEM, the CCM, and identity-specific 

ideologies. The study relies on the following definitions: 

• Bioeconomy – Economic activity that is driven by research and innovation in the life 

sciences and biotechnology, and that is enabled by technological advances in 

engineering and in computing and information sciences (Hodgson et al., 2022, p. 2). 

• Coping – A cognitive, emotional, and/or behavioral response to stressful events 

(Billings & Moos, 1981; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). 

• Coping style – Coexistent coping strategies that form a “preferred set of coping 

strategies that remains relatively fixed across time and [a range] circumstances” 

(Carver et al., 1989, p. 270). 

• Discrimination – Behaviors driven by negative biases that can manifest in increasing 

forms of violence (Allport, 1954). 

• Efficiency – A configuration of problem solving and positive emotional coping 

involves acknowledging thoughts and feelings associated with the stressor and 

utilizing cognitive transformations that empower finding new avenues of resolving the 

problem and evoking positive emotions and expectations about the potential for 

resolving an issue (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 9–10). 

• Hedonic disengagement – A combination of problem avoidance and positive 

emotional coping involves avoiding information on the problem and a strong 
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tendency to maintain momentary well-being (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 13). An 

individual’s cognitive transformations provide an exaggerated feeling of control over 

the problem (a manifestation of internalization) and decrease the problem’s 

importance (devaluation), evoking disregard, low engagement with efforts to resolve 

an issue, or giving up entirely (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 13). 

• Helplessness – A configuration of problem avoidance and negative emotion coping 

includes not acknowledging thoughts and feelings associated with the problem and 

using cognitive transformations that elicit negative expectations regarding the 

potential of dealing with an issue and negative emotions (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 10). 

• Intersectionality – The combined and cumulative impact of how race and gender 

interact with other identities, shaping distinct experiences of oppression (Crenshaw, 

1989). Crenshaw (1989) posited that "intersectional experience is greater than the 

sum of racism and sexism" (p. 140). 

• Marginalization – A situation of impediments: social, political, economic, physical, 

and environmental in nature, which have impacts on the abilities of many people and 

societies to improve their human condition (Chand et al., 2017, p. 2). 

• Negative emotional coping – Self-criticism when dealing with a problem involves 

focused attention on the negative aspects of a stressful situation and negative 

emotions (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 9). It is presumably related to self-criticism (Tobin et 

al., 1989), self-blame (Carver, 1997), acceptance of responsibility (Folkman et al., 

1986a), emotional release (Billings and Moos, 1984), concentration on and venting of 

emotions (Carver, 1997; Carver et al., 1989), and rumination (Connor-Smith et al., 

2000). 

• Positive emotional coping – Being kind and understanding to oneself as an individual 

attempts to resolve a problem independently regardless of the viability for success 
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and the use of cognitive transformations for induction of positive emotions and 

calming down using reinterpretation (Carver et al., 1989; cf. Fontaine et al., 1993) 

and humor (Neff, 2003; Stanislawski, 2019, p. 9). 

• Preoccupation with the problem – A combination of problem solving and negative 

emotional coping, associated with beliefs of being able to change the situation 

(Folkman et al., 1986a), where an individual’s preoccupation with the problem 

involves the exhibition of high tendencies to take action to solve the problem and low 

tendencies to maintain his or her momentary well-being (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 12). 

An individual’s focus is on information relevant to the problem at hand, blocking 

thoughts of distraction while attempting to thoroughly understand the situation and 

promptly prepare for efforts to find a resolution (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 12). 

• Problem avoidance – A coping style consists of avoiding thoughts about a problem 

and reducing efforts to resolve the issue, including postponement of the task or 

giving up attempts to attain a goal altogether (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 8). It exhibits 

similarities to concepts of problem avoidance (Tobin et al., 1989), avoidance 

(Amirkhan, 1990), escape–avoidance (Folkman et al., 1986a), self-distraction 

(Carver, 1997), distraction (Endler and Parker, 1999) as well as mental 

disengagement, behavioral disengagement, and denial (Carver et al., 1989). 

• Problem solving – Active cognitive and behavioral attempts to deal with the problem, 

which consist of acknowledging various thoughts concerning the issue, undertaking 

efforts to understand the situation, forecasting course events, selecting the most 

appropriate solutions, planning to solve the problem, and implementing said plans to 

take action (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 8). 

• Racism – A system of prejudice and discrimination based on belief in the superiority 

of one racial group over others involves both individual attitudes and institutional 
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practices that result in unequal treatment and marginalization of people from racial 

groups deemed inferior (Jones, 1972). It is deeply embedded in social, economic, 

and political structures, perpetuating inequality and oppression across time and 

space (Jones, 1981). 

• Sexism – The attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that perpetuate inequality between 

the sexes often comprising two dimensions: hostile sexism, which involves overtly 

negative attitudes and prejudices towards women, and benevolent sexism, which 

reflects seemingly positive but patronizing attitudes that reinforce traditional gender 

roles and the belief that women need to be protected or cared for; both of which 

contribute to the systemic subordination of women and maintain gender inequality 

(Glick & Fiske, 1996). 

Positionality Statement 

Drawing from my academic and professional career in the life sciences, I bring diverse 

experiences as a student, trainer, lab manager, workforce development coordinator, and, more 

recently, as an executive-level leader in academia. As a Black woman navigating predominantly 

White, male-dominated academic and scientific environments, I am acutely and authentically 

aware of the challenges posed by underrepresentation, hypervisibility, isolation, and invisibility. I 

have personally experienced the impact of these systemic barriers as my contributions were 

often undervalued or disregarded, my intellectual ideas repurposed without proper credit, and I 

was frequently told that I “was not ready” or that my “aspirations were unclear.” 

As a researcher, I am driven by the desire to understand what it takes to persist and 

succeed in STEM higher education and industry despite these obstacles. Understanding my 

own strategies for navigating these challenges is not enough; I seek to develop a broader 

taxonomy of coping strategies for Black women leaders in STEM, particularly within academia 

and the bio-based economy. Structural, representational, and political barriers are well-



18 
 

documented in both fields, and despite longstanding efforts to diversify, these challenges 

remain persistent. 

In this qualitative study, I serve as the primary instrument for data collection, motivated 

by a personal commitment to understanding the nature of coping among Black women, myself 

included, as a response to systemic environmental barriers. I acknowledge that my personal 

experiences, which include ongoing attempts to overcome these barriers, could introduce the 

potential for bias. My position as a Black woman navigating oppressive systems daily means 

that my own lived experience of marginalization could influence my research. 

Therefore, I have committed to confronting these biases honestly and humbly and 

minimizing them. I engaged accountability by seeking input from trusted peers, my dissertation 

chair, committee members, and participants with different perspectives and identities. I also 

used a rigorous qualitative method design throughout the research process in order to identify 

and address the quality and veracity of data. I recognize the importance of objectivity and 

consulted with my committee throughout the data collection process and during the analysis to 

minimize the impact of my personal story on the findings. 

Reflecting on my past industry experiences, I have questioned why people of color were 

often confined to manufacturing roles while White individuals, especially men, were in middle 

and upper management roles. This observation deepened my interest in examining the 

intersection of race, gender, and leadership within STEM higher education. I am particularly 

concerned with how these intersecting identities shape the coping styles, career experiences, 

and retention of Black women in leadership roles.  

I intentionally focused on individuals with access to opportunity and the resilience to 

succeed regardless of pipeline and environmental inadequacies. I recognize that this is but one 

piece of a larger, complicated situation. Nonetheless, I anticipate that the insights gleaned from 

this research study will encourage action or introspection and reflection from senior leaders in 
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higher education administrations and STEM on what it takes for Black women to navigate roles 

of authority. 

Chapter Summary and Organization of the Study 

This chapter provides an overview and rationale for the study, which investigates how 

Black female leaders navigate race and gender in STEM higher education administration 

through the lens of problem resolution and emotional regulation using the Coping Circumplex 

Model (CCM). In consideration of the many obstacles that Black women leaders in higher 

education face to advance and persevere the administration, understanding how they problem-

solve and regulate their emotions in attempts to change or adapt to their unwelcoming 

environmental situations can motivate important insights from more senior administrative 

leaders tasked with evaluating their performance, advocating their promotion, 

mentoring/sponsoring, and affording greater network connections, among many other 

responsibilities. Chapter 2 discusses the scholarly literature on Black women in higher 

education and STEM, CCM, and its foundational models. 

Subsequently, the third chapter of this study details the methodological approach to this 

research inquiry, including the research design, participant selection, data collection and 

analysis, trustworthiness and reliability, ethical considerations, and study limitations. Chapter 4 

presents the study's findings from the data analysis. Chapter 5 expounds on key themes and 

patterns isolated from the findings before discussing policy, practice, and future research 

implications.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review establishes and reviews scholarship regarding the contextual 

details surrounding the presence of Black women within higher education and STEM 

environments. Section one of this review examines the institutional climate encompassing Black 

women within the academy and specific STEM disciplines described within postsecondary 

scholarship concerning representational deficits/challenges and structural impediments. It also 

discusses issues of work-life balance, tenure, administrative responsibilities, and the matter of 

responsibility for resolving such issues. After highlighting the value of a coping framework, 

section two provides the historical context of coping, an overview of CCM, and its foundational 

models. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion on the limitations to individual coping 

and a call to shift the burden of change from the more localized individual level to broader, 

systemic institutional levels such that policy, support outlets, and relevant training programs are 

mobilized to promote adaptive coping measures on a more wholistic scale. 

Black Women in Higher Education and STEM 

Representational disparities vary in prominence across specific disciplinary sectors, 

especially in senior leadership (Siemiatycki, 2019; Thomas, 2017). Black women face many 

complexities when seeking out leadership opportunities within higher education administration, 

especially within STEM. In both contexts within the academy, Black women are entering 

environments that have deep historical norms centering around concepts of masculine 

superiority and feminine fragility which perpetuate competing views of leadership competencies 

across different disciplines (El-Amin, 2022; Smith & Johnson, 2019). 

Since 1950, men have occupied most top administrative roles on college campuses, 

including presidencies, vice-presidencies, and deanships (Chun & Evans, 2015; Parker, 2015). 

Gender inequalities have persisted throughout history, and the representation of women in 

higher education administrative leadership remains a widespread issue (Fry, 2022; Krause, 

2017; Morley & Crossouard, 2016). Regardless of strides to diversify leadership ranks in higher 
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education, relatively few women are in positions of power and authority (Crowe et al., 2018; 

DeWitt, 2016; Goethals & Hoyt, 2017; Johnson, 2024). According to Melidona et al. (2023), only 

33% of women held the highest rank at colleges and universities in 2022 and they were more 

likely than men to have to ascend through the ranks from a faculty or academic background. 

Research findings report that many of the barriers that women face are shaped by visible and 

invisible forms of exclusion that vary across occupational contexts (Acker, 2006; Bloch et al., 

2021). 

Historically, explicit and implicit leadership frameworks within higher education 

administrations have developed and been designed to systematically determine who 

participates in informal and formal education (Parker, 2015). Depending upon ebbs and flows of 

societal norms over time, some of those practices restricted while others encouraged the 

meritocratic participation and advancement of women within exclusive, male normative 

academic hierarchies (Park, 2020; Turgeon et al., 2025). Even as some women successfully 

navigated these complex environments as “honorary men,” often by adapting to male-centric 

standards and norms, scholars contend that their contributions are frequently undervalued, and 

those who attain leadership positions face increased workloads with diminished institutional 

support (Eisenmann, 2016, p. 253). 

A plethora of empirical literature findings support the idea that women are not a 

homogenous group with monolithic experiences; they do not weather hardships, such as 

systemic discrimination and biases, in the same way (Collins, 2019; Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; 

Lewis & Grzanka, 2016; Nadal et al., 2015). Research conducted by Fields and Cunningham-

Williams (2021) suggests that although Black females are among women in the academy as 

scholars and professionals, their exposures within higher education administrations differ as a 

result of their race- and gender-based identities. The vulnerability tied to layered identities 

associated with Blackness and womanhood can complicate navigation of cultural challenges 
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and prohibit progress within predominantly White, research-intensive institutions (Fields & 

Cunningham-Williams, 2021). 

Moreover, when considering representational chasms in STEM administrations on a 

more specific disciplinary level, the NSF-NCSES (2019) reported that Black engineers and 

computer scientists in the U.S. professoriate are underrepresented, holding 2.9% of engineering 

and 2.5% of computing positions. According to the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission’s (2019) Annual Report on the Federal Workforce: Women in STEM, women 

comprised only 29.3% of the federal STEM workforce, with 66.02% being White, while Black or 

African American women accounted for 14.58%, Asian women 9.76%, Hispanic or Latina 

women 6.42%, American Indian or Alaska Native women 0.97%, and Native Hawaiian or Pacific 

Islander women just 0.28%. These demographics reflect a trend at both state and federal levels, 

where the overall underrepresentation of women in STEM translates to an even more significant 

lack of representation for women with intersecting identities of gender and race. 

Higher education administration and STEM careers are intensive in nature, suggesting 

that understanding issues of access, pipelines, and career advancement is necessary for a 

comprehensive inquiry into holistic workplace experiences, personal and professional identity, 

and institutional factors. As Taylor and Okojie (2022) emphasize, addressing these issues 

requires critically examining the systemic conditions that hinder women’s advancement in higher 

education. Such inquiry is a necessary first step toward creating equitable systems of 

development and opportunity; systems that, as Glover (2023) and Townsend (2020) assert, 

must actively counter institutional factors that can disrupt the professional lives of women 

leaders. 

Over time, existing research initiatives have focused upon many aspects of studying and 

addressing issues related to climate, the environment, intentional and unintentional higher 

education structures and organizational norms, and understanding the hidden and explicit 

barriers and challenges to access, pipeline, and career pathways. These include relational 
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dynamics that shape interpersonal interactions involving harmful behaviors such as incivility, 

bullying, and harassment, which influence the institutional climate (Morimoto & Zajicek, 2014). 

Work-life balance or conflict, institutional policies, and resource allocation practices also 

significantly impact faculty experiences (O'Meara et al., 2018). Additionally, administrative 

responsibilities and service requirements, often invisible on a curriculum vitae and overlooked in 

tenure and promotion decisions, pose further barriers (Domingo et al., 2022). Wise and Fulge 

(2015) emphasize that these institutional factors are central to understanding gender inequality 

in higher education. 

Institutional Climate 

One of the many challenges to equity in education is gender-based discrimination and 

stereotypes that stem from cultural norms and societal expectations that influence gender from 

early childhood onward into adulthood (Dost, 2024; Lindsey, 2015; O'Connor, 2014). 

Subsequently, men's and women's leadership styles present stereotypically in society, and 

research suggests that this, in turn, connects to successful journeys for males into positions of 

professional authority (Northhouse, 2025; Wynen et al., 2015). This socialized practice leaves 

women to work in jobs with comparatively low earnings, subpar working conditions, and 

restricted career opportunities (United Nations, 2017; United Nations Secretary-General, 2016). 

Where men are overrepresented in secondary and tertiary levels of educational leadership, 

women predominantly fulfill headship roles in primary or lower educational settings, which is a 

systemic gender equity issue (Johnson, 2023). 

A considerable amount of sociological research literature emphasizes the issue of 

limited representation of women in STEM college majors and higher education as a 

consequence of their fundamentally different qualities of experiences in STEM (Christian et al., 

2023; Miner et al., 2019; O'Connor et al., 2018). The Organization for Economic Co-operation 

and Development, OECD (2022, p. 207) denoted that women have a propensity to leave STEM 

programs during higher education than their male counterparts. Women are overrepresented in 
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majors within the arts, humanities, education, health, and social sciences (OECD, 2022, p. 189; 

UNESCO, 2020, p. 15). Regardless of more presentations of diversity among students and 

emerging scientific researchers, current systemic academic gatekeeping sustains discriminatory 

scaffolding that further marginalizes underrepresented groups in academic professions (Diele-

Viegas et al., 2021). Sato et al. (2021) suggest that this contributes to the "leaky pipeline" 

phenomenon where unhospitable and a myriad of other challenges result in a significant 

number of women (i.e., scientists, researchers, and faculty) opting out of entering or remaining 

in science, exiting at premature career stages. 

Workplace Incivility, Bullying, and Harassment 

Women can experience chronic exposure to hostile work environments regardless of 

their attainment of tenure and substantial success in garnering grant-based funding streams 

(Täuber et al., 2022). Research further reports that sustained exposure runs the risk of 

impacting victims’ well-being and performance due to actions and behavioral patterns that 

characterize incivility (Higgins, 2024; Misawa, 2015; Pandey et al., 2023). The literature 

suggests that workplace incivility occurs when an individual with more significant institutional, 

professional, or reverential influence abuses that authority to frequently relegate a target to a 

position of inferiority (Zabrodska et al., 2016; Hollis, 2024). Although incivility is challenging to 

capture in terms of institutional policy as a result of widespread prevalence in the majority, if not 

in all, work environments, antisocial behaviors and even the accumulation thereof is a budding 

occurrence within higher education (Heffernan & Bosetti, 2021; Hodgins et al., 2017). Deep-

rooted historical norms, and inconsistent application of scholarship which addresses potential 

changes have cultivated an environment where power imbalances persist, cultivating spaces for 

exploitation at both institutional and individual levels (Hollis, 2021; Kelly et al., 2018). 

Those in higher education administration who perpetrate bullying contradict leadership 

expectations, including inspiration, truthfulness, culpability, and effectiveness (Sam, 2021; 

Strydom, 2021). Power disparities within professional settings contribute to increased instances 
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of bullying and incivility, particularly for minorities with limited influences (Misawa, 2015). 

Empirical research indicates that a person’s positionality influences their likelihood of being 

targeted, as bullies tend to single out individuals they perceive as marginalized, lacking 

authority, or vulnerable (Sedivy-Benton et al., 2015; Wang & Hsieh, 2016). Although there is 

research signifying that acute instances of incivility within workplaces are unavoidable (Jung & 

Yoon, 2015), chronic exposure to bullying can trigger lasting bodily and mental trauma (Daliana 

& Antoniou, 2018; Einarsen & Nielson, 2015; Giorgi et al., 2015). 

There is a limited body of research that directly examines workplace incivility specifically 

within STEM organizations (Miner et al., 2019). Women in STEM often face additional 

pressures, such as serving as role models for other women (Derricks & Sekaquaptewa, 2021), 

adopting more masculine traits/behaviors due to the underrepresentation of women in these 

fields (Jasko et al., 2020), and suppressing emotional responses to avoid being perceived as 

victims (James, 1989) or hypersensitive (Hall, 2016). In contrast, men in STEM are generally 

not subjected to these same expectations and, as a result, experience their workplaces 

differently (Cech, 2022; Danbold & Huo, 2017). Given the heightened levels of negative 

outcomes that women in STEM encounter (Casad et al., 2021), it is crucial to examine all 

dimensions of workplace incivility that affect them. Recognizing this urgency, scholars have 

called for increased research into the workplace experiences of women in STEM occupations 

(Alam, 2022; Hart, 2016; Miner et al., 2019; Wang & Degol, 2017). 

In STEM higher education, characteristics of unwelcoming atmospheres include isolation 

of or impertinence towards marginalized groups (Miner et al., 2019; Misra et al., 2024). Per 

Wilcox et al. (2025), exclusionary contexts within academic STEM can underpin the negative 

employment experiences of faculty of color and women. Oftentimes, minoritized individuals are 

subject to unjustly heightened teaching and service loads, which can be prohibitive to 

productivity as compared to their White male counterparts (Arnold et al., 2021; Domingo et al., 

2022). Professional disregard for service and subject matter expertise relative to research 
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interests among minority faculty members is cause for their dissatisfaction and struggle with 

feeling undervalued as scholars (Corneille et al., 2019; Nyunt et al., 2024). For women of color, 

especially Black women, mistreatment can be inescapable, especially in STEM disciplines 

where struggles to obtain advancement opportunities and achieve representational equity are 

intensified at later stages in their professions (Corneille et al., 2019; Durodoye et al., 2020; 

Furst-Holloway & Miner, 2019). 

Concurrent Invisibility and Hypervisibility 

Settles et al. (2019, p. 63) define visibility as, “the extent to which an individual is fully 

regarded and recognized by others.” In contrast, concepts of invisibility and hypervisibility are 

tacit institutional lenses by which constructs of race, gender, and culture are understood rather 

than the way in which women of color, specifically Black women self-conceptualize (McCluney & 

Rabelo, 2019). Conspicuously, the degree to which marginalized individuals possess statuses 

or characteristics that align with those of the majority based on physical and social 

characteristics mitigates such vulnerabilities (Campbell et al., 2022; Morton & Parsons, 2018). 

From the perspective of integration, infiltrating networks that predominantly comprise 

White males can be conducive to career progression (Arifeen & Syed, 2020). However, 

invisibility tends to highlight the potential for the contributions and achievements of Black 

women to be overlooked and ignored by the majority (Beckwith et al., 2016; Dickens et al., 

2019; Lewis et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2019). Expectations that Black women educators take on 

additional responsibilities, overly proportional to similar assignments to White colleagues, 

without acknowledgment or compensation as part of their official workload, further reinforce 

invisibility (Milner, 2020, p. 403). Likewise, the meritocratic nature of STEM and relevant 

discourse that supports independence as well as individual decision-making can obscure hidden 

power dynamics (Nash & Moore, 2024). 

Hypervisibility characterizes how Black women experience the weight of representing 

their collective racial or gender memberships (tokenism) and vulnerabilities to greater 
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surveillance and scrutiny within the academy (McCluney & Rabelo, 2019; Ramdeo, 2025; Smith 

et al., 2019; Wilkins-Yel et al., 2019). Consistent with research highlighting the heightened 

visibility of Black women in STEM (Blosser, 2020; Dancy et al., 2020; McGee, 2020a; Morton & 

Parsons, 2018; Rainey et al., 2018), Campbell-Montalvo et al. (2022) found that Black women 

are subject to concurrent -isms relative to their race and gender which enhances their overall 

susceptibility lack of fit. As a result of their existence outside of the prototypical image of 

leadership, Black women experience challenges to their legitimacy within academic spaces 

while navigating perceptions of being outsiders rather than authoritative figures (Smith et al., 

2019, p. 1709). Ultimately, the labor to diminish or conceal non-normative, subordinate identities 

is not the responsibility of individuals whose social memberships match White male 

archetypical, organizational standards within STEM (Humphrey, 2022; Nash & Moore, 2024). 

Microaggression 

Seminal research by Chester Pierce (1970) conceptualizes the elusive, incognito, 

staggering, and cumulative ways in which racism manifested through actions and 

communication (microaggression) as well as the glaring, unfair, and violent expressions of 

racism sanctioned by law and institutional policies (macroaggressions). In particular, higher 

education institutions have been found to impose a naturalizing, acculturational effect on staff, 

faculty, and students, which contributes to the reinforcement of hierarchical structures and the 

prioritization of the dominant culture (Marsiglia & Kulis, 2015). Aggression in the academy is of 

significance because higher education represents one of the most prominent disciplinary 

regimes for furthering standards of socialization in written, verbal, and behavioral formats 

(Rosa-Davila et al., 2020). Institutional constructions of societal views have an enormous impact 

on race and gender-based obstructions, especially for Black women, as cultural ideals and 

beliefs sprout from academic environments. 

Microaggressions against Black women reflect both representational and structural 

inequalities that shape their experiences in professional and academic spaces. These subtle yet 
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pervasive behaviors reinforce harmful stereotypes, such as the "angry Black woman" trope or 

assumptions about competence, limiting how Black women are perceived and valued. On a 

structural level, the normalization of microaggressions within institutions, whether through 

dismissive attitudes or a lack of accountability, perpetuates exclusionary environments that 

undermine their advancement. When Black women are repeatedly subjected to these biases 

without institutional support, it reinforces systemic barriers to leadership, career growth, and 

educational success. Addressing microaggressions requires not only challenging individual 

biases but also dismantling the structural conditions that allow them to persist. 

Despite these challenges, institutions expect employees who wish to advance to exceed 

their formal responsibilities by demonstrating organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB), such 

as fostering collegiality and contributing to a positive workplace culture (Alkan & Turgut, 2015; 

Liu et al., 2021; Karayanni et al., 2025). A supportive organizational culture can mitigate the 

negative effects of low or eroded morale and workplace incivility which means there are positive 

outcomes associated with environments that promote norms, policies, and practices that 

support the well-being, development and achievement of employees (de Man & Luvison, 2014; 

Zhao et al., 2024). 

Glass- and Concrete- Ceilings 

A well-known yet often hidden barrier that hinders qualified women from advancement to 

leadership roles within higher education administrations are glass ceilings (Ghundol & 

Muthanna, 2025). Research exploring the phenomenon of the ‘glass-ceiling’ has described it as 

being so covert it is transparent and yet so durable that it is inhibitive to women and minorities 

seeking higher status positions with significant salaries in the management hierarchy (Bertrand, 

2018; Morrison et al., 1987; Lee & Eissenstat, 2018; Ryan et al., 2016). The cumulative effects 

of persistent discrimination and bias contribute to the entrenchment of structural barriers such 

as glass and concrete ceilings, which systematically limit the leadership advancement of 
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marginalized individuals in corporations and higher education (Billy, 2015; Carli & Eagly, 2016; 

Lyness & Grotto, 2018). 

Hire, Pay, Promotion. Many women, especially those in traditionally male-dominated 

fields such as STEM, face subtle forms of gender-based discrimination, including biases in 

hiring, promotion, and pay equity (Kong et al., 2020; Stewart-Williams & Halsey, 2021). For 

example, although research indicates that men and women in STEM earn comparable salaries 

upon post-secondary graduation, the gender pay gap expands over time, as women earn only 

82% of what their male counterparts made in 2019 (Barrosa & Brown, 2021; Blau & Kahn, 

2017). Furthermore, research has demonstrated that where there is an influx of female 

representation within a given vocation, the level of compensation for the profession decreases 

wholistically (Rende et al., 2021).  

Longitudinal research studies indicate that pay disparities persist partly due to women’s 

lower self-efficacy and anxiety (McKinney et al., 2021), which hinders their ability to negotiate 

more significant salaries and advancement opportunities in the field (Sterling et al., 2020). Per 

the scholarship of Main et al. (2022) and Ong et al. (2018), race and gender stereotypes add a 

layer of complexity to salary negotiations that were previously highlighted as a high-risk, 

pervasive issue for women of color by Toosi et al. (2019). When examining the fact that full-time 

female faculty earn, on average, 81.2% of what their male counterparts make, resulting in a pay 

gap of $18,370, it is important to understand how overlapping subordinate identities provide a 

deeper context for fostering equitable membership in higher education leadership via targeted 

strategies for pay parity. 

Concrete obstructions, by comparison, are almost impermeable as they relate to the 

exclusion of certain groups from leadership opportunities (Bachman, 2018). A concrete ceiling is 

a metaphorical representation of the more challenging extent to which Black or African 

American women, in particular, face impediments to their aspiration for and ascension to 

leadership positions (Barnes, 2017). The concrete ceiling is impenetrable and impossible to see 
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through, which characterizes the complexity of Black women’s progression to leadership 

compared to White females and Black men (Adisa et al., 2025). 

One of the challenges in studying race and academic culture is that the hierarchies of 

status and power are socialized to the point of invisibility. Many scholars have observed the 

anti-Black institutional culture of STEM and program misalignment for historically 

underrepresented and marginalized individuals (Bullock, 2017; Cedillo, 2018; Nxumalo & Gitari, 

2021; Vakil & Ayers, 2019). Two- and four-year higher education institutions are illustrative of 

"sociocultural communal environments" described by Chirkov (2020), as STEM program culture, 

in particular, is often dominated by membership of the majority racial/ethnic and gender 

categories which promotes siloed, uncooperative practices (McGee, 2020a; Morton & Parsons, 

2018; Ong et al., 2018; Secules et al., 2018). Rainey et al. (2018) argue that these conditions 

promote the goodness of fit for some as compared to others, which Dancy et al. (2020) agree 

cultivates a universal lack of consciousness for how race and gender could conversely impact 

the status of others, leading to deviations from STEM programming pathways. 

Higher education and employment in academia have a reputation for being challenging 

and taxing, with embedded competition, natural selection, adaptation, distinction, and self-

direction characteristics framed as ideal academic and professional traits. The emphasis on 

these attributes makes employment in academia difficult. At times, faculty consider their 

counterparts to be rivals rather than collaborators and take on greater responsibility and 

accountability to contend for limited resources (Adil et al., 2019; Guerci et al., 2019; Kosor et al., 

2019). For people of color, an unspoken set of rules for success proves challenging to navigate 

when there is an unequal distribution of emotional labor or regulation of feelings that is 

necessitated by the gap between race-neutral, colorblind ideology and the realities of 

institutional ongoings and structures that perpetuate racial inequality (Evans & Moore, 2015). 

Structural racism is characterized by the totality of ways in which structures foster discriminatory 
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practices, unfair policies, and unequal opportunities for underrepresented minorities (Braveman 

et al., 2022; Zambrana et al., 2017). 

Concurrently, McGee (2020b, p. 634) argues that STEM educational and professional 

contexts are primarily structured to appeal to" White men who are heterosexual, abled-bodied, 

Christian or atheist, middle-class and above," fostering instructional contexts and cultures with 

an overall unwelcoming undertone for those who do not conform to these characteristics (Allen, 

2017). Anderson (2015, p. 10) alluded to the result, which is the reflexive tendencies of Black 

individuals to survey the "White spaces" they enter for familiarity or confirmation of comfortability 

being "off limits." Evaluating structural intersectionality draws attention to how institutional 

practices are implemented, highlighting whether they suffice as preventative or responsive 

measures and how resources and services are distributed equitably or inequitably. 

Work-Life Balance 

Even with changes for the betterment of women’s advancement in academic leadership, 

particularly in STEM environments, gendered practices remain deep-rooted in academic 

settings (Branch, 2016). Women’s advancement in academic settings, generally and particularly 

in STEM areas, presents unique challenges regarding work-life balance (Cech & Blair-Loy, 

2019; Morgan et al., 2021). For example, the timing of women’s childbearing years overlaps 

with many significant career advancement opportunities in higher education, such as post-

doctoral fellowships, tenure reviews, and publishing demands. The timing becomes more 

problematic for women academics due to varied workplace policies and reports of uneven 

access to use policies that are in place (i.e., Chung & Horst, 2018; Fuller & Hirsh, 2018). 

Studies demonstrate that irrespective of occupation, women experience a ‘second shift” with 

disproportionate household and personal responsibilities in dual-working households 

(Masterson & Hobbler, 2015; Shockley et al., 2021). 

As a result, female academics who want to have children and sustain work-life balance 

have to consider whether entry into a STEM academic career balanced with family life can 
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hinder their chances of being considered for these positions or lead them to delay seeking 

leadership pathways during that period (Bird & Rhoton, 2021; Carr et al., 2019; Casad et al., 

2022; CohenMiller et al., 2022; McCullough, 2020). Consequently, women contemplate leaving 

or leave the higher education sector more often than men (Britton, 2017; Ortiz-Martínez et al., 

2023; Paksi et al., 2022). In spite of societal shifts, societal norms generally result in women 

experiencing greater responsibility for household and institutional service duties (Bomert & 

Leinfellner, 2017; Domingo et al., 2022; Drew & Marshall, 2020). Thus, one could argue that 

women today face more significant challenges balancing work and personal life because the 

ideal worker within the neoliberal governance model is one free from non-work obligations, a 

conceptualization rooted in gendered divisions (Rosa, 2022). 

"Academic motherhood" has emerged as an important issue in discussing women's 

leadership (Bhatti & Ali, 2021; Bowyer et al., 2022). Women often compete with external 

expectations of balancing the demands of academia with family responsibilities, which can delay 

or even derail their careers (Huppatz et al., 2019). The struggle has been characterized as the 

double service burden, where women function as chief operational overseers at home (Bennett, 

2020; Moyer & Burlock, 2018) and within higher education (Acker et al., 2016). Such societal 

pressures are particularly challenging in tenure-track positions, where the academic 

expectations to publish and maintain a rigorous academic schedule often conflict with family 

planning. Per Quinn, Davies, and Lubelska (2017), while some progress has occurred in 

offering parental leave and childcare services, institutions slowly and unevenly implement these 

support services. 

Related to the balancing act, support of women as wives, mothers, and caregivers is a 

critical factor for their retention within the academy, especially given how issues tied to those 

gender-based identities do not affect men in equal proportion (Grossbard et al., 2021; Hideg & 

Krstic, 2021; Little & Masterson, 2021; Shockley et al., 2021). Industrial and organizational 

psychology literature has demonstrated ways to support employees which promote work- and 
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family-life balance (Davis et al., 2015; French et al., 2018; French & Shockley, 2020; Greenberg 

& Ladge, 2019) while also altering the narratives regarding the balance of responsibilities 

between roles in both contexts (Kossek et al., 2021; Padavic et al., 2020). Institutions that do 

not support scholars who are parents and/or caregivers run the risk of excluding top-notch 

candidates (Gabriel et al., 2022). 

Tenure and Administrative Responsibilities 

Research exploring the careers of women in academia demonstrates various markers of 

academic success. The literature analyses include topics such as employment (Clauset et al., 

2015), performance evaluations (Rubini & Menegatti, 2014; Storage et al., 2016), authorship 

(Banks et al., 2025; Macaluso et al., 2016), opportunities in peer review (Lerback & Hanson, 

2017), grant-funded research (van der Lee & Ellemers, 2015), and tenure (Weisshaar, 2017). 

When viewed collectively as a body of work, the evidence points to a challenging landscape for 

female faculty and/or researchers compared to their male counterparts.  

Issues associated with measures of accomplishment in the professoriate and 

administration are not isolated in occurrence and often are small enough that the impact 

throughout an academic career is not visible on a day-to-day basis. Instead, a researcher's 

profile is gradually shaped as she or he progress in their professional academic trajectory (Bol 

et al., 2018; Metcalf et al., 2018). More abstract practices in addition to written policies are often 

aligned to politically charged environments that influence the processes. 

Tenured Faculty Roles. Research studies find that women, especially in STEM fields, 

face discouraging barriers to procuring tenure-track positions, securing tenure, and advancing to 

full professor roles (Durodoye et al., 2020; Holman et al., 2018; Khan & Ginther, 2018). 

Systemic biases can shape tenure and promotion, where gatekeepers: those chairs, deans, and 

senior colleagues who are responsible for evaluation, hiring, or advancement decisions, wield 

power in ways that disadvantage female candidates, especially by reinforcing gender norms in 

the academy (Garrett et al., 2023; Rauhaus & Schuchs Carr, 2022). Women are less likely than 
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men to achieve tenure, as it is more difficult for them to secure promotions and be retained by 

their institutions before the onset of tenure track processes (Cardel et al., 2020; Gumpertz et al., 

2017). 

In addition, there are challenges to properly assessing tenure and promotion disparities 

among BIPOC faculty compared to their White counterparts due to the complication of their low 

representation in these roles (Gumpertz et al., 2017). June and O’Leary (2021) highlighted that 

in the fall of 2019, only 2.1% percent of all faculty among their dataset from two- and four-year 

non-profit, public, and private higher education institutions were Black and female among 

tenured associate and full faculty. When considering women exit faculty positions at a higher 

rate than men at every career age and phase, which contributes to the progressive influx of 

men’s representation, there is cause for concern (Spoon et al., 2023). 

Teaching Evaluations. Student Evaluations of Teaching (SETs) are prominently 

associated with internal measures of teaching effectiveness in higher education (Gourley & 

Madonia, 2021; Peterson et al., 2019). SETs are commonly facilitated anonymously via paper-

based or electronic questionnaires using a Likert or alternative rating scale that allows for 

expressing approval or disagreement with various statements initially concerning programming 

and courses but later teaching effectiveness (Hornstein, 2017; Murray et al., 2020).However, 

SETs are inappropriate for measuring teaching effectiveness as they are prone to measurement 

bias and poor indications of teaching or course quality (Joye & Wilson, 2015; Uttl et al., 2017). 

Due to such vulnerabilities, Kreitzer and Sweet-Cushman (2022) posit that critique of SETs is 

commonplace in the academy and scholarly research. 

An expansive body of research confirms multiple biases inherent to SETs, such as 

gender (Mengel et al., 2019; Mitchell & Martin, 2018; Boring, 2017; Boring et al., 2016). 

Scholarship demonstrates that students have a tendency to rate their male faculty more highly 

than their female faculty (MacNeil et al., 2015) and are inclined to favor those with subjective 

standards of beauty (Wolbring & Riordan, 2016). ‘Halo effects’ suggests that there are many 
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aspects of teaching effectiveness which can be skewed by unobjective impressions of faculty 

(Cannon & Cipriani, 2022). Literature also highlights negative outcomes associated with the 

impact of SETs such as seen with poor teaching and grade inflation (Stroebe, 2020). Such 

faults with evaluations of faculty performance make them particularly high-risk to competent 

candidates, especially those from marginalized groups (Posselt, 2016; Fan et al., 2019).  

Authorship and Peer Review. Since it is widely understood that high-visibility akin to 

publications can be among the best predictors of career success outcomes (Aguinis et al., 

2020), the impact of power dynamics and ambiguously applied criteria for intellectual 

recognition is a serious issue (Banks et al., 2025; Ni et al., 2021). Women are disproportionately 

disadvantaged in affirmation of credit, acknowledgement of responsibilities, and order of acclaim 

based on contributions (Chang, 2019; Ni et al., 2021; Ross et al., 2022; Smith & Master, 2017). 

For example, women encounter unequal chances for scientific partnerships, as research 

indicates that White male researchers, who are predominantly in influential positions, tend to 

collaborate and publish work with their peers (Salerno et al., 2019; Kwiek & Roszka, 2021).  

Service and Tenure. Studies indicate that women contribute a disproportionate amount 

of time to service responsibilities which include advising, student mentorship, and committee or 

taskforce service within the academy (Hanasono et al., 2019; Misra et al., 2021). The difference 

in service activities by comparison to male counterparts is intensified for underrepresented 

minority groups, with women including Black, Indigenous, and Asian females, managing 

heightened workloads (Espino & Zambrana 2019; Wood et al., 2016). Gendered and racial 

ideologies motivate such service differentials as women are nudged into specific types of work 

within the academy, such as emotional labor with students and diversity or social justice 

advocacy (El-Alayli et al., 2018; Hanasono et al., 2019; Misra et al., 2021; O’Meara et al., 2017). 

These gendered and racial service requests and pressures to fulfill additional work that is often 

unrewarded and without recognition, perpetuates burnout and inadvertently contributes to early-

career academy departures due to adverse mental and physical health outcomes. 
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Advancing Equity in Tenure and Administrative Leadership. Progress to full 

professoriate roles is essential to women accessing executive-level authority within higher 

education administrations (Tunguz, 2016). Cultivating gender diversity and expanding inclusivity 

drives modernization, influence, and new standards of excellence (Stewart & Valian, 2018; Wu, 

2025). Research supports that women in administrative leadership frequently demonstrate an 

array of soft skill (interpersonal) approaches to institutional transformation through effective 

change management, agility, and resilience (Majed, 2019; Mastracci & Arreola, 2016). Female 

administrative leaders foster organizational optimization by articulating a shared vision, forging 

communal bonds, and tailored support to stakeholders such as students and faculty, ultimately 

enhancing organizational performance (Dwyer & Sahay, 2023; Howell et al., 2022). Hence, the 

collaborative inclination of female administrators is conducive to sympathetic environments, 

comprehensive policies, and encouragement of future generations (Addy et al., 2024). 

Thus, attempts at understanding how to make the case for prioritizing diversity and 

greater representation within arguably closed environments is something which adds value to 

STEM higher education and industry. Academic environments are unique in the role that 

perception and power play in influencing everyone throughout the hierarchy of the organization. 

How we are perceived by our colleagues and others literally determines success in terms of 

tenure and rank promotion in higher education’s governance structure and ‘goodness of fit’ is 

quite challenging for individuals who by virtue of their identity are outliers in some way. Studies 

which highlight how workplace experiences influence the identity and well-being of academic 

workers who choose to carve out STEM careers under what are at this point are broadly 

acknowledged as less than ideal circumstances are important because what happens in the 

academy is influential to the industrial landscape. 

Issues of the academy inevitably have implications for the industrial landscape of 

professional opportunities. The current industrial landscape of STEM leadership underscores 

the persistent underrepresentation of Black women and the systemic barriers they face. 
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According to the "Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the Life Science 2021" survey conducted by 

Informa Connect for BioProcess International, the lack of ethnic minorities and women in 

leadership roles is a significant impediment to achieving greater diversity and inclusion in the life 

science industry (Stanton, 2021). Interestingly, gender diversity has been proven to increase 

innovative potential as an equivalent composition of women and men cultivate creativity, risk-

taking, the exchange of knowledge, and fulfilment of task (Ashcraft et al., 2016). Homogeneity 

within the STEM workforce places limitations on the degree of transformation that diverse 

perspectives offer to breaking down complex problems, making new discoveries, and 

challenging conventional knowledge to creatively solve problems (Tang et al., 2020; Diele-

Viegas et al., 2022). 

A considerable amount of literature suggests that with efforts to recruit, develop, and 

promote diverse individuals from marginalized groups there is no guarantee that these 

individuals' abilities will be utilized nor their voices and perspectives fully considered and taken 

into account for institutional decision-making (Showunmi, 2021; Showunmi & Kaporou, 2017). 

There is a need for research to examine the experiences of women of color in scientific spaces, 

as studies tend to omit their voices and neglect investigating racial identity with gender analysis 

(Mickelson et al., 2016). Stereotypical perceptions support assumptions about “lack of fit” 

between the characteristics of feminine leadership, capabilities, and ambitions as compared to 

those more masculine which tend to be deemed most effective (Showunmi, 2021). A typically 

unrecognized aspect of the journey for successful Black women leaders is the delicate balance 

between obscurity and relevance, as well as failure (or retreat) and success in the academy 

given how these postsecondary academic spaces were not erected to aid or advance their 

interests (Garrett et al., 2023). 

Change Initiatives or Interventions 

The landscape of scholarly literature reflects a fundamental tension between two 

different strategic orientations. The first strategic orientation advocates for organizational 
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interventions aimed at structural transformation. In contrast, the second strategic orientation 

emphasizes the development of support enabling Black women to endure, resist, or adapt to 

institutional cultures and systems presumed to be static. Arguably, a third integrative 

perspective holds that fostering the successful advancement of Black women into academic 

leadership could achieve a critical mass that, through increased representation, holds the 

potential to catalyze structural change over time. 

Mentorship and Sponsorship 

Mentorship is critical in fostering diversity and advancement within higher education 

leadership, particularly for women aspiring to senior administrative roles. Block and Tietjen-

Smith (2016, p. 306) proposed that "the lack of purposeful mentoring by same-gender role 

models" significantly contributes to the dearth of diversity at the highest levels of leadership 

within higher education administration. For instance, one stream of research and programming 

that has relative success is mentoring and sponsorship, which could be looked at, in lay terms, 

as experienced successful professionals engaging in advice-giving and information sharing from 

an insider perspective. 

Notably, although the authors emphasize the importance of female mentors, they also 

acknowledge how intersex mentoring relationships are equally valuable and should not be 

overlooked. It is important to note that male influence has been pivotal to women making the 

most of their development and advancement (Searby et al., 2015). However, it is suggested that 

the support of male influence is not the only means to an end that there should be (Montgomery 

& Page, 2018). While male mentors have historically supported women's leadership 

development, fostering diverse mentoring relationships remains essential to achieving equitable 

representation at the highest levels (Deanna et al., 2022). 

Booker (2025, p. 61) suggests that "research on mentorship is substantial and 

expansive." Among past research inquiries investigating mentoring effects by race, sex, and 

discipline (Grant & Ghee, 2015; Louis et al., 2018; McCoy et al., 2015; Reddick & Pritchett, 
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2016; Thomas et al., 2015), the focus was mainly upon student-faculty dynamics as it relates to 

topics of retention, persistence, equity, and program completion (Chuvileva & Lyon, 2021; 

DeAngelo et al., 2016; Jehangir et al., 2023; Monarrez et al., 2024). By comparison, Burmicky 

(2025, p. 144) posits that "when surveying literature that mentions sponsorship, studies are 

scant." Scholarly literature on mentorship and sponsorship leaves much to be desired 

concerning dynamics among faculty in teaching and research as well as higher education 

administrators as if to insinuate that the higher one ascends along pathways towards senior 

leadership, there is less of a need for the benefits of a mentor or sponsor (which is not true). 

However, it is highly advisable for women to proactively seek the mentorship of others with 

whom they can learn from and develop deeper connections with rather than wait for them to 

materialize haphazardly (Agosto et al., 2016; Searby et al., 2015). 

Although female faculty could undeniably benefit from unambiguous guidelines for 

mentorship and pathways to the professoriate, they frequently are excluded from career 

advisory conversations with colleagues and superiors such as department chairs and 

administrative leaders (Buzzanell et al., 2015; Yun et al., 2016). Research indicates that without 

structured institutional support networks designed to foster career advancement, Black women 

college administrators often rely on informal, nontraditional mentorship and role models with 

whom they feel a connection to navigate their professional development and individualized 

coping strategies (Carmel & Paul, 2015; Irby et al., 2016; Searby et al., 2015). Informal 

mentoring can encompass informal structures such as support groups, spiritual guidance, online 

and in-person professional or social networks, and spontaneous advisory conversations (Agosto 

et al., 2016; Searby et al., 2015). Considering how persistence within the academy for more 

junior faculty requires sound comprehension of role expectations (Sun & Simon-Roberts, 2020, 

p. 82), it could be rather debilitating not to feel a sense of psychological membership or have a 

sense of what values are most important to mentoring relationships within the academy 

(Booker, 2025). 
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Sponsorship is a bi-directional relationship where a sponsor and protégé have an equal 

share in professional advancement (Hewlett, 2013; Hilsabeck, 2018; Mahendran et al., 2022). In 

exchange for advocacy and access to broader networks for proteges, sponsors reap the mutual 

benefit of enhancing their reputation and prominence in the field by extending a qualified 

candidate (Curtin et al., 2016; O’Connor et al., 2020). The level of commitment in this type of 

relationship involves intensive attention on the part of the sponsor to identify top talent, develop 

their existing skills, and scrutinize their evolution, all in preparation for presenting refined pupils 

to their networks (Hewlett, 2019). 

For women, especially women of color who have been confirmed as excessively 

mentored and under-sponsored (Chow, 2021; Dagunduro et al., 2024; Ibarra et al., 2010), “high-

octane advocacy” (Hewlett, 2019, p. 30) coupled with emotional support and professional 

guidance can be the difference between stagnation and progress towards executive-level 

leadership opportunities. The high-stakes dynamic of sponsorship underscores its 

transformative potential, as it not only hoists protégés into influential roles but also amplifies the 

sponsor’s standing and impact within their professional sphere. In framing the joint benefit 

associated with mentorship and sponsorship relationships as successful, one might argue that 

the experiences Black women in STEM have had in their careers involve a fair amount of coping 

behaviors, which can informally be described as responses to stress which include seeking 

various forms of instrumental and emotional interventions. 

Whose Responsibility is it to Address Representational and Structural Issues? 

Academic scholarship offering explanations and resolutions for systemic impediments to 

the ascension and persistence of Black women and other minority groups in STEM suggests 

that responsibility for transformative change should not fall on individuals who are already 

managing the weight of overlapping subordinate identities (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2021). 

There is a risk of further harm when individuals who are potentially race-blind and culturally 

tone-deaf press marginalized individuals to expound upon the oppression they experience 



41 
 

(Berenstain, 2016). In such scenarios, those who are privileged can pose questions of credibility 

based on inherent prejudices and implicit biases, and then testimonies of marginalized 

individuals are subjected to underestimation or ignorance (Davis, 2016; Dunne & Kotsonis, 

2021; Ledesma & Calderón, 2015). Interventions should engage members of dominant groups 

in evaluating how their words, behaviors, and actions potentially contribute to the lack of fit or 

perceptions of misalignment and exclusion among minoritized groups (Blosser, 2020). 

While this research evaluates representational issues in higher education and STEM 

leadership from the perspective of race and gender, emergent scholarship worldwide is 

questioning the role of institutional intervention from the perspective of more senior, executive-

level leaders (both men and women) concerning equality (Humbert et al., 2019; Kelan, 2019; 

Kelan & Wratil, 2018; de Vries, 2015). Research among academics and organizations proposes 

that the role of leaders is significant to the progress toward gender equality, inclusivity, and 

diversity within STEM environments (Coe et al., 2019; Kelan & Wratil, 2021; McClelland & 

Holland, 2015; NASEM, 2020; Wroblewski, 2019; Yen et al., 2019). However, per Cuthbert et al. 

(2023) executive-level leadership having a tendency to solely chalk underrepresentation up to a 

numbers issue is problematic. This perspective risks obscuring institutional drivers of alienating 

women (Fagan & Teasdale, 2021; Myers et al., 2019) and overgeneralizing as increasing 

numbers without a comprehensive address of environmental conditions would be inadequate for 

a permanent and sustainable resolution (Cuthbert et al., 2023). 

Literature posits that progressive, gender parity-driven policies should be paired with 

shifts to underlying cultural expectations; this requires leadership's competence to transform 

STEM higher education environments and sustain meaningful change (Bystydzienski et al., 

2017; Yen et al., 2019). Moreover, scholars such as Cannady et al. (2014) and Van Den Hurk et 

al. (2019) argue against representational inequality being framed as a one-dimensional pipeline 

challenge, as their research supports the lack of women in STEM being a more complicated and 

multilayered issue. In this context, higher education institutions are uniquely positioned to 
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reshape socially constructed gender norms by cultivating leadership grounded in ethics, 

fairness, and civic engagement, thereby ensuring that future leaders identify as dedicated 

systems change agents rather than perpetrators of existing inequalities (Kiersch & Gullekson, 

2021). 

Why is Coping as a Framework Valuable in this Study? 

Coping as a conceptual framework can provide a nuanced and humanizing lens for in-

depth analysis of Black women's professional challenges in STEM and higher education 

leadership. The framework can also provide insight into what emotional, psychological, and 

existential weight Black women bear as they take on roles of greater authority and power in 

isolated numbers. Looking to those Black women who have successfully made it to senior 

STEM academic leadership and learning more about how they navigated the myriad situations 

and dynamics that they encountered throughout their academic careers is of high value to those 

individuals who are still progressing and persisting to a higher level of leadership within the 

academy. In fact, when looking more closely at coping, we begin to understand how someone 

becomes aware of and identifies specific obstacles, considers what issues may be present but 

are somewhat ignored or compartmentalized, and decides which strategies for responsiveness. 

The existing literature offers insight into the range of responses women have experimented with, 

settled on, and used to navigate complicated career experiences. 

Coping acknowledges the reality of these leaders while highlighting their persistence and 

agency; and takes into account what it takes to thrive regardless of the underrepresentation. 

Using a developed quantitative, academic framework of coping and adapting it qualitatively lays 

to bare the internalized pressures that are skillfully maneuvered to ascertain success and lead 

effectively. The proposed research transforms the conversation from one solely about 

increasing numbers to one about creating conditions for authentic, supported, and sustainable 

leadership. 
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Coping is not merely a reaction to isolated incidents of adversity; it is an ongoing, 

multifaceted process shaped by both internal and external pressures. Black women in 

leadership frequently manage professional demands while simultaneously negotiating 

microaggressions (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020), cultural taxation (Melaku & Beeman, 2023), and 

the expectations of serving as community symbols or “firsts.” This reality underscores the 

existential dimensions of coping; it is not just a response to what has occurred but also to what 

might occur, and to the emotional labor of constantly navigating perceived risk (i.e., García-

Mainar & Montuenga, 2024). As such, coping becomes a central, ongoing mechanism through 

which leaders maintain identity, manage stress, and sustain their leadership trajectories. It also 

presents an opening for adjusting or adapting not just on the part of Black women, but 

potentially on the part of others in the shared environment, or both. 

Through this lens, institutions can better understand the psychological costs borne by 

Black women leaders (i.e., Patton & Haynes, 2018) and thus tailor policies, supports, and 

leadership development models that go beyond recruitment and into retention and wellness. 

Furthermore, examining coping illuminates how these women lead, which is often through 

collaborative, emotionally intelligent, and transformational practices that are underrepresented 

in mainstream leadership theory. Their coping strategies reveal a model of leadership grounded 

in resilience and community, one that could enrich the broader field. 

Existing scholarship supports this shift in focus as research indicates that coping is 

essential for marginalized leaders, particularly Black women in the academy, who often engage 

in complex combinations of problem-focused, emotion-focused, and meaning-making coping 

strategies (Diehl, 2014; Holder et al., 2015). Explanatory models such as the Coping Circumplex 

Model (CCM) further allow researchers to distinguish between constructive and non-

constructive coping responses, offering a pathway to assess how different strategies support or 

hinder long-term leadership sustainability. CCM has the potential to equip members of the 
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majority with pertinent information that encourages recognition and responsibility for themselves 

(McGee, 2020a) while educating them on proper allyship (Moore & Nash, 2021). 

Study Framework: The Coping Circumplex Model 

The Historical Context of Coping 

The categorical concept of coping was not introduced in Psychological Abstracts until 

the early 1960s (Popplestone & McPherson, 1988). During this period of time, researchers 

began to conceptualize certain adaptive processes or defense mechanisms as “coping” 

activities (Alker, 1968; Haan, 1963; Hunter & Goodstein, 1967; Kroeber, 1963; Speisman et al., 

1964; Visotsky et al., 1961; Weinstock. 1967). Early works reiterating the concept of coping 

responses were distinguishable by the conscious strategies deployed for interpretation of and 

reaction to a stressful or distressing event (Lazarus et al., 1974; Sidle et al., 1969). Initial 

generations of coping scholars focused their research inquiries upon two dimensions of coping: 

problem-focused and emotion-focused, which encompassed a fundamental set of coping 

responses (Averill & Rosenn, 1972; Cohen & Lazarus, 1973; Kahn et al., 1964; Lazarus et al., 

1974; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; Sidle et al., 1969). Contextually, early research interest was 

upon the extreme circumstances, or those events which were life-threatening or trauma-

inducing for an individual (Bazeley & Viney, 1974; Dimsdale, 1974; Greenberg et al., 1975; 

Henderson & Bostock, 1975; Klein, 1974; McCubbin et al., 1975; Viney & Clarke, 1974). 

Interestingly, regardless of an individual’s potential for more preferential coping 

responses, the early focus upon extreme situations supported a narrower spectrum of 

responses which elevated the likelihood of person (or predispositional) variables being seen as 

inadequate predictors of specific coping activities (Parker & Endler, 1996). Eventually, between 

the 1970s and early 1980s, a growing body of coping scholars promoted the significance of 

studying the situational context in which coping processes occurred (Billings & Moos, 1981; 

Felton & Revenson, 1984; Folkman & Lazarus, 1985; McCrae, 1984; Menaghan, 1982; Pearlin 

& Schooler, 1978; Stone & Neale, 1984). This shift to situationism shifted focus to effects of 
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environmental factors as prominent determinants of personality which rivaled trait studies 

among psychologists (Endler, 1983; Endler & Parker, 1992; Parker, 1991). Historically, the 

dissimilarity between coping research based on predisposition variables (traits) and research 

based on situational factors (coping process) has been characterized as interindividual versus 

intraindividual coping approaches (Endler & Parker, 1990b; Endler et al., 1993; Folkman et al, 

1986; Lazarus, 1993; Parker & Endler, 1992). Regardless of the approach, most scholars in 

coping research utilized self-reporting measures for the assessment of reactions and responses 

to stressors (Parker & Endler, 1996). 

Intraindividual coping measures can assess fundamental “coping strategies [for] or 

responses [to] a specific stressful situation (Parker & Endler, 1996, p. 12)” and can assess 

multiple “coping strategies or responses that can be used in a variety of stressful situations 

(Parker & Endler, 1996, p. 13).” Situation-specific measures use items that evaluate coping that 

corresponds with a specific situation; in contrast, multiple-situation measures use items capable 

of assessing a broad spectrum of coping such that scales account for a dynamic assortment of 

stressful events (Parker & Endler, 1996). Markedly, per Carver et al. (1989, p. 268), with a 

survey of early coping assessment measures, three problems emerged: (1) a large amount of 

diversity in what measures address (McCrae, 1982, 1984); (2) scales subject to variance in the 

degree of clarity among items used to describe the basis for an action, and (3) the 

predominance of scale measures derived empirically rather than theoretically. 

Many models across the last 6.5 decades exist that conceptualize coping as a significant 

component of interactions between cognitive, environmental, and physiological factors 

influencing the health and well-being of individuals or groups across numerous academic 

disciplines and professional occupations (Bennett et al., 2004; Burton et al., 2024; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984b; Thomae, 1987; Turk & Berger, 2024). For example, an intraindividual coping 

measure with a significant impact on coping research, given its utility across a vast expanse of 

published studies and foundational basis for the development of other measures, is the Ways of 
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Coping Checklist (WWC; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980) which evolved into the Ways of Coping 

Questionnaire (WCQ; Folkman & Lazarus, 1988). 

Since the proliferation of measures and corresponding items used to clarify the meaning 

of coping as a construct, its varied composition, boundaries, and subtypes have contributed to 

psychometric weaknesses that inhibit the development of methodological understanding 

regarding empirical and theoretical interactions among coping behaviors and patterns (Parker & 

Endler, 1992, p. 339). Inconsistent factor structures, narrowly defined constructs, limited 

construct validity and lack of longitudinal validation relative to coping scales have complicated 

the establishment of a unified framework for assessing coping styles (i.e., Carver et al., 1989; 

Parker & Endler. 1992). Additionally, self-report or recall bias resulting from retrospective 

assessment (i.e., Halcomb et al., 2022) and failure to create coping instruments that are 

culturally sensitive and adaptable to identity-based differences (i.e., Al-Hadethe et al., 2016; 

Huda et al., 2022) restrict the applicability and generalizability of existing coping scales. 

There are limitations in the scope of participants and in the representation of 

professions, and there is a need to account for cultural complexities that can be inherent to 

various disciplines, such as medicine (Carlson et al., 2021), and to fields of practice, such as 

leadership development (Wilson et al., 2021). Similar inconsistencies persist in higher education 

and organizational leadership research, where the measurement of coping mechanisms 

remains subject to conceptual ambiguity and methodological challenges (i.e., Barnard & 

Floutman, 2020; du Plessis & Martins, 2019; Wilson et al., 2021). Prior scholarship has made a 

note of the lack of consensus across scholarship used to define and conceptualize coping and 

the regulation of emotions, mainly in children, adolescents, adults, and married couples (i.e., 

Compas et al., 2001, 2017, 2019; Skinner et al., 2003) and students (i.e., Barnard & Floutman, 

2020). However, limited scholarship conceptualizes coping as relevant to the experiences of 

faculty or administrators who carry overlapping subordinate social identities or memberships 

within stressful corporate or academic workplace environmental contexts. Despite these 
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limitations, coping theory has expanded beyond its initial focus on stress reduction, offering 

valuable insights that have enhanced individual and collective well-being, informed interventions 

across the lifespan, and deepened our understanding of human achievement and quality of life. 

Overview of the Coping Circumplex Model 

Coping is the thoughts and behaviors that mobilize to manage internal and external 

stressors (Algorani & Gupta, 2023). Per the CCM, coping is “volitional and automized, cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioral responses to stress (Stanisławski, 2019, p. 4).” This definition of 

coping has three distinct considerations: (1) the distinction between conscious and automatized 

stress responses is not always clear, as the same response can vary in awareness depending 

on the situation, and repetition can lead to automatization (Coyne & Gottlieb, 1996; Snyder & 

Pulvers, 2001; Skinner et al., 2003); (2) coping measures often include items that blur the line 

between deliberate and automatized responses, making it difficult to categorize them precisely 

(Coyne & Gottlieb, 1996); and (3) excluding instinctive/reflexive responses from coping research 

would leave significant variability unevaluated, limiting an inclusive understanding of coping and 

its consequences (Stanislawski, 2019, p. 5). Positioning coping constructs within a circumplex 

supports the idea that coping styles are not mutually exclusive and can vary in strengths across 

the different configurations of these dynamic relationships (Stanisławski, 2019). 

Foundational Models for the CCM 

Problem-Focused and Emotion-Focused Coping. Lazarus and Folkman (1984a, 

1984b) were among the early scholars who worked collaboratively over time to develop the 

theory of stress and coping (Coyne & Lazarus, 1980; Lazarus, 1966, 1981b; Lazarus et al., 

1970; Lazarus & DeLongis, 1983; Lazarus et al., 1980), which Stanisławski (2022) deemed 

theoretically foundational as a transactional model for identifying a coping construct. The 

transactional model suggests that individuals and the environment can interact bidirectionally, 

such that individuals can attribute meaning to their environment as a result of ongoing relational 

transactions (Folkman, 1984; Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984b). The theory identified 
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two processes, cognitive appraisal and coping, which mediate stressful dynamics between 

individuals and their environment and their short- and long-term outcomes (Folkman et al., 

1986). Cognitive appraisal is two-fold in that the primary appraisal involves an individual 

determining the stakes associated with the stressful encounter, and secondary appraisal 

involves determining whether anything can be done to maneuver or prevent harm or enhance 

the potential for benefit (Folkman et al., 1986). Once risk or threat and potential opportunity are 

assessed, coping adaptively functions to alter the adverse person-environment relation causing 

trauma or distress (problem-focused coping) and regulate the activation of stress-induced 

emotions (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980, 1985; Folkman et al., 1986). 

Folkman and Lazarus’ (1980) WCC started out as a 68-item self-report measure in 

yes/no format for respondents who reflected upon a particular stressful event for evaluation of 

problem- and emotion-focused coping. The measure was scored using factor analysis of coping 

items (Aldwin et al., 1980) but cross-validation attempts saw mixed results concerning the 

questionnaire structure (Tennen & Herzberger, 1985). Hence, in 1985 Folkman and Lazarus 

modified WCC by removing items, adding new ones, and the revised 66-item scale was 

formatted into a four-point Likert frequency scale known as WCQ. WCQ describes a spectrum 

of cognitive and behavioral strategies employed by an individual to manage internal and/or 

external pressures contributing to a stressful encounter that is reconstructed by subjects 

(Folkman & Lazarus, 1988, p. 468). As shown in Table 1, Folkman et al. (1986, p. 995) 

identified eight coping strategies. 

Table 1 

Definitions of Coping Strategies from the WCQ 

Coping strategy Definition 
Planful problem solving “…deliberate problem-focused efforts to alter the situation…” 
Escape-avoidance “…wishful thinking and behavioral efforts to escape or avoid…” 

Accepting responsibility “…[acknowledgement of] one’s own role in the problem with a 
concomitant theme or trying to put things right…” 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Coping strategy Definition 
Positive reappraisal “…creat[ion of] positive meaning by focusing on personal 

growth…” 
Confrontive coping “…aggressive efforts to alter the situation…” 

Distancing “…efforts to detach oneself…” and “…[creation of] a positive 
outlook…” 

Self-controlling “…[regulation of] one’s own feelings and actions…” 
Seeking social support “…[seeking] informational support and emotional support,,,” 

 
Note. Definitions are derived from Folkman et al. (1986, p. 995). The table is adapted from The 

Coping Circumplex Model: An Integrative Model of the Structure of Coping with Stress, by K. 

Stanisławski, 2019, Fronters in Psychology, 10(694), p. 2 

(https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694). Copyright 2019 by Stanislawski. 

Evaluating emotions involved subjects indicating the degree to which they experienced 

emotions by selection from a literature catalog on emotion (Folkman & Lazarus, 1988, p. 468). 

Across samples of young and old individuals, coping was identified as a consistent intermediary 

of emotion. Age-group variances between coping and emotion relationships were potentially 

explained by differences in the situational characteristics of stressful encounters that each 

subject retrospectively reported and by developmental adaptation in coping efficacy (Folkman & 

Lazarus, 1988, pp. 472–473). However, there was an air of caution with researchers making 

explicit causal statements because their respondents recounted stressful encounters in 

retrospect and, henceforth, were subject to memory bias and the depth of situational effects, 

which were beyond the scope of their study which required further analysis (Folkman & Lazarus, 

1988). Prior collegiate research suggested facilitating real-time monitoring of coping processes 

throughout a stressful event to overcome this limitation (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985). 

Prominent takeaways from Folkman and Lazarus' (1988, pp. 473–474) study were that: 

"the adaptive value of a coping process [is contingent upon] the context (cf. Folkman & Lazarus, 

1980; Lazarus, 1981a; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984a; Vaillant, 1977);" the theoretical exploration 

of the dynamic between problem- and emotion-focused coping should highlight of their potential 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694
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for bidirectional, multidimensional effects upon one another; and effects of situational context, 

developmental origins, and intrinsic coping strategies are differentials that require greater 

comprehension to further refinement of effective coping interventions. 

Coping Dimensions. Carver et al. (1989) entered the process of item selection and 

scale construction for the COPE inventory with the following consideration: individuals carry 

preferential coping strategies that are relatively fixed over time and situational contexts. The 

scholars conducted their studies questioning whether individual differences play a part in the 

degree of coping employed throughout a transaction (that is, environmental influence upon an 

individual and vice versa), whether preferred coping strategies influence systematic 

relationships between personality variables, and whether personally preferred coping strategies 

influence specific coping responses (Carver et al., 1989, p. 270). In their attempt to distinguish 

between dispositional and situational coping, inventory items were framed based on what the 

individual archetypically does under stress and what was done (or being done) during a 

particular coping occurrence or time period, respectively (Carver et al., 1989). Patterns of 

coping in situations appraised as changeable or amendable focus on the situation at hand; in 

contrast, encounters appraised as limited in opportunities for resolution or requiring acceptance 

involve avoidant forms of coping (Carver et al.,1989). 

As shown in Table 2, Carver et al. (1989, pp. 268–270) identified thirteen conceptually 

distinct coping strategies based on theoretical arguments on their functionality. Similar to WCQ, 

the COPE inventory of items evolved with generational refinement resulting from data collection 

characterized by a dispositional response format. Subjects were responsible for indicating what 

was generally done or felt during encounters with a variety of stressful events, accounting for 

their actions in their own words (without generalizations), describing who was involved and what 

made the event significant, as well as what factors contributed to their appraisal of the event as 

stressful including whether circumstances were controllable or amendable (Carver et al., 1989, 

p. 277). Researchers understood that stressful events potentially invoke variable responses and 
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found that subjects could distinguish coping strategies in meaningful ways consistent with 

reports of events they chose to recount during the study. Researchers also found that variations 

in coping processes were a function of the appraised importance of a stressor. 

Caution with findings from the research of Carver et al. (1989) is advisable due to their 

method of rendering data. The researchers had no control over the situations reported as they 

were detailed in retrospect by respondents (notably, as is the case for most, if not all, of the 

foundational models highlighted for the development of CCM). In addition, there was no way to 

control for comparable phases of stressful events among subjects, especially given how coping 

strategies can change throughout a transaction. Situational variance has the potential to mask 

the part of dispositional influence upon coping. Strikingly, exposing subjects to the same 

contextual stressors could render recollection of events from the same transactional stage and 

effectively circumvent the aforementioned limitations of past research. 

Prominent takeaways from Carver et al.’s (1989, pp. 279–281) study were that: 

participants can meaningfully adopt preferences to coping and tend to apply such strategies 

consistently; emotional responses to stressors were likely in controllable situations; variation in 

coping is a function of appraised importance concerning the situation; contextual coping 

responses could be complementary to personality traits (i.e., McCrae & Costa, 1986; Parkes, 

1984, 1986; Scheier et al., 1986); coping is not fundamentally distinct from self-regulatory 

functions, and there could be more implicit tactics underlying actions for self-preservation 

(defense) and -motivation. 

Table 2 

Definitions of Coping Categories from the COPE 

Coping category Definition 
Problem-focused coping  

Active coping 

“…process of taking active steps to try to remove or 
circumvent the stressor or to ameliorate its effects…” 
“…includes initiating direct action, increasing one’s efforts, 
and trying to execute a coping attempt in stepwise fashion…” 
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Table 2 (continued) 

Coping category Definition 

Planning 
“…thinking about how to cope with a stressor...” and 
“…involves coming up with action strategies, thinking about 
what steps to take and how best to handle the problem…” 

Suppression of 
competing activities 

“…putting other projects aside, trying to avoid becoming 
distracted by other events, even letting other things slide, if 
necessary, in order to deal with the stressor…” 

Restraint coping “…waiting until an appropriate opportunity to act presents 
itself, holding oneself back, and not acting prematurely…” 

Seeking social support 
for instrumental reasons 

“…seeking advice, assistance, or information…” 

Emotion-focused coping  
Seeking social support 
for emotional reasons 

“…getting moral support, sympathy, or understanding…” 

Positive reinterpretation 
and growth 

“…construing a stressful transaction in positive terms…” 

Acceptance Learning to accept the reality of a stressful situation* 

Denial “…reports of refusal to believe that the stressor exists or of 
trying to act as though the stressor is not real…” 

Turning to religion “…tendency to turn to religion in times of stress…” 
“Less useful”  

Focus on and venting of 
emotions 

“…the tendency to focus on whatever distress or upset one is 
experiencing and to ventilate those feelings…” 

Behavioral 
disengagement 

“…reducing one’s effort to deal with the stressor, even giving 
up the attempt to attain goals with which the stressor is 
Interfering…” 

Mental disengagement 
“…wide variety of activities that serve to distract the person 
from thinking about the behavioral dimension or goal with 
which the stressor is interfering…” 

Additional Scales  
Humor Dealing with negative emotions through humor* 

Substance use Use of alcohol or drugs to disengage from a stressor or feel 
better* 

 
Note. Definitions are derived from Carver et al. (1989, pp. 268–270) or developed based on 

questionnaire items (*). The table is adapted from The Coping Circumplex Model: An Integrative 

Model of the Structure of Coping with Stress, by K. Stanisławski, 2019, Fronters in Psychology, 

10(694), p. 3 (https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694). Copyright 2019 by Stanislawski. 

Task-, Emotion- and Avoidance-Oriented Coping. Task-oriented coping is 

synonymous with problem-focused coping strategies, and person-oriented coping is 

synonymous with emotion-focused coping strategies (Endler & Parker, 1990a,b). Parker and 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694
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Endler (1990a,b), among many other scholars, honed in on avoidance or the ability of one to 

delay confrontation with a stressful situation as another significant coping strategy 

(Amirkhan,1990; Billings & Moos, 1981; Endler & Parker, 1990a,b; Feifel & Strack, 1989; 

Nowack, 1989). In addition, early scholarship suggests that the avoidance-oriented coping 

dimension encompasses both person- and task-oriented responses (Parker & Endler, 1992). 

As shown in Table 3, Parker and Endler’s (1992, 9. 334) construction of “a reliable and 

valid multidimensional coping” measure, the Coping Inventory of Stressful Situations (CISS), 

began with a 70-item inventory known as the Multidimensional Coping Inventory (MCI) which 

was administered to male and female undergraduates using a 5-point Likert scale (Endler & 

Parker, 1988). The emergence of task-, person-, and avoidance-oriented factor structures 

resulted from separate factor analyses between male and female participants; the results were 

identical across each structure (Cattell, 1978; Endler & Parker, 1990b). Even with the additional 

phases of research to balance inventory items across factors and conduct further analysis 

associated with new samples, comparisons using congruence coefficients rendered significance 

(Endler & Parker, 1990a,b). 

Prominent takeaways from Parker and Endler’s (1992) study were that: scale 

development approaches are limited in theoretical utility and relevance as there is little 

understanding of what construct items represent (p. 327); coping scale development research 

should take into account gender differences across coping behaviors and patterns (p. 327); 

frequent modification of coping items on the basis of an investigation’s hypothesis or the 

population being studied can be methodologically confusing for coping research (p. 333); 

psychometric weaknesses across coping scales hinder or constrain development of integrative 

empirical work and theoretical relationships across coping behaviors (pp. 339–340).  
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Table 3 

Definitions of Coping Strategies from the CISS 

Coping strategy Definition 

Task-oriented coping “…strategies used to solve a problem, reconceptualize it 
(cognitively), or minimize its effects…” 

Person-oriented coping “…strategies that may include emotional responses, self-
preoccupation, and fantasizing reactions…” 

Avoidance-oriented coping “…engaging in substitute activities or seeking out other 
people…” 

• Distraction “   substituting an alternative task of his or her choosing 

• Social diversion “…efforts to detach oneself…” and “…[creation of] a positive 
outlook…” 

 
Note. Definitions are derived from Parker & Endler (1992, pp. 325–326). The table is adapted 

from information in The Coping Circumplex Model: An Integrative Model of the Structure of 

Coping with Stress, by K. Stanisławski, 2019, Fronters in Psychology, 10(694), p. 3 

(https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694). Copyright 2019 by Stanislawski. 

Differences Among Models 

As previously alluded to in the provided example for a prominent intraindividual coping 

measure, Folkman and Lazarus’ (1980, 1985) WCQ originated to measure stress responses 

during a specific time period and subsequently influenced the formation of other coping models 

(Carver et al., 1989; Tobin et al., 1989; Endler & Parker, 1990b). The measure’s specificity in 

assessing a distinct period of time can make test-retest reliability challenging (Parker & Endler, 

1996). Unfortunately, another criticism of the model revolved around its potential 

oversimplification of coping as “either-or” when, in reality, coping can simultaneously serve dual 

functions (Carver et al., 1989; Skinner et al., 2003), and a single strategy could categorically 

fit/overlap into both problem- and emotion-focused coping (Compas et al., 2001). Additional 

criticism is that this model is not comprehensive (cf. Band & Weisz, 1988; Carver et al., 1989) 

as it does not account for an individual’s inclination to seek social support (Skinner et al., 2003). 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00694
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A Potential Use Case for CCM 

Stanislawski (2019, p. 16) suggests that CCM relates to emotional regulation strategies 

captured in the research of Gross and John (2003), as cognitive reappraisal and expressive 

suppression can be located within the model because they align with efficiency and 

helplessness, respectively. Studies support that minorities, including Black women, demonstrate 

mindfulness of themselves within unwelcoming and hostile environments, as in STEM (Holly, 

2020; Ireland et al., 2018; Martin, 2019). Regardless of whether or not they can assign their 

perceptions of the stressful encounters to a particular aspect of their identity, they can adapt by 

altering the impact of emotion-soliciting situations and/or inhibiting their expression of emotions 

(Green et al., 2024). The primary application of CCM in this research is evident, as one 

hypothesis concerns the anticipation of emotion-focused coping tactics in conditions that 

promote the persistent underrepresentation of Black women leaders in STEM and higher 

education administration. 

Limitations to Individual Coping: Shifting the Burden of Change 

Kersh’s (2018) research suggests that women leaders in higher education deploy active 

coping strategies when confronted with recurrent workplace stressors and aim to resolve, 

displace, or redirect them. While coping styles are essential to individual success, and in some 

cases, stress management can be effective due to preferential coping tactics aligned with 

redundant on-the-job stressors (Kersh, 2018), some literature counters that emphasis on 

personal traits such as adaptation, resilience, and perseverance is insufficient (Hughes et al., 

2024; Woods-Giscombe et al., 2023). Instead, there is a need to cultivate systemic change from 

within institutional environments to support women, particularly African American women, better. 

For example, Dortch et al. (2024) suggest that there is a need for the reevaluation of policy, 

amplification of support outlets, and integration of targeted training programs for faculty and staff 

to be educated on relevant issues to Black women in higher education, especially to avoid 

instances of maladaptive coping measures within that demographic. 
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Research on discrete emotions and emotional coping within workspaces remains limited 

(Ashkanasy et al., 2017; Boyd et al., 2009; Fink & Yolles, 2015; Saxena, 2024). By comparison, 

a wide array of literature exists supporting that emotions influence both short- and long-term 

workplace behaviors (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), studies specifically examining discrete 

problem- and emotion-focused coping outcomes of work experiences, especially within higher 

education administration, STEM-based environments are relatively scarce (i.e., Kabat-Farr et 

al., 2018). Scholars have highlighted the need for more research in this area (Ashkanasy & 

Dorris, 2017; Brief & Weiss, 2002). However, even with significant strides having been made in 

understanding the emotional impact of workplace incivility on targeted individuals (i.e., Giumetti 

et al., 2013; Lim et al., 2018), this study is, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, the first to 

explicitly explore the lived problem-, emotion-, and avoidance-coping experiences of women in 

leadership amid deficits in organizational culture, mentorship/sponsorship opportunities, tenure 

and administrative challenges, and discipline-specific, representational and structural issues for 

successful Black women leaders in STEM higher education workplaces. 

Chapter Summary 

Literature has demonstrated that although Black women leaders are present within 

higher education administration and STEM fields, they remain significantly underrepresented. 

The review of existing scholarship identified numerous factors influencing the success of women 

faculty broadly and Black women faculty specifically, with studies highlighting the comparatively 

few number of Black women and underscoring the critical need to address representational 

gaps among minoritized female populations. Furthermore, research concerning discipline or 

field-specific representation in STEM has shown that cultural norms embedded within 

academia, such as meritocracy and hyper-individualism, can foster siloed environments and 

exclusionary practices. Overall, it is imperative to recognize that Black women who persist and 

seek advancement within higher education and STEM disciplines do so while confronting 

persistent structural barriers; thus, it is critical to examine the coping strategies they employ and 
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how such knowledge can inform institutional and ally-driven efforts to improve the sustainability 

of transformative change initiatives. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

The research question guiding this descriptive case study in the examination of coping 

styles among Black female administrative leaders in STEM higher education is: 

RQ. How do Black women in STEM higher education administration leadership roles 

employ problem- and emotion-coping styles as a part of their career experiences in 

navigating academic environments? 

This chapter generally presents qualitative and case study research and then discusses 

particulars relative to the study’s research design, sampling method, data collection, and data 

analysis and how the Coping Circumplex Model, as the conceptual framework, guides the study. 

Research Strategy 

What is Qualitative Research? 

Hancock and Algozzine (2017) explain qualitative research design as a methodological 

approach intended to cultivate a deeper comprehension of a subject by investigating it within its 

authentic, real-world context. Methodologists Creswell and Poth (2018), Flick (2018), and Tracy 

(2020) theorize that a qualitative approach can be effective in generating detailed and thorough 

explanations, comprehension, or examination of participants’ experiences and perspectives, as 

well as behavioral patterns and processes within a particular situational context. Qualitative 

research is “interested in understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they 

construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 6). 

Case Study Research 

Robinson (1993, p. 146) theorizes that a case study is "a strategy for doing research 

which involves an empirical investigation of a particular phenomenon within its real-life context 

using multiple sources of evidence…" Case study method allows the researcher to answer 

"how" and "why" questions while taking into consideration the "where" or context in which a 

phenomenon of interest is occurring (Baxter & Jack, 2015, p. 556). Seminal case study 
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methodologists, Robert Yin, Sharan Merriam, and Robert E. Stake, have each offered influential 

guidelines for the design, approach, and analysis of case study based on distinct philosophical 

and epistemological views concerning the research process (Yazan, 2015). The variety of 

stances taken by these methodologists affirms that a case study is versatile and customizable to 

a research inquiry as it does not have to be "…assigned to a fixed ontological, epistemological 

or methodological position" (Rosenberg & Yates, 2007, p. 447). 

According to Yin (2018), case studies can be characterized into three design categories: 

explanatory, exploratory, and descriptive. While an explanatory case study aims to characterize 

causal relationships between phenomena, an exploratory case study explores a phenomenon in 

situations with no single outcome. A descriptive case study, by comparison, characterizes 

interventions or processes, describing the phenomenon in its real-world context. In contrast, 

Stake (1995) characterized case study designs as intrinsic, instrumental, and collective. By 

Stake's classifications, cases could: illustrate a particular trait or problem; provide insight into an 

issue or refine theory; or be further divided into multiple units of analysis for comparison within 

and among cases. 

In the alternative, Merriam (1998) categorized case study designs as descriptive, 

particularistic, and heuristic. By Merriam's definition, cases provide rich, thick descriptions of a 

phenomenon of interest; insight regarding a particular situation, event, phenomenon, or 

program; or understanding through discovery or confirmation of what is already known 

concerning a phenomenon. This study aligns with Merriam’s definition of case study design as 

particularistic in focusing on coping styles. In this study, the case (or phenomenon and unit of 

analysis) is coping styles, which will be bound by the context of Black women leaders in 2- and 

4-year STEM higher education administrative roles within the United States. As a descriptive 

case study, this research aims to characterize or describe Black women leaders' problem-, 

emotion- and avoidance-coping responses within STEM higher education administrations. 
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Research Philosophy 

The researcher’s perspective is informed by philosophical assumptions that encompass 

the researcher's epistemological stance. Cultivating self-awareness and study of foundational 

understandings of other aspects of philosophy are crucial to the qualitative research process. 

Creswell (2003) includes discussion on the nature of reality (ontology), the process by which 

knowledge is obtained (epistemology), the influence of personal and ethical values within the 

research (axiology), the style and form of research communication (rhetoric), and the systematic 

procedures employed in conducting the study (methodology) as integral to qualitative research. 

I am in agreement with Creswell’s work as well as Yazan (2015, p. 136) who contends that a 

researcher's epistemological stance influences all stages of the research process "from 

selection of the phenomenon of interest that is put under scrutiny to the way the ultimate report 

is composed." As such, it is essential for me, as a researcher, to critically examine underlying 

beliefs about knowledge and how these beliefs inform my and others assumptions and 

approaches within case study research (Rule & Yazan, 2024). 

What is Constructivism and Interpretivism? 

The study is grounded in a constructivist-interpretivist philosophical orientation. To 

understand post-positivist epistemological orientations such as constructivism and 

interpretivism, one must recognize what it means to have a positivist perspective on case study. 

According to Crotty (1998) positivism in research centers on objectivity, validity, and 

generalizability, meaning such research relies on empirical observation and objective 

measurement, as it is the role of the researcher to remain relatively neutral and to establish 

facts or something as close to factual as their studies will allow (p. 41). In addition, ontologically, 

those facts and segments of knowledge exist independent of knowers, distinct and secluded for 

the duration of a research process, as “truth” is sovereign from human activity (Ben-Ari & 

Enosh, 2020; Mahoney, 2021). Conversely, constructivism and interpretivism, which inform this 

study, ontologically agree that reality is subjective and created through lived experiences, 
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varying from one person to the next, effectively rebutting the idea of impartial, value-neutral 

knowledge (Lee, 2024). This approach favors reality influenced by “subjectively meaningful 

action (the meaning of ‘doings’) and socially crystallized meanings (the meaning of ‘dones’)” 

(Pfadenhauer & Knoblauch, 2019, pp. 66–67). 

Accordingly, it is conceivable to the researcher that one comes to learn, know, and 

understand through lived experiences. Individuals vary in their perspective of what is learned, 

known, and understood, adding complexity or partiality to reality, as we all see in part. This 

research relies on participant views of their situations and as such, accepts their experiences as 

forms of empirical knowledge. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) assert that the qualitative researcher 

should understand phenomenon of interest from the participant’s perspective, not from their 

own. However, from the perspective of Creswell and Poth (2018), the role of the researcher as a 

key instrument for data collection involves making sense of or interpreting what they find while 

recognizing the influence of their own personal, cultural, and historical experiences. 

This research does not test Stanisławski’s (2019, 2022) Coping Circumplex Model in a 

quantitative sense. Rather, it aims to further the understanding and interpretation of Black 

women’s experiences, be deeply grounded in reflection, and relay experiences within a 

particular context. As such, this study uses the constructs of CCM to design a qualitative 

protocol that investigates Black women leaders’ self-reports of problem- and emotion-coping 

responses within higher education administrative roles. The study is deeply descriptive and 

analyzes the data rigorously in ways that add to existing literature. The goal is that, among data 

contributing to CCM, workplace learning, higher education, and the literature on race and 

gender identity, this work will expand beyond the typical demographics of coping research 

samples. 

Relying on an interpretivist and constructivist approach as conceived by past scholars, 

Stake (1995) and Merriam (1998), will allow for rich descriptions and interpretations of the 

phenomenon of coping among Black women leaders with an understanding that many realities 
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exist that are subjective to each individual. Stake and Merriam share an interpretivist 

epistemological stance, emphasizing the importance of understanding meaning within specific 

contexts. Stake’s approach categorizes case studies as intrinsic, instrumental, and collective: 

intrinsic, focusing on the case itself without the goal of theory-building; instrumental, aiming to 

provide insight into an issue and inform theory; and collective, involving comparisons across 

multiple cases (Baxter & Jack, 2015; Yazan, 2015). His emphasis lies in the subjective 

experiences of people and programs, aligning with a constructivist ontology that values the co-

construction of meaning through context. 

Merriam expands upon Stake’s perspective by offering a more flexible framework for 

case study research, suggesting its utility for studying people, groups, and processes (Yazan, 

2015). She identifies three defining characteristics of case studies: descriptive, particularistic, 

and heuristic. Like Yin’s descriptive design, Merriam’s approach values thick, detailed 

descriptions, while also focusing on specific instances (particularistic) and the potential for 

discovery and meaning-making (heuristic) (Merriam, 1998; Yazan, 2015). Compared to Stake, 

Merriam emphasizes the methodological utility of case studies for broader theoretical and 

practical insights. 

Just as Stake and Merriam each leveraged constructivism and interpretivism as the 

epistemological foundation for their case study orientation (Rule & Yazan, 2024), this study 

recognizes the subjectivity of complex reality, the significance of individual interpretation and 

meaning-making, and the contextual impact of socio-cultural interactions. From an 

epistemological perspective, knowledge is socially constructed and circumstantial to the 

environment of higher education administrative leadership within STEM disciplines. From an 

ontological perspective, reality is subjective and experienced uniquely, especially relative to 

leadership status and identity. In this case, the social contexts and cultural norms among this 

micro-society of higher education heavily influences the researcher’s perception as the 

researcher is immersed and not completely detachable from the societal context and incidental 



63 
 

environment (Lee, 2024). In alignment with these views, semi-structured interviews will be 

facilitated with study participants to allow for the co-construction of meaning through purposeful 

dialogue and interactions between participants and the researcher. 

Conceptual Framework 

Research suggests that coping responses to stressors can potentially serve an 

assortment of functions, such as concurrently being oriented toward the reconciliation of 

problems and regulation of emotions to overcome or adapt to a traumatic event (Lazarus, 1996; 

Schwarzer & Schwarzer, 1996; Skinner et al., 2003). As such, there are many cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioral reactions to a given stressor within a vast assortment of situational 

contexts, and these physiological retorts serve a particular goal or purpose for the individual 

aiming to navigate a traumatic event strategically. For instance, the literature supports that 

Black women maneuver around daily incidences of implicit and explicit workplace bias, 

discrimination, or harassment in higher education and STEM, which can be tied to one or any 

combination of their cross-linked identities, which makes their encounters with trauma all the 

more confounding (Kersh, 2018). Interestingly, some scholars, such as Clarke (2018) suggests 

that “explicit” essentially means an expression which can be broadly defined by language that is 

uttered, coded, or written, and deducible through inference among individuals, especially as a 

result of their group memberships. It is important to understand features of objectionable 

workplace contexts in the academy and to recognize adaptive or maladaptive approaches to 

managing stressors among Black women in administrative leadership. 

Per Stanislawski (2022, p. 65), a coping style consists of a set of “coping strategies 

fulfilling a specific function and relatively stable over time and across a range of circumstances.” 

This definition of coping aligns with past academic conceptualizations crafted by Endler & 

Parker (1990a), Heszen-Niejodek (1997), and Pearlin & Schooler (1978), but Stanislawski’s 

description is distinguishable based on the singular coping function. Stanislawski (2022) frames 

CCM as the comprehensive, explanatory model that expounds upon overlapping coping 
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constructs that form a continuum of coping styles along bipolar dimensions of Problem- and 

Emotion-coping, which serve as the orthogonal axes for the instrumental and hedonic 

relationships (or coping categories) forming the circumplex structure. 

The framework of CCM builds upon Cox and Ferguson’s (1991, p. 20) assumption “that 

individuals have a repertoire from which they can build what they believe to be the most 

effective strategy, depending on the nature of the situation.” As such, CCM recognizes that 

although there is conceivably a limitless potential for coping strategies and reactions available to 

an individual, in any number of variable situations, these mental, emotional, and behavioral 

impulses can be sorted into a few fundamental coping dimensions (Parker & Endler, 1996). For 

the purposes of this research, the framework was used a) to guide conceptualization of the 

research problem and question; b) to guide the design of the semi-structured interview protocol 

and prompts; and c) to serve as an a priori coding framework, to be utilized in combination with 

an open coding phase of the participant data. 

Data Collection 

Study Participants 

The dissertation proposal aimed to capture the career experiences and coping styles of 

12 to 15 Black female STEM leaders in higher education administration. Fourteen (N=14) 

participants were ultimately recruited from 2- and 4-year STEM higher education 

administrations. Participants were asked to engage in semi-structured interviews. They were 

also asked to author anonymous mock "Dear New Colleague" welcome and advice letters for 

aspiring future professionals based upon their career experiences. 

Five participants: Patricia, Timnit, Mae, Valerie, and Dorthy, completed member checks 

of their interview transcripts. Eleven participants: Patricia, Alexa, Rebecca, Marie, Annie, Timnit, 

Mary, Mae, Ashanti, Dorthy, and Gladys, contributed anonymous mock “Dear New Colleague” 

letters; and three participants: Shirley, Katherine, and Valerie, did not contribute. All participants 

offered advice to incoming early professional Black women in STEM academia to close out the 
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interview session. The researcher viewed participants’ qualitative life experience data as a 

legitimate source of empirical data on problem- and emotion-coping in STEM higher education 

leadership. The study documented their shared experiences as empirical evidence and co-

constructed meaning, preserving their voices while offering rich descriptions of their realities. 

Sampling Criteria 

The study emphasizes Black women in leadership due to significant gaps in the 

scholarly literature surrounding their use of coping styles as strategies for career advancement 

and retention in STEM fields (Stevens-Watkins et al., 2014). As such, for the purpose of this 

study, a higher education administrative leader is characterized as a STEM professional who 

manages and directs daily operations of a 2- and 4-year college or university, overseeing the 

management of responsibilities that include planning, academic entrepreneurship, data-driven 

decision-making, revenue generation, professional and academic growth pathway development, 

curriculum development, as well as business development and marketing (Webber, 2016). 

The 14 participant leaders occupy senior-level administrative roles in colleges and 

universities, such as directors, executive directors, deans, assistant or associate deans, and 

department heads, particularly across applied and pure STEM disciplines. The set criteria for 

screening and selecting participants who were eligible and qualified for participation in the study 

(Yin, 2018) were as follows: 

• self-identifies as a Black or African American, 

• self-identifies as a female (cisgender) woman, 

• must currently hold or have recently held (within the past 5 years) a 2- and/or 4- 

administrative leadership position in a public or private higher education institution 

• minimum 5 years of related higher education administrative leadership and service 

experience 

• minimum doctorate-level degree educational attainment 
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• located within the United States 

Sample Size 

The issue of determining an appropriate sample size in qualitative research has been a 

topic of ongoing discussion and debate among scholars (Vasileiou et al., 2018). Per Bekele & 

Ago (2022), where Bertaux (1981, p. 35) suggested the smallest sample size in qualitative 

research be 15, Bernard (2013) cited budding support for 10–20 research participants in order 

to illuminate and understand important issues in studies of lived experience. As goes with much-

spirited dialogue over the years on this matter (Sim et al., 2018), sample size is a significant 

aspect of the sampling strategy. The sample size for this qualitative research study was 

designed to fall between 12 to 15 participants and recruitment led to 14 participants who met the 

study participant criteria. 

Sampling Recruitment Method 

Purposeful snowball sampling was used to recruit study participant volunteers. In 

alignment with Creswell’s (2013) position, purposeful sampling allowed the researcher to select 

the most appropriate respondents who could offer their first-hand accounts of information on 

coping, particularly within the context of higher education leadership and STEM. In addition to 

the researcher “making [participant] selections based on their own aims and judgments” through 

purposeful sampling, Khoury (2024) asserts that snowball sampling enables access to members 

of a given population through “trustful relations” as snowball sampling “leverages relations 

between participants who have a greater knowledge about, access to, and influence over their 

own community” (p. 124). These chosen individuals, or metaphorical “snowflakes,” served as 

references for additional people who could self-identify as qualified based on study inclusion 

criteria, and the process iteratively continued until a sufficient sample size or snowball was 

acquired or no new participants could be located or identified (Naderifar et al., 2017; Parker et 

al., 2019). 
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Recruitment Strategy 

Participants were recruited with the assistance of the researcher, networking with 

professional associations and groups, and by leveraging social networks and social media. The 

researcher emailed the president and co-founder of select groups, such as Black Women in 

Science and Engineering (BWISE), which connects underrepresented women to networking, 

mentorship, and career development opportunities to bridge representational gaps in leadership 

across the sciences, math, and engineering. Targeted organizational groups consisted of Black 

women from middle management through senior leadership with degrees across STEM 

disciplines, and their engagement with these entities was not contingent upon current 

employment in the field. The email distributed the study recruitment flyer (see Appendix A for 

Support with Recruitment Correspondence). In addition to select points of contact emailing the 

recruitment flyer to potential study participants, approval was also requested to virtually post the 

recruitment flyer on relevant LinkedIn social group pages, particularly geared towards 

leadership development, personal development, professional development, and career 

development pages which have significant engagement as a result of a high number of 

followers. 

The recruitment flyer included information on the purpose of the study, eligibility criteria, 

how participant data will be collected, and the researcher's North Carolina State University email 

address to make contact and indicate their interest in participation (see Appendix B: 

Recruitment Flyer). Professionals interested in participating in the study emailed the researcher, 

and upon receipt of the professional's contact information (email or phone number), the 

researcher replied with additional study information and specified what participants will be asked 

to complete for the study (see Appendix C: Response Email to Interested Professionals). The 

researcher's email correspondence in response to interests also included the informed consent 

form for preliminary review (see Appendix D: Informed Consent Form). If a professional met the 

criteria for this study's sample group, the researcher scheduled an interview. 
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Qualitative Research Interviews 

In qualitative research, it is essential that the data gathered offer sufficient profundity and 

richness to enable a comprehensive understanding and articulation of the complexities inherent 

to the phenomenon under investigation (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Patton, 2015). Interviews serve 

as a principal method of data collection in qualitative research, enabling researchers to gain 

insight into participants' individual experiences and to uncover diverse perspectives on the 

phenomenon under examination (Creswell & Báez, 2020). Per Brinkmann and Kvale (2015, p. 

5), a research interview is unique from more casual and impromptu daily discourse because it 

"…is a conversation that has a structure and a purpose." The purpose of conducting interviews 

in this qualitative case study was to observe the feelings, thoughts, intentions, and behaviors 

that took place at some prior point in time through a participant's perspective (Creswell & Poth, 

2018; Flick, 2018; Patton, 2015). 

Data Collection Protocol 

Study participants were selected based on the participant criteria and the desired 

sample size as explained in the research design. Selected participants were contacted online 

using their personal email addresses and provided with detailed introductory information 

concerning the study. Use of personal phone numbers for correspondence were optional. 

Interviews were scheduled based on participants' most convenient dates and timeframes 

outside of regular business hours and their professional work settings to ensure comfort and 

flexibility that does not interfere with their personal interests. Confirmation emails were sent to 

participants with their scheduled interview date, time, and a secure university-approved 

conferencing program link, i.e., Zoom, to access a private virtual meeting space. 

Interviews were conducted via Zoom to ensure participants had a flexible and 

convenient way to participate. Given their rank within higher education administrations, it was 

important for the researcher to be sensitive to scheduling restrictions associated with participant 

availability outside of participants’ private, and professional or academic obligations. 
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Participants were asked to conduct the interview in locations that minimize distractions to 

ensure focus can be maintained on interview-based conversations and enable in-depth 

responses for nuanced data collection (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Each participant was provided with a list of notable Black women in STEM from which to 

select their preferred pseudonym (see Appendix E: List of Notable Black Women in STEM); and 

in the absence of preference, the researcher designated participant pseudonyms. As selections 

were made or assigned, the list was modified to remove pseudonyms that were used by 

confirmed participants and avoid duplicate alternative identifiers. Pseudonyms were used 

throughout the research process to ensure that the anonymity of each participant is upheld. 

Participants were provided with informed consent forms via email to review ahead of their initial 

interview. The semi-structured interviews lasted approximately 75–90 minutes and, with 

participants' permission, were recorded with video and audio for transcription. 

In addition, if participants did not want video recording collected but allowed audio 

recording during research interview activities, they were still able to participate in this research. 

As well as validating transcription, the audio and video recording were used to recognize 

notable or recurrent words, phrases, or quotes that could contribute to the analysis of collected 

data and to observe relevant social cues, such as body language and voice inflection, 

throughout the research interview process. The files produced using the university's web 

conferencing application, Zoom, were password-protected and accessible solely to the 

researcher and the dissertation committee chair, as appropriate. 

An interview protocol was used to ensure conversations were conducted consistently 

across participants (see Appendix F: Interview Protocol). The protocol systematically opened 

with an introductory line of questioning to break the ice, then transitioned to questions that 

assessed coping style dimensions and questions that evaluated potential intersectional 

influences upon their experiences before closing out the session with a word of gratitude for 

participants and an opportunity for questions and concerns regarding the research process. 
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Notably, reliability for this study resulted from the meticulous planning and development of data 

collection (as described above) and analysis processes (as outlined below) that worked to 

minimize bias and errors (Yin, 2018). 

Reflective, Systematic Memoing/Notetaking 

Along with interview data, researcher reflections throughout the process of data 

collection (and analysis) were captured with the memoing process (Strauss, 1987), which took 

the form of field notes. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) advise that memos can be written about what 

is being learned as they provide “a time to reflect on issues raised in the setting and how they 

relate to larger theoretical, methodological, and substantive issues” (p. 159). In addition, Bogdan 

and Biklen (2003, p. 111) describe field notes as a “written account of what the researcher 

hears, sees, experiences, and thinks in the course of collecting and reflecting on data in a 

qualitative study.” Fieldnotes are classified based on their content; either as descriptive, 

documenting detailed observations of events and interactions in the field, or reflective, capturing 

methodological notes, procedural records, analytical reflections, queries, and emerging 

difficulties (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Elliott & Timulak, 2015). The researcher captured real-time 

virtual interview notes, post-interview highlights and reflections, and also captured reflective 

memos during the analysis and interpretation of the collected data. 

Anonymous, Mock “Dear New Colleague” Welcome and Advice Letters 

Participants were also asked to create anonymous, mock "Dear New Colleague" 

welcome and advice letters for future aspiring Black female professionals in STEM academic 

leadership (see Appendix G: “Dear Colleague” Letter Protocol). The letter provided an 

opportunity for introspection, reflection, and the provision of advice. Although there was no 

length requirement, participants received guidance to highlight at least three notable experiential 

challenges throughout their career (with more examples permissible) and to offer advice based 

on the problem- and emotion-coping used to navigate those situations. The time commitment for 

completion was approximately 30–60 minutes. 
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According to the Library of Congress, “Dear Colleague” letters inspire co-sponsorship, 

support, or opposition of law or regulation and have utility for gathering, inviting, updating, or 

providing information (Straus, 2017). Likewise, for this dissertation research, the anonymous, 

mock "Dear New Colleague" welcome and advice letters offered support to aspiring future 

leaders by providing empirical knowledge based on the career experiences of each Black 

female STEM leader who participated in the study. Such information is pertinent to the 

continued ascension and persistence of Black women in STEM higher education administration 

through relatable correspondence that has the potential to empower the readers as ambitious 

administrators in 2- and 4-year colleges and universities despite systemic representational and 

institutional impediments. 

Overview of Study Participants 

Fourteen participants who met the study criteria were selected for this study. Each 

contributor self-identified as a Black female, current or recent (within the last five years) 

administrative leader within a public or private higher education institution, with at least five 

years of related higher education administrative leadership and service experience, holding at 

least a doctorate, while being located within the United States. They also identified as 

daughters, siblings, wives, and mothers in addition to being changemakers within 2- and 4-year 

colleges and universities. These prominent leaders varied in their proximity to retirement, with 

years of service (x) ranging from 5 ≤ x ≥ 35. Table 4 presents a matrix of relevant demographic 

information about each participant, based on the study’s context and eligibility criteria, including 

pseudonyms, type of doctorate earned, doctoral discipline, years of service (reported in five-

year increments), job title, and higher education service experience. 
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Table 4 

Matrix of Participant Demographic Data 

Pseudonym 
Type of 

Doctorate 
Earned 

Doctoral 
Discipline 

Years 
of 

Service 
Job Title 

Higher 
Education 

Service 
Experience 

Patricia Ed.D. Health Sciences 5+ Director 
Community 

College 
University 

Alexa Ph.D. Reproductive 
Neurobiology 35+ 

Former 
Director & 
Ombuds 

University 

Rebecca PharmD Pharmacy 15+ Interim 
Dean University 

Marie Ed.D. Organizational 
Leadership 25+ Associate 

Dean 

Community 
College 

University 

Annie Ph.D. 
Civil & 

Environmental 
Engineering 

15+ 
Assistant 
Dean & 
Director 

University 

Timnit MD Medicine 15+ Former 
Director 

Community 
College 

Mary Ph.D. Engineering 
Education 25+ Associate 

Dean University 

Shirley Ph.D. Biophysical 
Chemistry 20+ Director 

Community 
College 

University 

Mae Ed.D. 
Transformational 

Teaching and 
Learning 

25+ Dean Community 
College 

Ashanti Ph.D. 
PharmD 

Health Services 
Research 15+ 

Senior 
Associate 

Dean 
University 

Katherine Ed.D. Higher Education 30+ Associate 
Dean University 

Valerie Ph.D. Engineering 
Education 5+ Associate 

Provost University 

Dorthy Ed.D. Administration 
Training & Policy 35+ Associate 

Dean 

Community 
College 

University 

Gladys Ph.D. Genetics 25+ Department 
Chair 

Community 
College 

University 
 
Note. This table reports years of service in five-year increments. 
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Five participants (35.7%) have an applied research-focused doctorate (EdD), and seven 

(50%) have a theoretical research-focused doctorate (PhD). Strikingly, there is one medical 

doctor (MD) and two Pharmacists (PharmDs), among whom is Ashanti, a dual degree holder as 

well. This level of terminal degree diversity, although unintended, was welcomed, as the 

definition of STEM referred to in this study encompasses applied and pure sciences, thereby 

accommodating the inclusion of medical disciplines among the participant backgrounds 

represented in the sample group. Five participants (35.7%) have dual service experience across 

2- and 4-year colleges and universities, whereas the other nine participants (64.3%) have 

single-service experience.  

Nine participants (64.3%) had relevant STEM-based industry experience in addition to 

their academic service. Interestingly, over half of the participants explicitly mentioned that either 

adjuncting, the advice of a trustworthy source of social support, or some other external, 

experiential influence catalyzed their trajectory towards leadership roles within higher education, 

as such pathways were not originally on their professional radar. The range of educational, 

professional, and experiential diversity among participants meaningfully influenced the findings 

of this study by highlighting the role of social identities and social relationships in saliently 

adaptive coping styles. 

Data Analysis 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016, p. 202) describe analysis as being a dynamic process in 

which the researcher oscillates between specific data and broader ideas, using both inductive 

and deductive reasoning, and moving between describing and interpreting information. 

Deductive, or a priori, approaches to analytic methods involve the researcher’s application of 

pre-termed codes to the data (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Conversely, inductive approaches to 

analysis of data involve the research reviewing data to allow for the natural emergence of codes 

(Miles et al., 2020). Bingham and Witkowsky (2022) argues that together as a hybrid approach, 

deductive and inductive diagnostic practices, used iteratively, can provide a comprehensive set 
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of inferential tools that support a more systematized, rigorous, and analytically sound qualitative 

study. Concurrently, Nowell et al. (2017, p. 1) offers that a credible qualitative study 

demonstrates precision, consistency, and thoroughness in data analysis through systematic 

documentation and transparency with reporting analytic procedures such that there is enough 

detail for readers to assess the trustworthiness of the process. 

The data analysis process for this research began with a priori framework coding and 

then moved to open coding to capture any relevant data that fell outside of the scope of the 

study framework. This is explained in further detail below. In addition, the research was 

designed to follow Bingham’s (2023) five-phase approach to qualitative analysis. The phased 

approach to transitioning from data collection through analysis to a report of findings, depicted in 

Figure 2. involved: (1) attribute coding to organize the data; (2) topic coding to bound the 

inquiry; (3) open or initial coding to identify patterns and themes in the data; (4) memoing to 

develop findings from those themes; and (5) examining the findings using codes developed from 

the existing literature and the conceptual framework (CCM), in order to apply theory, explain the 

findings, and situate the findings in the landscape of scholarly literature (p. 3). Memoing was 

characteristic with each phase. 
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Figure 2 

Bingham’s (2023) Five-Phase Process 

 

Note. Processes are derived from Bingham & Witkowsky (2022, p. 139). The figure is adapted 

from, From Data Management to Actionable Findings: A Five-Phase Process of Qualitative Data 

Analysis, by A. J. Bingham, 2023, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 22(1–11), p. 4 

(https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069231183620). Copyright 2023 by Andrea J. Bingham. 

Phase 1: Attribute Coding to Organize Data 

A methodical, structured, and iterative approach to qualitative analysis strengthens the 

rigor and credibility of a research study (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). Prior to the onset of data 

analysis, all assets created during the process of interviewing participants, such as interview 

transcript, notes, video and audio files, were re-labeled using the following format, “Name of 

https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069231183620
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Pseudonym_Interview Date_Asset Type,” to develop an organizational schema (Bingham, 

2023; Miles et al., 2020). This level of preparation with asset management was advisable before 

the researcher facilitated analysis (Yin, 2018). Next, it was important to review and sanitize 

interview transcripts to accurately convey essential content, portraying the meaning of 

participants’ spoken words with corrections to errors and assurance of proper formatting and 

punctuation. During the review and cleaning step, Saldaña (2013) proposes that there is a 

“codable moment” (Boyatzis, 1998) or “pre-code opportunity” (Layder, 1998) where the 

researcher can denote rich, participant terminology, quotes, or passages. 

Phase 2: Topic Coding to Bound the Inquiry 

Deductive, a priori, or top-down coding consists of code creation before the data 

analysis process and the application of those codes to data (Bingham & Witkowsky, 2022; 

Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Per Bingham (2023), the second phase of coding is reliant upon 

deductive analysis and involves the researcher developing a priori topic codes, also known as 

descriptive codes (Saldaña, 2013; Wolcott, 1994) that align with the study’s purpose and 

research question(s) by reading through collected data with care to sort and organize the 

information. Hence, throughout the descriptive coding portion of this study’s data analysis, the 

researcher denoted relevant phrases and terminology that aligned with a deductive, a priori 

approach to analysis using coping styles associated with Stanisławski’s (2019, 2022) CCM 

which characterize the overall need for one to resolve (or avoid) a problem and regulate their 

emotions while under stress. The researcher eventually connected outcomes of deductive (and 

later, inductive) analysis with existing literature, applying any theoretical (i.e., intersectionality) 

or, in this case, conceptual frameworks (i.e., the CCM) to support the credibility, transferability, 

and applicability of the study (Bingham & Witkowsky, 2022; Bingham et al., 2024). 

Descriptive codes ensure that focus is maintained around the research question, 

improving the identification of pertinent data and ease of facilitating subsequent cycles of 

analysis. Bingham (2023, p. 5) conveys that Phase 2 aids in “…identifying cross-coded data and 
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examining data for conceptual intersections.” She continues stating that in this phase, the 

researcher will inevitably form some early impressions of the data, supporting a “more tailored 

and granular inductive analysis in later phases” (p. 5). Memoing at this point involved 

documenting the “how” and “why” for coding decisions, budding ideas, and emerging potential 

patterns or themes to revisit in later analysis stages. 

In addition, the research process included the development of a coding guide and 

codebook (see Appendix H: Coding Guide and Appendix I: Codebook) to track code 

development and decisions, and to support an audit trail that strengthens the trustworthiness 

and rigor of the research. The coding guide was a living record of the codes, demonstrating 

processes involved with the development and application of codes to the data, honing in on key 

terms and definitions, and situational applicability. Reyes et al. (2021, p. 91) propose that “the 

living codebook is one way to document how definitions are arrived, what the bounds of 

concepts are, and the backstage decisions of the qualitative data analysis process.” They 

continue stating, “It also reveals how many codes are situationally dependent and highlights the 

need for people in the coding process, as words need to be read in context to understand how 

they relate to the concepts and codes of interest” (p. 91). The coding guide ensured the 

researcher was consistent in code application throughout the study. 

Phase 3: Open or Initial Coding 

Phase three centered on a deeper, inductive examination of the data organized by the 

research question in the prior phase. The process began with open coding, where the 

researcher read through each topical category applied in phases one and two to generate, 

define, and apply new codes based on patterns observed in the data. These codes were not 

predetermined but emerge organically as the researcher explored both within and across data 

segments. During this stage, the constant comparative method was essential; as the researcher 

continually assessed new data against previously coded segments to decide whether existing 
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codes remained relevant or if new ones were needed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This iterative 

process continued until all data has been reviewed. 

As codes evolved, they were documented and refined in the coding guide to track 

definitions and modifications. Alongside coding, the researcher created memos linked to the 

research question. These memos denoted emerging insights, possible interpretations, 

supporting evidence drawn from interviews, and observations (within the virtual interview 

context) captured through field notes. Whether digital or analog, such reflective documentation 

can play a vital role in shaping the development of themes and findings in later stages of the 

research study (Bingham, 2023). 

Phase 4: Identifying Patterns, Themes, and Findings 

In phase four, the researcher transitioned from open coding to developing the case study 

findings by engaging in an inductive approach involving pattern coding (Bingham, 2023). Pattern 

coding is a method of grouping summarized segments of data into categories or themes, 

causes or explanations, relationships, concepts, or theoretical constructs (Miles et al., 2020; 

Saldaña, 2013). This type of meta code functions to condense codes into smaller analytic units 

that can contribute to the expansion of a cognitive network, a more integrated visualization and 

understanding of code connections and interactions (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 69; Miles et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, Miles et al. (2020, p.80) insinuate that this form of coding is a lot more 

instinctual, but caution that although it presents as a more natural form of processing 

information, the researcher should have a relaxed or flexible grip on the units of meaning to 

allow for reconfiguration of the data and substantiation of captivating themes. 

The process began by revisiting the codes established in the third phase to detect 

similarities and recurring elements across data sources. These patterns informed the 

refinement, merging, or removal of earlier, initial, or open codes to reduce complexity and 

sharpen analytical focus (Saldaña, 2013). As themes emerged from these patterns, the 

researcher synthesized them into “clear and actionable” statements (themes) that encapsulated 



79 
 

meaningful insights grounded in the data (Bingham, 2023, p. 7). Memoing throughout this phase 

mirrored phase three as it focused on the basis for any analytic decisions, including the 

reasoning for condensing codes and possible responses to the research question. 

Phase 5: Applying Theory and Exploring Findings 

In Phase 5, the researcher shifted toward interpreting the meaning and significance of 

the findings by integrating both inductive and deductive approaches; this stage was crucial for 

developing a thoughtful discussion of the results, a task that is often considered one of the most 

challenging aspects of scholarly writing as with articles or dissertations for publication (Bitchener 

& Basturkmen, 2006; Chien & Li, 2022). The deductive component generates codes based on 

the conceptual framework (completed in Phase 2), existing scholarship, and the study’s 

philosophical framework in Phase 5. Hence, codes were drawn from established literary themes 

outlined in Chapter 2’s review of the literature and tenets from within intersectionality as the 

philosophical lens guiding the research. Such literature- and theory-informed codes allow 

researchers to connect their data to broader academic conversations and frameworks. 

At the same time, the researcher used inductive reasoning to craft interpretive 

statements that linked the findings to theoretical and empirical contexts. These statements 

potentially highlighted whether participant perspectives aligned with, contradicted, or extended 

current understanding. In Phase 5, the researcher can identify both areas of alignment and gaps 

that point to potential theoretical contributions. Throughout this phase, memoing continued to 

play a key role, particularly through a process called analytic questioning. Analytic questioning 

involved the researcher reflecting on the data by responding to prompts such as: What do the 

findings suggest? Why do they matter? How do they relate to existing studies? What broader 

insights can be drawn? Such reflective analysis supported the development of a nuanced, 

theory-informed discussion that clarifies the study’s relevance and its contribution to the 

literature (Bingham, 2023). 



80 
 

Trustworthiness and Ethics 

Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) define the validation criteria for qualitative research as 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability; collectively these are an indication of 

trustworthiness. Korstjens and Moser (2017), in concurrence with Lincoln and Guba (1985), 

state that “credibility is the equivalent of internal validity in quantitative research and is 

concerned with the aspect of truth value.” The qualitative researcher must be accountable for 

accurate reflection of participant experiences. With the researcher assuming responsibility for 

generating new interpretations and developing new knowledge that will result from participant 

perspectives, it is imperative to keep comprehensive records throughout the study that 

document procedure, challenges, participant-researcher exchanges, and underlying 

assumptions. 

Transferability pertains to how well study findings are generalizable to other situational 

contexts (Ahmed, 2024b; Kakar et al., 2023). Dependability indicates consistency and refers to 

the replicability of processes and results in qualitative research (Leung, 2015). Confirmability 

refers to the degree to which the findings are neutral and unbiased, ensuring no influences from 

the researchers' opinions or predispositions (Kakar et al., 2023). Member checks, are an 

opportunity for participants to get further involved with the research process by supporting the 

thorough review and authentication of the transcripts to eliminate of the potential for 

misrepresentation during analysis (Ahmed, 2024b; Birt et al., 2016; Candela, 2019; Varpio et al., 

2017). Per Korstjens and Moser (2017), assurance of confirmability and dependability can result 

from an audit trail, a strategy characterized by evidence of the interpretation process, such as 

field notes or memoing, that fosters transparency of the research path. 

Field notes (i.e., memoing) contributed to triangulation by providing an additional data 

source that can be compared and integrated with other forms of evidence, such as interview 

recordings with transcripts and the anonymous, mock "Dear New Colleague" welcome and 
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advice letters. Through reflection, the researcher substantiates the consistency and credibility of 

findings by examining whether themes or patterns identified in interviews are supported or 

contradicted by observations and reflections recorded in field notes and letters. Descriptive 

fieldnotes offer contextual details that can help clarify elements of the virtual setting for 

interviews or those settings referred to by participants during interview discourse, as well as 

participants' behavior. Reflective field notes provide insights into the researcher's thoughts, 

decisions, and potential biases. By incorporating these varied vantage points, diverse data 

collection methods enhanced the depth, validity, and trustworthiness of this case study's 

interpretations.. 

Ethics 

In developing this study's research design, careful attention was given to the ethical 

implications of conducting research involving human participants, especially those from more 

vulnerable, marginalized demographic groups. Key ethical considerations included safeguarding 

the confidentiality of participant data, providing full disclosure of the research design and 

objectives, securing informed consent, complying with Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

requirements, and adhering to the ethical principles outlined by the American Psychological 

Association (APA). Recognizing the importance of participant awareness, the researcher 

ensured that all individuals were fully informed of the potential risks, benefits, and rights and 

responsibilities throughout the research process. The voluntary status of individuals' 

participation in the research was consistently reiterated throughout the study. 

During data collection, the researcher sought clarification, as necessary, during 

interviews to promote accuracy and credibility in reporting participant experiences; this 

approach aligned with Yin's (2018) methodical guidance for case study research, ensuring 

procedural transparency. Thereafter, member-checking opportunities allowed participants to 

validate their own accounts and perspectives, furthering dependability by enhancing the 

richness of captured stories and amplifying participant voices over that of the researcher. 
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Transferability of the findings was enhanced by establishing clear participant screening criteria 

prior to recruitment (as outlined above) such that only the individuals who meet the specified 

inclusion criteria, namely Black women with completed terminal degrees who have served or 

are serving as senior-level administrators in STEM higher education settings, were invited to 

participate. As emphasized by Stake (1995), this purposeful screening method bolstered the 

relevance and transferability of the study's insights by ensuring that participants possessed the 

necessary experiential knowledge to advance research aims. These strategies collectively 

reinforced the study's trustworthiness and exemplified the researcher's commitment to 

conducting an ethical, rigorous, and credible inquiry. 

Limitations and Strengths 

Limitations 

The case study does not include the perspectives of all faculty in higher education 

administrations nor all STEM faculty. In explicitly exploring the coping styles of Black women in 

senior-level administrative leadership, there are perspectives among mid-level and executive-

level administrative roles that were outside this study's scope. The study outcomes may not be 

generalizable to all Black women in higher education or those outside STEM fields. Also, 

participant experiences were interpreted within the cultural and institutional contexts of U.S. 2- 

and 4-year higher education, which may not reflect global perspectives.  

Moreover, in the future, it is important to engage the executive level leaders (i.e., 

chancellor and provosts) for perspectives concerning the coping of Black female leaders who 

are mid-senior-level and among their direct or indirect reports. Their views could provide 

insights into representational, structural, and political factors that influence the coping styles of 

Black women in leadership, providing richer contextual information relative to external 

perspectives on the persistence and promotion within the academy. A comparative case study 

could facilitate identification of similarities, differences, and patterns across mid- and senior-/-
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executive level perceptions of coping experiences among minority administrative leaders which 

could be interesting for informing calls to action and modified promotional practices in the future. 

Another limitation of the study is the sample size. While smaller sample sizes can be 

characteristic of qualitative case study research, it is essential to emphasize that Black women 

leaders, although underrepresented per the landscape of scholarly literature, do not present 

monolithically across the vertical hierarchies of educational administrations nor the horizontal 

expanse of STEM disciplines/fields. A larger volume of study participants (or "n") could increase 

the generalizability of the study. However, it would not necessarily make the study better as it 

may not offer the same depth of understanding into complex realities as a smaller sample nor 

allow for a more precise evaluation of the nuanced experiences of Black women in STEM higher 

education leadership. 

Strengths 

Considering the prevalence of empirical studies on coping (e.g., Parker & Endler, 1992), 

many of which utilize multiple instruments to measure different constructs of coping, there 

remains significant difficulty in generalizing the effects of specific coping behaviors across 

different contexts and populations. As Parker and Endler (1992) argue, the varying tools used to 

assess coping make it challenging to draw broad conclusions about the effects of coping 

strategies from one problem to another and from one population to the next (p. 322). 

Considering these challenges, there is no clear theoretical precedence for evaluating problem- 

and emotion-coping strategies as they apply to Black women leaders in STEM fields. This gap 

in the literature highlights the need for this study to address how coping strategies in leadership 

roles, specifically within the context of intersecting racial and gender identities, are employed by 

Black women in STEM higher education administration. 

Hence, one of the more striking attributes of this study is that the researcher has not 

found empirical research that addresses coping styles among higher education administrative 

leadership. Although plenty of literature alludes to Black women’s differences of experiences 
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within higher educational settings as complex systems with variable actors (i.e., student-faculty 

interactions), higher education literature is relatively silent on problem- and emotion-coping in 

the context of higher education leadership which demonstrates a gap in the landscape of 

scholarship. At the time of this dissertation's defense, there are no studies that incorporate CCM 

as a conceptual framework for a qualitative research approach. There is no coping framework 

that studies Black female leaders as an independent group within the context higher education 

administration. The researcher has not found empirical research that applies coping constructs 

as designed by Stanislowski (2019, 2022). 

This qualitative case study employs a research design characterized by transparency 

and systematic methodology grounded in established scholarly frameworks (Meyrick, 2006) to 

address potential limitations. Detailed data collection and analysis procedures are articulated, 

including the operationalizing of Bingham’s (2023) five-phase data analysis framework. As 

Leung (2015) suggests, for enhanced generalizability with qualitative research, the study 

incorporated systematic sampling strategies, specifically purposeful and snowball sampling, and 

multiple validation strategies such as triangulation, constant comparative analysis across codes 

and memos, and a comprehensive audit trail via coding guide and memoing processes. The 

study’s ontological and epistemological foundations are philosophically congruent, thereby 

reinforcing methodological integrity and internal consistency. Moreover, the researcher’s 

positionality constitutes a strength of the study; the researcher’s shared identity with participants 

fostered enhanced cultural sensitivity, leading to deliberate efforts to mitigate confirmatory bias 

and ensure that participants’ lived experiences, particularly regarding leadership in higher 

education and STEM fields, were authentically represented and rigorously validated. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 3 outlines this qualitative case study's research framework, which evaluates the 

coping styles of Black women's complex and nuanced experiences navigating executive-level 

leadership roles in STEM higher education administration. The study gathers rich, firsthand 
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insights through semi-structured interviews and detailed notetaking, with the interviews serving 

as the primary source of data for addressing the central research question. Each participant's 

narrative will add depth to the investigation, ultimately guiding the researcher toward identifying 

key factors that contribute to the empowerment of Black women in high-level leadership roles 

within competitive academic environments. Subsequent Chapters 4 and 5 provide the results 

and conclusions of the study based on the findings, analysis, and interpretations cultivated in 

phase four and initiated in phase five of data analysis. Also, Chapters 4 and 5 explore the 

study's broader implications and offer recommendations for continued research in this area and 

future practice. 

  



86 
 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

This chapter presents data analysis of the study findings. It opens with introductions to 

each study participant via comprehensive individual profiles and subsequently transitions to a 

collective profile highlighting common characteristics. Individual and collective profiles include 

excerpts from their interviews, as well as anonymous mock "Dear New Colleague” welcome and 

advice letter contributions, highlighting relevant contextual challenges of their professional 

journeys, coping strategies, and offering advice for effectively addressing them. Thereafter, 

emergent themes and sub-themes are presented, conveying the problem- and emotion-coping 

styles of Black female STEM leaders in response to environmental stressors. Stanislawski’s 

(2019, 2022) Coping Circumplex Model and intersectionality theory serve as the conceptual and 

theoretical lenses, respectively, by which the study’s research question and subsequent themes 

were developed and evaluated. 

Introduction to Study Participants: Individual Profiles 

As an icebreaker, each participant was asked to share their story, from their first 

professional role to the present day. The first six interview questions were evaluative of their 

individual, interpersonal, and broader institutional experiences. As participants are subsequently 

introduced and characterized, and thereafter themes and subthemes are defined and explored, 

rich descriptions of participants' experiences will be contextualized through direct quotes from 

their interviews and anonymous, mock "Dear New Colleague" welcome and advice letters. 

Importantly, with some illustrative quotes, filler terminology such as "um," "uh," "like", and "you 

know" has been removed for improvement of clarity and readability. However, the meanings of 

participant data segments have been preserved. 

Patricia 

Patricia is a program director overseeing a life science-based manufacturing program at 

a community college. She has over five years of service in program development and 

management, spanning both college and university leadership experiences throughout her 
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career. Her background in STEM originates from the discipline of health sciences. When 

reflecting upon her transition from industry to higher education, she highlighted a particular 

interview that she did not remember applying for, explaining: 

I said I never taught before, but because I wanted to teach, and I think… to me, because 
when I was in the industry, I enjoyed training. When you have … [a] new technician 
coming in the lab, I didn't mind doing it [training] and it's something that I really enjoy, 
so… my supervisor, literally ended up just assigning me that role as a trainer. But now 
knowing that I was being prepared for what is coming. 
 
Patricia demonstrated a distinct and inherent desire to teach, and this inclination to 

educate others was commonplace among the sample of women leaders. In retrospect, she 

positively framed her industry experience as preparation for her STEM higher education 

administration career pathway. Among many of the women with a complement of industry 

expertise, a similar cognitive transformation was observed regarding the beneficial impact of 

such experiential knowledge on their readiness for and contributions to the academy.  

Alexa 

Alexa’s portfolio of higher education leadership includes board memberships, mediation, 

program evaluation, research, chairing, and program management. She has over thirty-five 

years of service throughout her career, which has been exclusively dedicated to university roles 

and leadership experiences. Her background in STEM encompasses the sciences, which 

include psychology, neurobiology, and neuroanatomy. She posited, “yeah, the only thing that 

keeps you in the space is that you want to do the work” and subsequently, stated: 

But, if you don't like doing this work, you will not stick with it, because it's hard. This is 
hard work. You have to teach people, you have to educate them, that's hard. That's 
really hard work, and people that don't teach don't think of it that way. You have to pull 
together all the information available, dumb it down to the point where somebody who 
has no background can follow it, and then you've got to give it to people in a way that 
people actually want to internalize it and utilize it, and those are tricky things to do, and it 
takes time. That takes a lot of work. 
 
Alexa illustrated the fundamental complexity of educating others and the process of 

doing so, while highlighting the essentiality of being intrinsically motivated to persist in the work. 

By her account, “we [aspiring Black female leaders in STEM] are problem solvers who know 
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how to research an issue!” Since “that’s what we’re hired to do … not what we’re trained to do,” 

this sample group’s approach to information gathering, data synthesis, and the art of influence is 

a noteworthy problem-solving attribute when considering which coping strategies contribute to 

their persistence and ascension within STEM leadership. 

Rebecca 

Rebecca is an interim dean at a private research university. She has over fifteen years 

of service, and her portfolio of expertise is the result of a combination of academic and industry 

experiences. Her background in STEM originates from the chemistry and pharmacy disciplines, 

which served as a segue to healthcare-related clinical opportunities. Although academia was 

not originally on her radar, she explained: 

So, I realized that I loved it. … I loved it in the classroom. I liked the three… I like the 
three arms that I have, where some days, I just want to be a pharmacist, and I just want 
to take care of patients at the hospital. I could do that. Other days, I want to be a teacher 
and I want to train students, then I can do that.  
 

Other days, I don't want to do any of that. I just want to work on my research, 
enroll patients in my studies, and do that, and then, of course, the service component 
was always a part of my job. And so, I love the fact that I have kind of three arms, 
teaching, service, and scholarship. 
 
For Rebecca and the majority of the other women in the sample group, variety in service 

functioned as a retention mechanism, allowing them to engage their skills across diverse 

contexts, both internal and external to higher education. Teaching, service, and scholarship 

have one thing in common: knowledge. Its distribution, creation, and application across an 

expansive landscape of contexts for the benefit of others. Thus, coping across the sample group 

included meaningful contributions as social supporters of others. As administrators in STEM 

higher education, each participant in this study demonstrated in-depth ethical, professional, and 

societal responsibility, such that their cognitive and behavioral actions eudaimonically prioritized 

character development in themselves and others. 
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Marie 

Marie is an associate dean overseeing faculty and academic programming at a 

community college. She has over twenty-five years of service, spanning both college and 

university leadership experiences. Her background in STEM originated in the discipline of 

mathematics and has evolved alongside her journey to higher education leadership, 

incorporating information technology as well. Marie shared: 

Yes, I love math, but also math education, because my mentor...my mentors were 
professors. So … my first job came from a recommendation from one of my mentors to 
teach, and I got a bit by the bug, and I loved it since then. However, I also have a love 
for administration, so I don't see myself teaching full-time. And … I like both areas. 
That's the reason that I get my degree in organizational leadership and educational 
leadership, so I can meet... the… both of those worlds that I love. 
 
When reflecting upon what she has done to reinforce her belonging among other 

members of faculty, especially when seeking promotion, she explained, “I volunteer for every 

single pilot you can think of,” “I was there for any initiative that the college was doing,” and "I'm 

participating in every workshop, in everything.” For Marie, the extra effort put into cultivating 

reliability in her professional relationships through a constant presence was a significant aspect 

of the coping strategy she employed to ensure recognition of her name and support the 

evolution of her leadership (from adjunct to full-time administrator). Her presence was marked 

by time she spent “listening and finding solution[s] together” in order to garner the trust and 

respect of her faculty. 

Annie 

Annie currently serves in the joint roles of assistant dean and director overseeing 

outreach and partnerships in engineering at a public research university. Her STEM 

background, encompassing mechanical, civil, and environmental engineering, provided a strong 

foundation for her professional experience in both the academy and industry settings. Her 

leadership roles within higher education span more than fifteen years, all of which have been 

exclusively at universities. When looking back upon her professional pathway a prominent 



90 
 

career pivot point stood out where she was actively working to decommission a center and 

grappling with her next career move, she reflected: 

So, I decided, it was … a great opportunity for me to help, to take the center out of 
commission, to dial it down, to close out all the processes, all of the… just everything 
with closing down a center. …it gave me a lot of opportunity to just sit back and think 
about, ‘well, what am I gonna do next?’ … this is a real pivot point for me, and I need to 
think about, ‘what do I really want to do with my life?’ … And that's when I decided I 
wanted to ... do student access and success in college, in general, but more importantly, 
in STEM. 
 
Although initially “worried about losing [her] job,“ Annie recounted two distinct decisions 

prompted by the phased loss of her employment: the first was an opportunity to learn something 

new through the decommissioning process, and the second was an opportunity to realign her 

professional purpose with student access and success in STEM higher education. While early 

reactions to uncertainty or challenges can include worry, reinterpreting setbacks as 

opportunities for growth was a common coping strategy among the women in this sample. For 

women leaders in the sample who implemented these cognitive adaptations, such 

transformations were typically paired with pragmatic behavioral approaches to reduce 

discrepancies between their current and preferred professional contexts. For example, once 

Annie realized what she wanted to do, she coupled that desire with consulting and proposal 

writing focused on K-12 outreach and STEM, which enabled engagement with colleges and 

eventually led to an appointment to a university system. 

Timnit 

Timnit is a former director of education and current member of the professoriate who has 

primarily served community colleges. Notably, her STEM background in biology and medicine 

was conducive to more than fifteen years of scholastic service. Her professional portfolio 

encompasses teaching, research, and accreditation responsibilities for competency- and skill-

based health and science curricula. Following a teaching recommendation of a colleague, 

Timnit recounted weighing whether to adjunct given her spouse’s unbalanced work-life 

experience with the academy: 
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Someone said, where I work now, … ‘they're looking for someone to teach anatomy and 
physiology, I think you'd be great for it,’ and I had always resisted teaching in that 
capacity, because my husband went through it, and … he was never around … grading 
all the time, it was just like, ‘eh, I do like educating, but not all the rest of it that goes with 
it.’ All the administrative work. But then I said, ‘okay, it's just adjuncting, it won't be the 
same as his.’ And I started doing it, and I loved it. 
 

I actually spent more time. I kind of spent full-time time doing it in terms of getting 
professional development on pedagogy and on methods of teaching students how to 
learn. I… I did research on it. 
 
Timnit’s reflection demonstrates how initial apprehensions and skepticism about the 

adjunct-to-administrator pipeline, primarily due to preconceived notions or secondhand faculty 

experiences, can be overcome through the recommendation of a credible source, coupled with 

a pragmatic approach to preparation. For the majority of women leaders in this sample, social 

support plays a significant role in overcoming uncertainty. Apart from the influence of social 

support, the women themselves possessed the adaptive receptivity necessary to take 

recommendations from suggestion to implementation in ways that were purposeful for their 

lives. Each woman exhibited some level of openness to the possibility that there were potential 

limitations to what they perceived, while remaining selective in integrating recommended 

feedback from sources of social support. 

Mary 

Mary is an associate dean overseeing faculty, staff, and students in both science and 

engineering at a public research university. Mary has over twenty-five years of service, with 

contributions spanning both instructional and administrative roles. She considers herself to have 

a non-traditional pathway to university leadership, as her STEM background in the applied 

sciences, industrial engineering, and interdisciplinary studies has provided a strong foundation 

for experiential learning across diverse industry and academic settings. Although self-identified 

as "looking like a job hopper" at one point within her journey, the diversity of her professional 

experiences was not without some degree of intention, as she described "trying different areas 

that I didn't actually go to school for, and then realizing I don't actually like these areas as much 
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as I thought I would." Ultimately, when elaborating on what she enjoys, she highlighted the 

cultivation of active learning among student interactions in STEM disciplines, particularly in 

engineering and math, as well as the desire to reproduce that, explaining: 

I really enjoyed that, and so I think I was trying to find a way to kind of replicate or 
increase that type of interaction. So, even though I was working in the advising world, 
that really wasn't my passion; that was just my job. So, that's why my dissertation was 
more focused on providing a better experience for the students…providing opportunities 
for students to talk to each other in class and work together…and especially those who 
are underrepresented, which were women and minorities, so, I fit the bill two times. 
 
In response to pedagogical shortcomings in the classroom or programmatic deficits in 

broader institutional workflows, the women in the sample group took action to create and 

revitalize processes to benefit students and faculty. They are not passivists. As Mary (as well as 

Annie, Mae, Marie, and most others) demonstrated, even dissertations were developed and 

operationalized for practical applications, thereby minimizing the discrepancy between individual 

(learner- or staff-centric) demands and institutional capabilities. For the majority of sample 

participants, persistence involves coping strategies that shape every experience and opportunity 

into an andragogical tool. 

Shirley 

Shirley currently serves as a director overseeing campus initiatives tied to diversity, 

equity, and inclusion. Her portfolio of higher education leadership, spanning both community 

colleges and universities, has included roles such as lecturer, academic researcher, associate 

dean, associate provost, and vice president. Her background in STEM originates from the 

disciplines of chemistry and biophysical chemistry. Shirley has over twenty years of service and 

shared: 

I love science. I mean, I've been… I closed my lab down, what, 13 years ago? I still miss 
my lab. I would love to go back to the lab. I love science, and I… I would love for other 
people to have that passion fostered. 
 

And I'm tired of… I mean, I've seen so many students who had that passion and 
had it just squashed out of them by their experiences. And so, whatever I can do, even 
in my own little way, to sort of…support students who want … to pursue these careers. I 
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… wanna … I'm sort of at the end of my career, but, … even after I retire, I'd like to 
figure out a way to do that. 
 
Apart from her love of scientific inquiry, Shirley demonstrated an empathetic 

responsiveness to students within her charge, stating, “a lot of them went to underserved high 

schools … they just didn’t know how to do college, and so, I would often take students who 

were C students in general chemistry and put them in my lab.” She had a keen ability to relate 

to students, given her past contrary experiences with faculty, and successfully intervened by 

providing mentorship and spending time with them. Through her example and that of many 

other Black female leaders in this study, it became apparent that elements of a positive 

emotional coping/positive focus style included embodying social support for others. These 

women embodied the social support they themselves often sought, particularly for the broader 

collective of minorities, or underrepresented and underserved students and staff in STEM higher 

education. 

Mae 

Mae currently serves as dean of a community college’s STEM division. She has over 

twenty-five years of service as an educator, and her portfolio of higher education leadership 

service has been exclusive to community colleges. Her background in STEM originated in the 

discipline of chemistry, with contributions spanning both teaching and program management 

roles. When reflecting on the basis for her persistence as a member of faculty within STEM 

higher education, she recalls early work as a chemistry adjunct in an impoverished city and 

commented on two things in particular that tether her to the field: 

Number one, that there weren't a lot of Black females in STEM. So, when you walk into 
the classroom and students see someone who looks like them, it matters; that's one. 
Secondly, I felt like I guess [I] kind of related to the first one, that, that influence of being 
a Black female and I … I use both, because both matter. I found [both] to be inspiring to 
others. 
 
Mae’s account of that experiential anchor spotlights how lessons in higher education can 

be bidirectional. What she experienced was a two-way exchange of positive representational 
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impact and reassurance, as “just experiencing others who … had far less opportunities than I 

did and just seeing that, ‘man, I can make a difference here,’ I really can” encourages her 

retention years later. Mae was a student of her social interactions. Each of the women in this 

study demonstrated similar receptivity in informal interactions, positioning themselves as 

attentive learners and interpreters of cultural norms, power dynamics, and relational 

expectations. 

Ashanti 

Ashanti is a senior associate dean overseeing strategic initiatives within a public 

research university. She has over fifteen years of service, and her portfolio of expertise includes 

faculty development, assessment, accreditation, teaching, and research resulting from a 

combination of academic and industry experience. Her background in STEM originates from the 

multidisciplinary field of health services research, the social sciences (including economics), and 

pharmacy. Ashanti attributes her draw to the academy resulting from her passion for research 

and interdisciplinary collaboration, remarking that “it does give you that opportunity to further 

your research goals, but what I also like about academia is I still get to work with individuals in 

those other areas.” She expounded: 

So, a lot of my partners are in hospitals or community pharmacies, or policy 
organizations or associations, so it gives you that opportunity to work with so many 
different stakeholders versus when you're working for the pharmaceutical industry. 
 
Per Ashanti’s account of the collaborative nature of partnerships within STEM, it is clear 

that being “able to interact and partner and work on initiatives with all of the different areas” 

promotes the variety of scholastic services that engage diverse skill sets (as similarly observed 

with Rebecca). From Ashanti’s perspective, this multiplicity of service activities can mitigate 

disillusionment or fatigue associated with one-dimensional forms of academic labor, as “it 

doesn’t box you in.” As such, peer and professional social support can instrumentally reinforce 

efficiency as a coping style among this sample group by encouraging action-oriented 



95 
 

engagement with stressors or challenges and sustaining positive expectations regarding 

problem-solving outcomes. 

Katherine 

Katherine is an associate dean overseeing outreach and engagement in engineering at 

a private university. She has over thirty years of service, which has been exclusively dedicated 

to university leadership experiences. Her STEM background originated in the discipline of 

physics and has evolved alongside an extensive portfolio of program development and 

management expertise within the academy. For Katherine, a big propellant of her progress 

within higher education has been the journey itself: working with students, evaluating their 

goals, and determining how to get them where they need to be. She remarked: 

And so, I think for students of color, it's been seeing myself in them. I think for students 
that aren't necessarily students of color, it's been being able to talk about my experience 
and facilitating conversations so that students from different backgrounds can 
have…come to some understanding of who one another… of who the other is, so that 
they can walk together on the journey. 
 
For Katherine, empowering understanding among people who differ in background from 

one another, 

helps to make a space for people who have my background, to be in a place where they 
have a diverse peer network of people who really believe in them and understand their 
perspective and experience, and see the strength in them. 
 

In facilitating spaces where people can think critically about others' backgrounds and 

demonstrate an understanding of alternative perspectives and experiences while recognizing 

the positive effects of such characteristics, Katherine efficiently copes. Her narrative 

demonstrates how the majority of women leaders in this sample strive to educate in both 

pragmatic and principled ways to empower those with whom they interact socially. Therefore, 

programmatic interventions can likewise serve instrumental or emotional needs, taking on a 

capacity-building or meaning-making and belonging-oriented focus. 



96 
 

Valerie 

Valerie is an associate provost overseeing scholastic opportunities in engineering at a 

private research university. She has over five years of service, and her portfolio of expertise is 

the result of a combination of academic and industry experiences. Her STEM background in 

engineering provides a solid foundation for a professional portfolio that encompasses research, 

teaching, and chairing responsibilities. Valerie was among the few interviewees who explicitly 

stated that she initially “did not want to be a faculty member” because from her vantage point 

her professors “hated their jobs,” and “didn't seem like they had a really good work-life balance.” 

She credits “meeting key mentors to see how they did faculty life differently” as the sole reason 

for entertaining or considering the idea, and during the interview session, spoke to the value of 

her “engineering ed bubble.” She described: 

There's a whole cadre of women that I call [a personalized term of endearment], which 
I'm probably gonna come back to a lot when I think about how do you cope … it's its own 
little bubble within STEM. And so now that I'm in mechanical engineering, and not in … 
not among, engineering ed faculty, it's very different, and I don't know if I would have 
been as excited to persist if this was my initial exposure to … a faculty career. 
 
The significance of Valerie’s engineering education bubble is twofold: (1) it reflects a 

small, interconnected group of Black women who provide mutual social support, and (2) it 

represents a branch of STEM that integrates pedagogy with applied professional practice and 

engineering epistemologies. For Valerie, her network of social support “nudged … or 

encouraged … at different junctures in life,” listening, answering questions, offering suggestions, 

providing context from experience, and so forth. Her narrative demonstrates how issues of 

representation, based on existing professional examples (or lack thereof), can be mitigated 

through a personalized peer-mentoring network. These social relationships help to reshape 

environmental contexts that would otherwise not meet their professional needs or expectations. 

Dorthy 

Dorthy currently serves as an associate dean, overseeing campus initiatives focused on 

access, equity, and inclusion at a public university. She has over thirty-five years of service 
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throughout her career, which has been exclusively dedicated to university roles and leadership 

experiences. Her STEM background originates from the discipline of political science. Her 

professional portfolio encompasses teaching, research, chairing, and program management. 

Similar to Shirley and Gladys, Dorthy cites her “natural inquiry” as the impetus for her entry into 

STEM higher education, and explains how the transformative impact of her research on “stress 

… health, and how it impacts disenfranchised people” keeps her motivated to stay as a tenured 

administrator: 

But also, when you get the phone call, or you get the email, or somebody calls you up 
and says, ‘Wow, that really helped me.’ I've actually had people say, ‘I now know what 
I'm dealing with, and I have some decisions to make.’ So, to me, it's not just about the 
academics of it and writing about it. It's also that I recognize that my work intervenes with 
people and their careers in a way for them to make healthy decisions. 
 
Dorthy describes how her research empowers others to understand better what is 

happening in their own lives, what options are available, and to make informed decisions about 

their responses. Broadly, this sample group made both direct and indirect references to the 

importance of their service and research as means of intervening on behalf of others. Apart from 

personal preferences or predispositions that are inherently linked to scientific inquiry, people 

and their well-being are at the center of each woman’s career purpose, satisfaction, and 

longevity. 

Gladys 

Gladys is a department chair overseeing a life-science-based workforce development 

program at a community college. She has over twenty-five years of scholastic service, spanning 

both community colleges and universities. Her background in STEM originated in the discipline 

of genetics. Her professional portfolio encompasses teaching, chairing, and research 

responsibilities. Although she echoed a familiar sentiment regarding the array of challenges to 

her service as a Black and female faculty member in STEM higher education, she explained: 

I sought it out because I just love science and everything about biology, and I was just 
always interested in genetics and things like that. So, that's just me as a person. Me, as 
an African American female, it's been a challenge because I mean, I'm sure you 
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understand, and it's… it was worse in the 80s than it is maybe when you were going 
through school, but… how many times did I look around, and I'm the only one in the 
room? In my physics class, in my biology class, you know what I mean? In seminars. At 
meetings. 
 
Gladys’ reflection on her identities as a scientist, biologist, and geneticist, contrasting 

with being an African American woman, illustrates how scientific inquiry can be cultivated within 

scholastic communities of like-minded individuals while simultaneously alienating African 

American women within academic spaces. Her reference to things being worse in the past 

indicates that issues of representation and isolation persist within the academy. Regardless, 

Gladys and like many others among the broader aggregate of women in this sample group 

chose to seek out and thrive “in the environment where people strived to help others, 

collaborate, and build up each other, the community, and had the best interests of the people 

they served.” Where these spaces often did not exist, many women leaders in the sample took 

practical, personable steps to foster them. 

Collective Profile: Common Characteristics of Study Participants 

As this study became more closely acquainted with the Black female STEM leaders, 

several salient characteristics emerged that informed the scholarly inquiry into their coping 

styles related to problem resolution, emotion regulation, and meaning-making in response to 

stressors and challenges. First, participants consistently demonstrated the capacity to navigate 

individual, interpersonal, and institutional stressors effectively. Second, they embodied 

eudaimonic, responsive empathy within their academic environments. Together, these 

prominent features illustrate how participants’ coping strategies can be action-oriented and 

relationally motivated. It is important for this evaluation of coping as a phenomenon of interest 

among Black female STEM leaders to acknowledge environmental stressors and distinctly 

characterize the nature of commonalities across the sample group. 
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Effective Navigation of Individual, Interpersonal, and Institutional Stressors 

Black female STEM leaders in this study discussed a myriad of environmental stressors, 

which could ultimately be categorized into individual, interpersonal, and institutional stressors. 

Individual stressors are internal (i.e., beliefs, thoughts, and behaviors) and proximal external 

factors (i.e., level of education, credentials) that present challenges to an individual and fall 

within their realm of influence. Interpersonal stressors are challenges (i.e., caretaking, conflict, 

and disagreement) that precipitate from interactions and relationships with others (i.e., students, 

colleagues, family, and friends), lying beyond an individual’s scope of influence but with a 

degree of relational negotiation. Institutional stressors are challenges ingrained in organizational 

policy, practice, and cultural contexts that impact both individual and interpersonal experiences, 

while existing largely outside an individual’s direct realm of influence. 

Strikingly, the women exhibited a diplomatic level of conscious awareness concerning 

environmental stressors; they were not surprised by the occurrence of stressors deemed 

distinctly or indistinctly associated with their intersectional identities. Each offered experientially 

informed directives and best practices, conspicuously grounded in self-adjustment towards 

greater practicality, positivity, proficiency, and the prioritization of supportive relationships. Mary 

shared: 

Each person experiences life uniquely. However, in this world, stereotyping, 
preconceived ideas, and prejudices may impact your life experiences. You cannot 
change anyone but yourself: your choices, your actions, your reactions - your life. 
 

Mary’s assertion that the stress of stereotype threat, misconceptions, and fixed belief systems 

can be navigated successfully through cognitive mediation, as one can only control their 

thoughts, behaviors, and decisions relative to a given stressor, was a common appraisal. Annie 

echoed a comparable sentiment, stating, “I can control what I do, but I can't control what no one 

else does. That is a very hard lesson, and when you get it, it sets you free.” 

Annie, Ashanti, Katherine, Mae, Mary, Patricia, Shirley, Timnit, and Valerie 

demonstrated a similar nuanced understanding of the nature and locus of control, particularly in 
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relation to their own agency. All participants actively assessed whether stressors were 

amenable to change and, when they were, the women predominantly engaged in problem-

focused or efficiency-oriented coping strategies to capitalize on growth opportunities. Dorthy 

described the difficulty of learning a life lesson of how expectancy (not acceptance) could be a 

practical tactic for managing her emotions and targeting her response for preservation of well-

being and progressing on her professional objectives: 

One of the hardest lessons I learned was to stop being surprised by discrimination and 
microaggressions. They are not anomalies; they are built into the fabric of institutions 
that were not designed with us in mind. Being both Black and a woman means 
navigating two layers of scrutiny. You are often seen as both hypervisible and invisible, 
sometimes in the very same moment. Once I began to expect this—not accept it, but 
expect it—I stopped wasting emotional energy on wondering “why” and started focusing 
on “how” I would respond in ways that protected my peace and advanced my goals. 
 
In isolation, the women frequently elected to take ownership of their authenticity. For 

instance, they did this by cultivating self-determination and personal authority through 

information. Knowledge was consistently used for the dual purposes of either grounding 

themselves within existing positions or reinventing themselves in anticipation of new 

professional opportunities. Strikingly, their acquisition of new knowledge through continuous 

learning is a pragmatic approach to addressing (1) isolation (due to low representation) and (2) 

isolation in their ideological stance on higher education issues of practice, policy, and politics. 

Marie clarified what many of the women more abstractly described when elaborating on the 

context for their acquisition of terminal degrees and the necessity of compiling extra information 

in preparation for confronting issues or defending their decisions: 

You may at times find yourself the only one at the table who looks like you. I have been 
in that space many times. What carried me forward was not trying to blend in, but 
standing firmly in what I know. Knowledge has been my anchor, and investing in 
continuous learning has been my greatest strength. 
 
Marie metaphorically describes knowledge as a principal support for her work, especially 

in isolation, acknowledging that its acquisition is worth the investment because it is a source of 

great strength. Rebecca's reflection complements Marie's, exemplifying the pressures of 
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isolation, scrutiny, and exhaustion that warrant positive reappraisals of environmental stressors, 

as women leaders in this sample group prioritize refocusing their attention on calls to the 

broader collective. She describes: 

When I first moved into leadership, I often found myself as the only Black woman in the 
room. That reality brought its own weight. Sometimes I felt like I had to be twice as 
prepared, twice as measured, and twice as strong just to be seen as equal. Those 
moments can be exhausting, but I learned not to let them define me. Instead, they 
became fuel to sharpen my voice, clarify my purpose, and remind me of the 
responsibility I carried not just for myself, but for those coming behind me. 
 
Rebecca exemplified how cognitive transformations are a learned skill, shaped by 

challenging career experiences and significant to effective navigation of stressors. Likewise, 

Ashanti explains, “there will be moments when your voice may feel unheard, your contributions 

overlooked, or your leadership questioned, in those moments, remember who you are and why 

you started.” While it is challenging to combat being ignored, overlooked, and questioned, a big 

part of the “why” for these women leaders centers on the prioritization of responsibilities and the 

preservation of relationships, especially in the interest of the broader collective of students, staff, 

and faculty in their charge. 

For the women in this sample group, critical to professional persistence was their 

acknowledgement of professional constraints and their modifications to expectations in light of 

environmental limitations. These cognitive adaptations led them to seek out and embrace 

trustworthy and credible interpersonal relationships that serve a dual purpose: self-sharpening 

and mastery of dynamic situational demands. They each exemplified the use of their talents and 

capabilities to elevate themselves while edifying others. They also demonstrated the ability to 

mine meaning from challenging endeavors throughout their faculty-to-administrator journey. 

These characteristics illustrate a eudaimonic approach to navigating and coping in higher 

education. 
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Eudaimonic and Responsive Empathy 

This sample group of Black women leaders in STEM higher education administration 

has a deep sense of well-being, tied to their empathy for others. Meaning and purpose are 

drawn from service as educators and administrators within the broader collective, which 

includes their students, colleagues, and communities, as these relationships serve as their north 

star. In her guidance to future Black female STEM leaders, Marie best articulated the 

significance of responsive and empathetic leadership: 

Throughout my career — whether in academic leadership, community service, or 
entrepreneurship — I’ve come to understand that compassion without action is 
incomplete. I’ve grown most as a leader when I used my role to open doors for others, 
create opportunities, and amplify voices that might otherwise go unheard. Leadership, at 
its core, is service. 
 

For all the women in this study, coping is rooted in the well-being of not solely themselves but 

also others. Timnit reinforced this idea of service in action, beyond the boundaries of traditional 

instructional spaces, stating, “outside of my teaching time... I will still engage in activities that 

help me to learn and grow, and to help students, or anybody, any learner...to do better,” 

highlighting that well-being is connected to personal growth and support of others. 

Participants' cognitive and behavioral strategies were regularly directed at amplifying the 

common goals and interests of the broader collective in relation to a given stressor or challenge. 

Mae articulated that: 

As a leader in STEM, your priority is the student, and you have been bestowed with the 
honor of molding and shaping them in achieving their STEM goals. Take time to visit the 
cafeteria or walk the hallways and listen to student chatter. Seek out aspiring Black, 
women or other minority students that you can mentor, as many of these students lack 
the self-confidence to seek help and plan their coursework. Do not take your 
responsibility lightly because wherever you go, you are a role model. 
 

Many of the women leaders in this sample demonstrated mindfulness of and commitment to 

collective responsibility. Cognizance of and accountability for this duty were cultivated through 

listening and seeking opportunities to serve, uplift, and empower others, as Ashanti highlighted: 

One of the most transformative practices in my leadership has been intentional listening. 
I’ve made it a point to hold one-on-one sessions with faculty, staff, and students, not just 
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to lead, but to learn. These conversations have shaped strategic plans, wellness 
initiatives, and student success programs that reflect the needs of our community. 
 

Listening to lead and learn from others fosters positive exchanges that thereby shape the 

mission, vision, and value-based roadmaps that the women leaders use to govern the creation 

of initiatives and programs. 

Markedly, beyond broader ethical responsibilities, the potential for error remains 

conspicuous, with negative interactions carrying disproportionate consequences for women’s 

professional relationships and reputations. Per Patricia, “negative exchanges can quickly 

damage relationships and reputations,” hence, it is vital “as a Black woman in leadership [to] 

remember that you represent and support those who follow” and “strive to make their paths 

easier through your actions.” The women leaders would often keep things in perspective by 

ranking student success outcomes and institutional goals/objectives above individual, 

interpersonal, and institutional stressors. This mindset influenced more restorative and 

relationship-preserving approaches, as Shirley exemplified: 

But in terms of my own emotions … I try to be proactive, … I want to fix problems, 
sometimes you can't. … I try to not let my emotions get too far… Not to let my emotions 
blind me to the whole situation. I try to not … have an immediate reaction, but really … 
make sure I have all the information before I form an opinion. 
 

There are times when I've made decisions that really angered people. Because it 
wasn't the outcome they wanted. They wanted somebody fired … and I… I prefer to take 
a more restorative justice approach to problems…I like to believe people can learn … 
and change. Sometimes they can, sometimes they can't. 
 
It is important to highlight that the materiality of intersectionality for the majority of the 

Black female leaders in this study was both distinct and amorphous, reflecting the situational 

boundaries and environmental intersections that characterized their career experiences in 

STEM higher education administration. Unpopular decisions were one thing, but discrimination 

based on race and gender is another, and many could recount encounters that were driven by 

their identities as Black female minorities. For instance, Ashanti recalled her service at various 
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executive-level appointments but acknowledged how “it’s always pretty much been the 

same…feeling,” she continued: 

One, everyone in the room definitely knows that you're the only minority at the table and 
that's taken in different ways. Sometimes it's taken as, ‘okay, well, let's listen to this 
person because they're the only minority at the table.’ Sometimes it's, ‘let's discard the 
comment because this person is the only minority at the table,’ and so it just depends. 
But back to that, you having to do double work or extra work, I feel like I have to be extra 
prepared because of that, because if my idea or my comment is questioned, I need to be 
ready to defend it. 
 

And I don't know if they feel the same way when they make a suggestion or … 
these other individuals in the room, these other leaders, I don't know if they are doing 
double work and extra…bringing extra evidence and printing out extra items just in case 
somebody tries to question their idea or suggestion, but I know what I have to do to feel 
comfortable to sit at that table. And so, I do feel like there's almost an extra level of 
scrutiny…for individuals when they're …  Black at a … leadership meeting and everyone 
else is White. So, yeah, I've definitely experienced that. 
 

Remarkably, even those such as Annie and Alexa, who could not necessarily frame the 

materiality of race and gender throughout their career, could agree that there was an inherent 

feeling that necessitates preparation for heightened scrutiny in this environment. Alexa, for 

example, contributed a statement suggesting their navigation of an inherently biased system 

with sheer persistence: 

And that's the issue in higher … education, is that we are being managed by people who 
have no idea how to manage, and are never given a chance to find out. And then, once 
they’re in, a lot of departments have this rotating structure, so once you're in the chair, 
you're only in there for a couple years, and then you're back to the faculty. So, you're not 
gonna piss those faculty off by doing things that need to get done. You're just gonna 
hold the line until you go back. That's how… and that's why higher education does not 
move forward. It's … frightening... how that thing is set up. 
 
A confluence of environmental factors underscores the need to go above and beyond for 

the sake of relationships, even in the face of conflicting perspectives. Ashanti exemplified how 

being Black and female, the minority at the planning table, can be a driver for one's opinion 

being immediately dismissed or prioritized. At any rate, all agree that the varying levels of 

scrutiny due to hyper- or low-visibility, along with other stressors such as microaggressions tied 

to their unique identities, require expectancy and preparation, among other strategies, to cope 

efficiently. 
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Throughout their interviews, when describing encounters with individual, interpersonal, 

or institutional stressors, the women frequently used “we” rather than “me” or “I” when 

describing the steps taken to support problem resolution. Emotion regulation was approached 

differently, as it was predominantly managed as a “me” or “I” issue and cautiously evaluated 

with trustworthy, credible sources of social support (as needed). Across the interview sessions 

and “Dear New Colleague” letter contributions, participants’ narratives described recurrent 

responses to environmental stressors that mapped onto distinct coping strategies. Their 

patterned ways of appraising and addressing stressors informed the themes observed in coping 

functions and aided in the designation and delineation of their coping styles. 

Presentation of Findings for Themes and Subthemes 

The research questions, the Coping Circumplex Model (CCM) as a conceptual 

framework, and intersectionality as a philosophical lens guided this examination of coping styles 

used by Black female STEM leaders to persist and ascend in higher education administration. A 

priori, topic codes per CCM and open codes, as cultivated during analysis, yielded clear 

patterns of strategies used to cope with environmental stressors. The findings of this study have 

been organized into four prominent themes: (1) Pragmatic Professionalism; (2) Prosociality; (3) 

Preservation of Well-being Through Leisurely Activities; and (4) High-functioning, Emotional 

Compartmentalization. The sections that follow will offer an overview of each theme and 

analytically characterize relevant subthemes. Table 5 presents a summary of coping functions, 

themes, and coping styles they map to within the CCM (in parentheses, as applicable), along 

with subthemes. 
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Table 5 

Coping Functions, Themes (Coping Styles), and Subthemes (Coping Strategies) 

Coping 
Functions Themes (Coping Styles) Subthemes (Coping Strategies) 

PR
O

B
LE

M
 

R
ES

O
LU

TI
O

N • Pragmatic Professionalism 
(Problem Solving) 

• Strategic Problem-Solving 
Process 

• Productivity Tools 
• Programmatic Interventions 

• Prosociality 
(Efficiency (Optimistic Action)) 

• Divine Social Support 
• Peer & Professional Social 

Support 
• Network and Organizational 

Social Support 

EM
O

TI
O

N 
R

EG
U

LA
TI

O
N • Preservation of Well-being 

Through Leisurely Activities 
(Positive Emotional Coping 
(Positive Focus)) 

• Creative Outlets and 
Intellectual Activities 

• Physical and Outdoor Activities 
• Home-centered and Social 

Activities 

• High-functioning, Emotional 
Compartmentalization 
(Efficiency (Optimistic Action)) 

• Noting It: Seeing Without 
Saying 

• Masking It: Feeling Without 
Expressing 

• Taking It: Accepting Without 
Internalizing 

 
Note. Dotted lines illustrate the permeability of coping styles (themes), which can be distinct but 

are often not mutually exclusive. Individuals can employ multiple styles and any combination of 

strategies (subthemes) for problem resolution and/or emotion regulation. The CCM counterpart 

for each theme is in parentheses. 

Theme 1: Pragmatic Professionalism 

CCM's problem solving (Stanislawski, 2022; Stanislawski et al., 2025) is the coping style 

that overlaps with pragmatic professionalism. Pragmatic professionalism presents as cognitive 

and behavioral, goal-oriented coping strategies that close the gap between situational demands 

and outcomes. It is a coping style comprised of strategies that amplify practical and strategic 

responses. The coping style of pragmatic professionalism prioritizes the function of problem 

resolution over emotion regulation. 
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Pragmatic professionalism characterizes how Black female leaders in STEM higher 

education administration in this sample exhibit a tendency to adopt a methodical approach to 

managing stressors and challenges. It is a holistic coping style that encompasses adaptive, 

passive, and active, internal and external strategies these participants used to resolve or 

ameliorate a stressor successfully. For the participants in this study, a personalized strategic 

problem-solving process, standardized use of productivity tools, and the cultivation of more 

prescribed interventions, as depicted in Figure 3, were essential problem-focused coping 

strategies for successfully navigating environmental disruptions. 

Figure 3 

Coping Strategies of the Pragmatic Professionalism Coping Style 

 

Strategic Problem-Solving Process 

Based on the interview data, a visual of the strategic problem-solving process was 

constructed to capture the key pragmatic approaches to problem-focused coping that Black 

female STEM leaders in this study sample leveraged to navigate environmental stressors. 

Recurring response patterns and relationships across interview and “Dear New Colleague” letter 

data informed the structure and sequencing of each process component. The data suggest that 

this sequence of coping responses was intrinsic and widespread across the sample of Black 

female leaders, as they did not allude to some external source of career or professional 

development being the basis for their actions. Figure 4 depicts the resulting Strategic Problem-



108 
 

Solving Process, presenting (7) core, interconnected elements: Restraint; Introspection; 

Situational Assessment; Planning and Decision Making; Confrontation and Implementation; 

Closing the Loop; and Resignation, as derived from the data. 

Figure 4 

Strategic Problem-Solving Process 

 

Note. The description for Introspection is adapted from the online American Psychological 

Association (APA) Dictionary of Psychology (n.d.). The description for Planning and Decision-

Making is adapted from Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub’s (1989, p. 268) Planning construct. 
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Restraint initiates the cascade of strategic problem-solving process steps used to 

sustain pragmatic professionalism. Restraint consistently involves delaying one’s response to a 

stressor to wait for an appropriate opportunity to respond. Although restraint can also involve 

withholding one’s response altogether, it is important to underline that this is not the absence of 

action. Mae described restraint amid a challenge or stressor that is apparent and unobscured 

within organizational norms: 

So, again, like it or not, you have to be aware of … what you say these days. Regardless 
of, race, skin color, … whatever. You just have to be extra careful, because everyone 
has a phone. So, when I'm in … a situation like that, I just go silent. And …  then I just 
watch everyone in the room, how they respond, and then I may or may not speak up. 
 

But I always try to first allow others … to say their piece and then I either agree, 
or I say, ‘No, I don't see it that way and let me explain why…’ And then I go quiet. But I 
try to let others go first, essentially. … Yeah, and not rush to respond too quickly. 
 
Restraint stems from caution and self-awareness. Silence typifies the delay or 

withholding of a response that accompanies a watchful eye toward the behaviors and retorts of 

others in response to the environmental stressor. Mae’s quote illustrates how restraint leads to 

introspection. Introspection is distinguishable by the self-assessment of one’s own internal 

psychological processes, judgements, perceptions, or state to explain the basis for their belief, 

decision, or desired behavioral response. Restraint and introspection are pronounced internal 

problem-focused coping strategies that precede targeted, external problem-focused coping 

strategies, as Valerie elucidates: 

I try to gather more information, either through reading different policies, asking others 
who have experienced similar things, or that are familiar with the context or the matter. I 
asked others at other institutions that are in similar roles, or who handle similar 
challenges... After I have tried to gather information, I normally try to approach…start 
approaching things by asking questions from a point of curiosity and then I'm also not 
afraid of conflict. I am not an antagonistic or aggressive person, but I am not conflict 
averse. 
 
After exercising self-restraint and self-assessment, the women would resort to amassing 

information. Situational assessments involved conducting independent research through 

reading and information gathering among social support resources or stakeholders. In one 
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scenario, Rebecca, when reflecting on the wicked issue of enrollment shortages and budgetary 

constraints, asserted that, “you want to get as many heads in the game as you can.” She 

explained: 

I … proposed to my faculty, ‘What do you guys think is our number one... top three 
problems?’ And I knew enrollment was going to be one of them. ‘Great. So, we all 
agree.’ 

Now, that means I need everyone to be involved, right? Trying to get more heads 
in the game, think about ways and strategies that we can do, and try to make it open for 
them to [share their ideas]... they send me ideas all the time. Most of them I can't do 
anything about, but every now and again, I'll get a new one [idea], … one that I could 
actually use and do. 
 
Rebecca demonstrates how the women can be aware of pertinent situational facts but 

employ others to confirm or expand on the information about an issue. Like the majority of the 

women leaders within this sample, Rebecca articulated, “I think relationships [are] important,” 

so, in light of challenging issues, the goal is to foster comfort among other faculty members in 

elevating their ideas. Ultimately, however, as depicted in this scenario and others, the Black 

women leaders of this sample are the final decision-makers, so discretion is used to sort ideas 

into what is feasible and what is not for follow-through. 

A considerable number of the participants also referenced probing into policy and peer 

practices in their situational assessment as they pragmatically approached conflicts or 

challenges. As with scientific inquiry, the women conducted in-depth investigations, asking 

questions as they were emboldened by curiosity while constructing knowledge and formulating 

evidence-based explanations concerning situational contexts. For instance, Katherine recalled a 

two-team scenario in which she and a colleague began to drift apart in how their respective 

groups approached a joint project. She explains: 

So, I have another situation where me and a colleague, my team and his team are 
working on a project together, and there's a lot of explosions happening… and 
navigating that. And so, it seemed like he was shifting, and so I kept asking questions, 
‘help me understand … what your areas of concern are…what you want to see in this 
process…’ and then through that questioning, I came to know that there was a piece [of 
information] he hadn't shared. And so, he was trying to address that. And so, ‘okay, so 
let's figure out how we can address that together in order to come up with a solution 
that works for both of us.’ And so, I think… particularly when you're with people, that 
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there's some mutual respect… you can dig a little bit deeper, or allow them to dig a little 
bit deeper, so that you come up with a solution that makes sense. 
 
In consulting her colleague, Katherine was able to validate her initial assessment of 

some drift in their joint direction on the project and work towards a joint solution based on new 

considerations arising from her probe into the colleague's shift. For the sample group of women 

in this study, social support and stakeholder consultations were essential for validating initial 

findings, ongoing situational assessment, and evaluating new alternative considerations. Mary's 

account also bears witness to this: 

Making sure that... what I'm feeling is actually what's happening before reacting. Asking 
more questions, finding out more to see, ‘hey, maybe I've got it wrong, maybe the 
person actually meant this.’ And I took it as something else. So, asking more questions 
before… providing a response … or acting on my feelings.” 
 
Katherine's and Mary's accounts corroborate that feedback from social support and 

stakeholders helps filter facts from the initial assortment of thoughts and feelings, promoting 

clarity in subsequent planning and decision-making. Data collected from situational assessment 

informs planning and decision-making about appropriate process steps to resolve or improve 

the stressor or challenge. Information permits confrontation that is conducive to implementing a 

coordinated course of action rather than furthering conflict or misunderstanding. 

Ashanti enlightens on “the end piece, closing the loop in the end,” the work you do after 

actively addressing the issue:  

You then sometimes have to take additional steps, and then you have to circle back. It's 
still not done after that, because you have to monitor and follow up to document, did it 
get better? Or worse? So, it's quite a bit of effort on your end. 
 

Data from Ashanti’s explanation supports that closing the loop involves situational surveillance, 

documentation, and verification of situational outcomes after implementing a course of action to 

confirm whether the issue has been resolved, improved, or persists. Dorthy contributed a similar 

sentiment, “all I can do is support people around policy,” stating: 

You gotta live to fight another day. But also, do so with ethics, and be protective of 
 … the institution and its follow-up policy, and be protective of the people it's serving, 
especially your most vulnerable. 
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After this point, individuals can choose to withdraw or separate themselves from a stressor, 

exploring what opportunities exist based on situational controllability. 

It is important to underscore how withdrawal or separation occurs along a continuum, as 

women described opting to table (until a later timeframe, i.e., tomorrow), escalate (through 

formal channels), or exit stressful or challenging situations. Notably, environmental contexts with 

high levels of uncontrollability often led many women to leave their institutions altogether. This 

occurrence was evidenced by the following statements from Alexa and Valerie, who left after 

prolonged issues with leadership within the STEM higher education administration: 

The problem that I was having in the dean's office is that the person who was in the 
dean's office probably should not have been there, and so that's something that you… 
there's nothing you can do about that, because their person skills were not…superior. 
So, I left. I was there for 3 years, and then I left. Because I didn't… I was tired of it. 
(Alexa) 
 
I actually addressed the issue with those leaders, where I said, ‘I feel like … one, I feel 
like I'm spinning my wheels and two, I feel like I'm caught between two visions. Do you 
all see that?’ and they both agreed that they weren't on the same page, but they didn't 
know what to do about it. So, once I got them to see what I saw, then I realized that this 
isn't going to work. So, then I started to look for other opportunities. I went on maternity 
leave, and I applied for a job while I was on leave, and I didn't come back. That's how 
that ultimately resolved it. (Valerie) 
 

As illustrated by their respective experiences, when practical approaches have been exhausted, 

but stressors or challenges persist beyond their ability to resolve the matter, resignation can 

also involve a departure from the organization. 

Productivity Tools 

Productivity tools support participants’ cognitive and behavioral efficiency by organizing 

and prioritizing decision-making and actions to complete tasks, fulfill responsibilities, delegate, 

communicate, and manage time. Although often divided into traditional (analog) and digital 

categories, for this study, productivity tools emerged as a range of conceptual techniques and 

methodological frameworks that the women leaders of this sample leveraged to efficiently 

address the pressures of competing demands and priorities in the academy. For instance, 
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Ashanti stated that “competing to me is definitely trying to stay organized, as organized as you 

can be with … calendars and different tools … and …planning, I'm big on planning well in 

advance, probably way too far in advance...” Hence, a binary distinction inadequately captures 

the project-management–focused nature of the productivity tools and practices through which 

Ashanti and other participants demonstrated proactivity, prioritization, and cognitive 

organization. 

For Valerie, Dorthy, and many other participants, using calendars and charting times of 

year when campus duties or activities were particularly heightened was among the defining 

tools and techniques implemented to manage time, expectations, and relationships 

successfully. This conception is illustrated in the following narratives: 

• So, … at the beginning of a school year, I may be looking at … ‘what are my biggest 
goals for that academic year related to work?’ From a calendar year perspective, I 
normally bring in … family-related things or church-related things. That's … the whole 
me. … I usually have a… I call it the eagle's eye. The Eagle's view of … ‘what are all the 
things kind of on my plate?’ and I normally organize those things by quarter. I know … 
when are those things most salient across the year, such that even if I feel like a 
particular day is dizzying … I have a sense of, like, what are the biggest priorities I'm 
focused on at…this jump point of the year. (Valerie) 
 

• So, at least every other day, I am looking at my calendar, what has come in, what is due. 
Of course, when your provost calls, you gotta change everything around, or when your 
dean asks you to do something, you gotta change stuff around. So, I'm continuously 
looking at my calendar as well to determine what… what needs to be moved, what 
needs to be changed and if I do have to change on somebody, I apologize. ‘I am so 
sorry I got called into X, Y, and Z…, I'm so sorry… this priority came up.’ And so, I let 
people know, I'm not just blowing you off, … but letting them know also why a change is 
happening in my schedule to address this priority. (Dorthy) 
 

Notably, among those who charted specific times of the year (i.e., by quarters, months, or 

weeks), Katherine stands out because her example is not reflective of the more linear time 

management exemplified by the above quotes. However, it demonstrates that individuals can 

chart time nonlinearly, using experiential time management, to be effective at navigating 

seasons within their profession. She states: 

I can't even say I have this method where I just focus on one thing and move to the next, 
… often I'm juggling, … and I'm running myself ragged when a whole bunch of things are 
just landing, and saying to myself, ‘okay, it's just gonna be this week that's crazy, let's 
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press to the end of the week,” and then… take a breather and take a break on the other 
end of it. So sometimes you just have to hunker down and … press through it. 
 
Although Katherine articulated a less rigid, non-sequential method for managing 

competing demands, where she is managing multiple demands and exerting herself to the point 

of depletion, her account is not a rejection of productivity tools such as calendars or time-

charting. Instead, it is an illustration of temporal structuring, in which periods with heightened 

administrative demands are cognitively framed as time-bound and conquerable, thereby 

fostering a mindset that fuels endurance. Likewise, the use of calendars and charted timeframes 

orients users so they can anticipate varied workloads, employ short- or longer-term endurance, 

and plan for the other side of peak seasons. 

Experiences of some study participants indicated that productivity resources extended 

beyond leaders’ individual planning and management practices to include tools used broadly 

across their teams. For instance, although Marie and Rebecca described using the Eisenhower 

Matrix to rank and execute tasks by urgency and importance, they did so with distinct nuances. 

The tool supplemented their engagement with faculty and situational demands in unique ways. 

Marie paired the Eisenhower Matrix with a parking lot to capture big ideas as well as 

items that were not urgent nor important, explaining: 

I have a four quadrant. That … use two directives. Important and urgent, right? 
So, on the right, I have important and urgent. On the bottom, I have important, not 
urgent. 
 

And on the left, I have urgent, important- not important. And bottom, I have not 
urgent, not important... but still need to be done. So, I will use stickers... to move things 
around, right? In those quadrants, in my office... and for people as well. 
 

But I also have another board that is a parking lot. It's a parking lot where I put 
things. You come with these big ideas, you're gonna build a roller coaster, very nice. I 
still listen to you, but it's in the parking lot, right? Sometimes I will move things from 
parking lot to not urgent, not important, but I still… I'm gonna take a look at it. 
 

Marie described how the visual was used to engage faculty and students, while acknowledging 

their ideas, as they could apply sticky notes to the various quadrants and parking lot, knowing 

that Marie would eventually review items in greater detail. Rebecca highlighted the use of the 
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matrix to establish ‘top priorities” and inform real-time adjustments based on demand for her 

and her faculty, stating: 

We try to… I try to minimize those, right? Those must be my top priorities, right? I try 
to… I try to keep … most of it into the important but not urgent. 
 

So, I can try to stay ahead of the game a little bit, but we do know things happen, 
and … You know, … I have an example of something that happened today. Things 
happen. You have to shift things around. 
 

Rebecca aims to “try to keep the big box to be important, but not urgent and then minimize that.” 

Features of governance can shift with the incorporation of productivity tools, as exemplified by 

Marie making room for big ideas by pairing her parking lot system with the Eisenhour matrix, 

versus Rebecca’s drill-down into task prioritization and focus on avoiding urgency through 

proactivity. 

Productivity tools can facilitate a results-oriented strategy while fostering sustainable, 

collaborative practices that empower responsive organizational cultures. This is especially 

apparent with the use of institutionally-sanctioned software platforms that support streamlined 

team-based collaboration and integration of multiple productivity applications. Mary highlighted 

how prior to enforcement of one “university-provided” cloud-based platform employees had 

assets scattered across Google Drive, Teams (i.e., OneDrive) and their personal desktops. She 

explained: 

Some people … had their documents in Google Drive, some had them in OneDrive, 
some had them in Teams, some had them on their desktop, and I'm like, ‘this is 
absolutely ridiculous. We're using one place.’ And I force you to use it. … I don't want to 
see any Google anything. Where we have… we have Box, we have Teams, we have so 
many university-provided things. 
 

And some people fought me on it, they resisted it, it was hard for them, or … 
down to we're working on a menu for an event. ‘Where is this menu?’ Because you're 
out today. Now I'm texting you to find the menu. ‘It's on my computer.’ It cannot be on 
your computer, and this is why. 
 
Mary continued her explanation, stating that although there were some early incidences 

of pushback and resistance, "I do force my team to have some organizational skills, or… 

meeting notes. We are taking meeting notes every time we have a meeting, and somebody else 
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is gonna- You're all gonna be writing the notes, not just me." Mary and others in the sample 

group resort to a blend of refinements to professional organizational practices and the utilization 

of practical tools for integrated approaches to productivity. 

Programmatic Interventions 

Programmatic interventions are structured programs such as workshops, seminars, 

pilots, retreats, and professional development. They are designed to facilitate targeted, systemic 

improvements, such as expanding knowledge on a subject, remediation, and promoting peer 

accountability or community wellness groups. These programs, as cultivated by a notable 

proportion of the Black women leaders within this sample, have a broad environmental 

enrichment focus for students and faculty within their institutions. 

Timnit expounded on how her love of learning sparked the development of targeted 

STEM-based programming for students who were underrepresented. She shares: 

So, … since I love to learn, myself... I… dug deep into some of the other areas, … 
particularly, technology... and engineering that I didn't have a foundational background 
in... and I learned foundational information so that I could support my students in 
undergraduate research...and career development, academic advising... and 
professional development. Let me see, … one of the ones that I put on was… learning 
how to… have confidence in yourself and … I kept that theme going, and I invited others 
to come and talk about that each year. And we talk about… imposter phenomenon. 
 

We talk about stereotype threats. We talk about… race, the construct in and of 
itself. So, that was a holistic type of program to help STEM students who were 
underrepresented... to thrive along their educational and career journeys. So, that was a 
really good program. 
 

What started as the cultivation of background information to improve her understanding of 

technology and engineering to address her own knowledge gaps expanded into foundational 

content for career development and academic advising for her students. She mentions that 

professional development targeted those underrepresented in STEM, nurturing their confidence, 

recognition, and navigation of racial and identity-based issues, and overall persistence within 

their respective disciplines through holistic programming. 
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Mary acknowledged a similar affinity for learning, particularly adaptive learning, and 

explained how this served as a basis for the programmatic interventions she instituted 

throughout her career in engineering, especially as a working professional and non-traditional 

Ph.D. student. She shares: 

And so, that's where I learned about active learning and the different strategies involved 
in it, flipped classrooms, think-pair-share, project-based, problem-based, all the different 
types of active learning pedagogies. That's how I learned where to do it. I didn't learn it 
in my... [teaching program] education classes, I didn't learn it when I was a student 
undergrad. When I was a master's student, I didn't learn it. Not until I got...to somebody 
in the School of Education. And so, I created this first year, a project-based engineering 
course... learning those types of strategies from a physics education teacher and 
professor. 
 

She went on to elaborate on another voluntary, special cross-collaborative project. It was a pre-

calculus course for engineers that addressed the need to recognize how their discipline differed 

in rigor and application from other majors. In both instances, Mary developed programs that 

addressed instructional gaps or deficits for students. 

Katherine conducted a programmatic intervention targeting students called a 

mastermind group. Masterminds facilitate peer-to-peer brainstorming, problem-solving, and 

accountability sessions that help achieve professional goals, often at an accelerated pace. 

These types of collaborative engagement circles foster receptivity to a wide array of 

perspectives and improved motivation through social support. She explains: 

And so, in a mastermind, you … have to do a lot to develop trust within this network of 
people… so that you can be honest about your successes and your challenges and all 
that other stuff, and trust that they're going to give you good feedback. But after you've 
developed… that trust, then in a mastermind experience, you're sharing your 
successes… you're sharing your challenges…. and you're requesting support in a 
particular area. And so, I actually did this with a group of students the other day as a 
practice… but each person took about 5 minutes, and they shared one success… one 
challenge or one failure, even, you can call it … an area where they were wrestling with, 
‘How do I navigate this process?” And you just sit, and the people in the circle give you 
input, give you feedback, give you suggestions… help you think a different way, and 
then you take that down, and you can sort through it and figure out, like, ‘how do I 
navigate this process? or this problem, or this challenge?’ 
 
Katherine’s mastermind group reinforces the value of establishing a trustworthy peer 

network, as such circles can serve as conduits for alternative ways of thinking about problem-
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solving. Timnit, Mary, and Katherine’s programmatic interventions are vetted through their own 

professional interests in learning and growth. These women leaders, like many others among 

the sample, demonstrate that what they learn independently through experience and 

professional or leadership development programming gets translated into targeted instructional 

interventions for students. 

Likewise, Ashanti demonstrates how programming can be targeted towards wellness 

initiatives in light of faculty succumbing to a “tremendous amount of stress” and the need to 

intervene so that leadership understands "this is something you need to pay attention to, this is 

something you need to… pour support and resources into” as it is “extremely important.” She 

elaborates on how “if you're in an environment… where you're not seeing what you need... you 

can create initiatives… that can slowly bring in some of those things that you feel the 

department or the college might be missing,” explaining: 

I led a faculty work-life journey initiative and it … started during the pandemic… but 
continued for years later … And one of the other reasons I started is because we … had 
so many people who were experiencing burnout… and they were just quitting, and 
walking out, and just overwhelmed. And so, I kept thinking, what can I do to help support 
them, to help them be in touch with their emotions, as well as… everything else going 
on, whole health, physical, mental, social. And so… we had so many modules and 
workshops and self-reflections, but it was extremely helpful. 
 
Ashanti explicitly highlights a key, implicit point about every example among the women 

in this sample group: when something is missing, create it. As is key to their well-being, that of 

their students, and that of their faculty, programmatic interventions are associated with the 

eudaimonic, empathetic responsiveness characteristic of their leadership. What they cultivate 

for themselves inevitably edifies others in their charge, especially in progressive and preventive 

measures. 

Theme 2: Prosociality 

CCM’s efficiency/optimistic action coping style (Stanislawski, 2022; Stanislawski et al., 

2025) captures prosociality in its acknowledgement of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors relative 

to stressful stimuli, which, in this case, are met with externally influenced cognitive 
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transformations that motivate pragmatic approaches to problem resolution and elicit optimism 

concerning the options and potential outcomes available. Prosociality characterizes the 

proclivity of Black female leaders in STEM higher education administration within this study 

sample to seek out social support for instrumental and emotional reasons when navigating a 

stressor or challenge. Instrumental social support seeking is a problem-focused coping strategy, 

whereas emotional social support seeking is an emotion-focused coping strategy (Carver et al., 

1989). 

An instrumental social support-seeking coping strategy involves participants sharing 

positive and/or negative disclosures about a stressor or challenge to an intermediary who can 

offer tangible assistance. In contrast, an emotional social support-seeking coping strategy 

involves expectations of empathetic responsiveness from the intermediary to disclosures about 

a stressor or challenge. Intermediaries are trustworthy and accessible sources of empathetic 

listening who can offer confidential feedback to reduce the discrepancy between situational 

demands and internal or external resources. 

For the overwhelming majority of participants in this study, both social support seeking 

strategies were conducive to confirming or uncovering thoughts and feelings related to a given 

stressor through an intermediary who could aid in confirmation of their own realizations, 

opportunistic recognition of new realities, or reevaluation of the stressor to promote their growth 

and adaptation. Every participant sought social support for instrumental reasons to cope with 

stressors for which they (1) had a probable solution, (2) were uncertain about, or (3) had no 

clear solution. Figure 5 depicts how prosociality, as a coping style, comprises instrumental and 

emotional support-seeking coping strategies, which can aid in the coping functions of problem 

resolution and emotional regulation. 
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Figure 5 

Prosociality 

 

Note. The central dotted line illustrates the permeability between social support seeking for 

problem resolution (or mainly instrumental reasons) and for emotion regulation (or mainly 

emotional reasons). Individuals can disclose the positive and negative aspects of a stressor 

while seeking social support, and the outcome may involve selective responses to feedback that 

support problem-focused or emotion-focused coping. The same source can offer one or both 

forms of social support regarding a stressor. 

The significance of prosociality as a coping style is evidenced by the adverse impact of 

untrustworthy social relationships, as Gladys illustrates when reflecting on her navigation of the 

academy and STEM as an African American female: 

…back in the 80s, it was hard to find the type of mentor that I felt I needed, because it's 
hard to trust people, because I had situations...in grad school, and in other times that... 
people appear like they want to help you, but they just want to suck everything they can 
from you, and then they either use it against you, or they don't use it to help you, they 
use it to help somebody else. 
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Relationships involving deception, exploitation, and misuse of information are contradictory to 

prosocial preferences. Social support seeking combats antisocial subtleties of isolation, 

domination, and exclusion that can be characteristic within STEM and higher education 

administrative leadership spaces. For the women in this study, coping strategies included the 

following intermediaries: a divine source of social support, peer and professional social support, 

and network and organizational social support, as depicted in Figure 6. 

Figure 6 

Coping Strategies of the Prosociality Coping Style 

 

Divine Social Support: Seeking God Through Prayer by Faith 

For many of the women leaders within this study, God is a significant source of social 

support. The data suggests that this relationship is cultivated through faith and nurtured through 

prayer (communication) and biblical, scriptural consultation. Each woman who referred to her 

faith and status as a "believer," "child of God," "Christ follower," and "Christian" demonstrated 

confidence in God's ability to offer instrumental and emotional support. Marie elaborates on this 

dynamic, explaining:  

Yeah, … I told you, I read a lot, and I have a lot of faith. Right? I'm a believer. I pray a 
lot, yeah. I pray, I read my Bible. … a lot. … and in that faith that I know the answer will 
come from reading from the Bible. Or from my God … Yeah, yeah, that's it. 
 
Marie describes the nature of the divine relationship: reading, faithing, and hearing, as a 

result of the knowledge (wisdom and revelation) inherent in scripture concerning God's position 
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on an array of topics. Through a relationship with God, the women have access to social 

support resources that include divine identity, divine inspiration, and divine intervention; each of 

which keeps them grounded and centered. Divine identity is a social support resource that 

informs purpose. Katherine asserts: 

I believe that I've been called for a purpose. And so, it's just a matter of understanding, 
… ‘God, what purpose do you have for me in this space, or what purpose do you want 
me to accomplish in this space?’ And so, I think I go back to that. 
 
Katherine subsequently explains that it is a belief about how her creation is tied to higher 

education, serving as an example for others, connecting with others, and changing perspectives 

so that greater depths of understanding are cultivated in her students. It motivates her to learn 

about those around her. In alignment, divine inspiration is a social support resource that informs 

strategy as God guides their ‘personal practice’ or the thoughts, words, and actions of each 

individual. Mary and Ashanti share: 

If I'm … really in need, I will go into Scripture and look for scriptures that are about 
certain issues to help me see how, as a child of God, I'm supposed to... How God wants 
me to act? To make sure I'm … providing the light that I'm supposed to provide, and, … 
we're all people, so… I'm sure I still have work to do. (Mary) 
 
Personal practice, so definitely prayer, … I mentioned that, … my faith, that I'm gonna 
pray about it before I start it, because, … I need guidance from God. I need to… to, … 
understand the strategy in approaching something. (Ashanti) 
 

These accounts exemplify how many Black female STEM leaders in this study are encouraged, 

through their belief in and communal connection to God, to first look inward, evaluate 

themselves, what they cannot see, and how they should act. Divine social support, as oriented 

toward initial internal considerations, reinforces early strategies (i.e., restraint and introspection) 

within the salient strategic problem-solving process observed across the sample group. 

The data suggests that participants’ experiences include a potential spiritual root to their 

self-directed strategic problem-solving process. The process guides cognitive and behavioral 

alignment with internalized restraint, introspection, situational assessment, a responsibility to 

due diligence through social support resources, confrontation of the issue (not the individual), 
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and resignation based on perceived controllability. In this case, participants exhibit a 

dispositional openness to concession of grace that moves beyond conventional understandings 

of poise or social finesse in navigating individual, interpersonal, and institutional stressors, 

suggesting a prosocial coping orientation aligned with divine identity and inspiration. For 

example, Gladys shares: 

And I have learned that God is the author of everything. And He's not the author of 
confusion. And so, when I see something going on that's very stressful, or I have to deal 
with a stressful situation... If someone is trying to attack me, I just pray for them, 
because I'm like, ‘Lord, they don't know. Forgive them, for they know not what they do. 
Lord, have mercy.’ 
 
Gladys extends grace, acknowledging others' lack of self-awareness, which can lead 

them to lash out, while she herself demonstrates self-control through prayer and petitions for 

forgiveness and mercy. Mae highlighted a similar virtue in her observance of gratitude while 

reminiscing on a phrase her dad would say, "there…but for the grace of God, there go I," a 

proverbial statement of humility that effectively acknowledges one's own dependence upon 

grace. Mae stated that in "just … interacting with others, and … hearing and watching their 

experiences. I … just… tend to be more grateful." Divine identity and inspiration govern the 

disposition and dispensation of virtues among the majority of the Black women leaders within 

this sample group. 

Divine intervention, by comparison, is a social support resource that facilitates learning 

and growth opportunities. For instance, Patricia explains how after conversing with God, she got 

a job that aligned with her desire to teach, saying: 

I talked to God about maybe... 5 years ago, that I wanted to teach. Right? So, I went 
back to school. Later in my life… I don't even remember looking for a job… applying for 
this job, kid you not... So, in my last semester of my doctorate, one of the universities in 
the area reach out to me, ‘Do you want to teach?’ I'm like… ‘I don't remember applying 
for that.’ 
 

She later insinuates that God intervened on her behalf as a result of their conversation(s) where 

she shared her desire to teach full-time and her faith, stating, “and I think the moral of the story 

for me is, … when you believe in something and when you speak it out somehow, it will come to 
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pass when you're not even expecting it.” Annie offered a similar optimistic outlook regarding 

divine intervention, stating: 

You know, try to look for some good in everything. We have to. Because I know who I 
serve. I know. I might not understand it. 
 

But what they meant for evil... it's gonna get turned around for my good, 
eventually. And I don't know how long it's gonna take, but I know... in my deepest heart 
of hearts that it's gonna be… good. Eventually. It was allowed… I just have to trust God. 
I'm telling you, that's my solution. 
 
Furthermore, others among the sample described accounts of divine intervention for 

reasons that included protection (from prolonged exposure to stress) and prevention of victim 

mentality, as narratives from Timnit and Mary, exemplify: 

Honestly, I think God allowed me to have that accident. So that I could get out of that 
situation that I was in. Because I kept saying, ‘oh, I can do it. I can do it.’ But on the other 
hand, I was saying, ‘I can't let her kill me.’ But I was going, ‘I can do it. But I can't let 
them kill me.’… and then God said, ‘hmm, you're stubborn … I'm gonna do 
something...to make you stop.’ And that accident happened, and it… Yeah, it took a lot 
of time...and energy to recover from that, but a lot of good things came out of it as well. 
(Timnit) 
 
And also … my faith in God and the Bible also helped, also, having good friends or 
colleagues, my husband around to be sounding boards, those things help. So... while I 
didn't have an official mentor, I did lean on... people, and on God, to help me get through 
that and realize… and come out of this victim mentality. (Mary) 
 
From both Timnit and Mary's accounts, God is given credit for creating cause for pause; 

reflection on detrimental mindsets that were not immediately apparent, with one individual 

believing she was invulnerable and the other grappling with vulnerability; and for course 

correction, as each instance was prohibitive to personal growth. Importantly, Mary's mention of 

the role that family and friends play in social support draws attention to Dorothy's reminiscence 

of her own spiritual practices of prayer and meditation, which center on reflecting upon "what 

[her] ancestors have done to get her here" and trying "to not disappoint them." During her 

interview session, she recalled how her upbringing in a spiritual household taught her "to be 

ethical, and to be, [a] kind person, even though people don't treat you properly." From this 
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account, it is apparent that divine social support can stem from familial social support, which can 

cultivate and reinforce biblical observances. 

Peer and Professional Social Support: Engaging Credible & Meaningful Connections 

Peer social support relationships encompass family and friends, while professional 

social support includes colleagues, mentors, sponsors, and individuals with more senior 

leadership experience than they have. Peer and professional social support relationships offer 

the women in this sample group shared experiences, subject-matter expertise, and deep 

communal connections. When reflecting on what keeps her grounded and centered in the work, 

Valerie elaborated on the significance of family and work-life balance, stating: 

I am both a wife, a mom, a daughter, a sister, an aunt, and I value my family 
relationships a lot. And I have healthy boundaries around work that do not… intrude … 
or do not cause me to forfeit those relationships. I invest in those. And so those things 
may not seem like they're connected to work, but that's part of what keeps me sane. If I 
didn't have my time… to be able to cultivate my faith, or time to spend with family, then I 
would come to work much more frazzled, or situations I work with… I could imagine 
them rattling me more if my whole identity was wrapped up in work. 
 

As witnessed with the reinforcement of divine social support seeking, familial social support is 

highly influential in shaping concrete identities as capable, competent, and confident individuals. 

Shirley reiterated this perspective, explaining: 

But in terms of my identity as a Black woman, that's always been pretty strong, pretty 
clear, because I do have these accomplished sisters. I have my mother, who's a 
professor. She went back to school when I was in sixth grade. So, my home 
environment really supported the fact that I could do whatever. 
 
For many of the women leaders in this sample, peer social support began at home. 

Gladys shared a similar sentiment to Shirley regarding her mother’s example and continued 

support, stating, “so my mom was a, a nurse. … She understands a lot about science and the 

body,” so the two of them converse on everything from technical terminology to practices that 

support regaining agency when solutions are unclear. Even in the absence of peer professional 

role models, familial social support encouraged generational transcendence into STEM higher 

education. Katherine expanded on this as a first-generation graduate of her family, offering, “I 
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am a person who people saw potential in… and they really pushed and motivated that 

potential.” 

These relationships are characterized by credibility, understanding, impartiality, practical 

aid, and affective encouragement, which promote autonomy, agency, advancement, and 

achievement. Mentorship is a form of professional social support that is salient for many Black 

women leaders in this study; however, for almost all individuals in the sample who had such 

relationships, they were established at their own discretion (informally) rather than formally 

assigned. Ashanti shared: 

And then, sometimes you just need someone to talk to… when you're going through 
something, perhaps it's something they've already experienced, and so career decisions, 
should you go for a fellowship, or should you go for a degree? Should you… switch your 
job at that time, or should you wait a year? Maybe you're negotiating for a position, and 
so you need someone to give you tips. My mentors were always very open to share 
what they've experienced, examples… so those kinds of things, I think, have been very 
helpful, just bouncing ideas off of them. Maybe you want to start a new initiative… and 
you want them to chime in on their experience with similar initiatives at their institution, 
so we would share different institutional…ways of looking at or navigating things. 
 
On the other hand, for those like Mary who have "never had a mentor" and were "just 

kind of winging it," professional social support was the select few who could answer, "how would 

I go about this?" Considering that of Mary and Ashanti's account as well as those of many 

others, professional social support tends to be more instrumental than emotional. However, 

through Alexa and Rebecca's example, it is clear that these types of social support relationships 

can be permeable to emotional exchanges. Alexa highlighted how her mentor, whom "it took 

[her] a couple of years to find," is someone she can call to calm down and logically process 

situations with, sharing: 

So, if I got some email that made me think that I was gonna go out and smack people to 
death, then I would stop, read the email, then I would stop. Then I would probably close 
my computer and walk around and do something else to distract myself, to calm down. 
Then I would call my mentor and tell her that I am ready to go out and start slapping 
people. 
 

Then she would talk me down from that ledge. Until we're both laughing, and 
then I would go back. And we'd come back… come up with a solution, and then I would 
execute it. 
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Rebecca, when reflecting on how “emotions get fried a little bit” elaborated on the 

professional support role of her executive assistant, sharing: 

Usually, my executive assistant, she is… she's an older Black female, so like, she 
knows, she can tell from my moods or whatever. And I've cried on her shoulder. Of 
course! I've cried on her shoulder a couple times, because she's been here longer than 
me. I'll be the third dean that she's served. 
 

Further into the interview, she offered more regarding the nature of their relationship stating: 

But I also have realized I have to be careful. I'm really… careful about how I present... 
here, at work, even if it's a frustrating day, or I'm upset about something, I kind of seal it, 
conceal it, until I'm behind closed doors. Or with … someone that I can trust. And 
unfortunately, my executive assistant, she … she gets the brunt of it, she gets the brunt 
of it. So, she sends me affirmations and stuff, and I appreciate it. 
 

Both, Alexa and Rebecca exemplified how restraint is time-limited, and release is eminent. For 

all of the women within this sample group, the expiration of restraint and release of emotions 

happens under controlled conditions often in seclusion and on occasions, like those exemplified 

above, with individuals in whom there is established confidence and confidentiality. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) as Professional Social Support? While a significant 

number of participants' accounts of social support seeking aligned with the dominant coping 

pattern of engaging individuals (including God) for instrumental and emotional reasons as 

described above, one finding diverged in a way that warrants focused attention. The noteworthy 

finding centers around one participant's use of artificial intelligence (AI) as a source of social 

support for both instrumental and emotional reasons. She describes: 

So, I started using AI to polish my emails. … It got the same message across… but it did 
such in a way that I still … retained my dignity. … And the way I will do that… is I would 
describe the situation, then I would put HR’s…message in AI. Ask AI to analyze the 
email. … So, I would have them [AI] do, what, a discourse analysis of the email, and 
then I would say… these are the points that I need to make back… please write it in 
such a way. that it'll be polished and professional. 
 

So, then AI will give me the email. And so, once I realized that AI was capable … 
And then I realized, ‘okay, I'm onto something here.’ From there, what I started doing is 
putting difficult or terse emails that I would receive… into AI, explain the situation. ‘How 
do I respond to this? By making my point without sounding snarky.’ 
And that's how I started using AI.  
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Then what was happening, because my husband was like… ‘You talk a lot.’ I can 
talk a lot. And he's not a very talkative person. So, if I kept asking him the same question 
… he would be annoyed. And that didn't help me out either. So, with AI, you can talk to 
AI all night, they [AI] don't care, it's a program. 
 
Dorthy posits that AI maintains her dignity in how it constructs correspondence and 

articulates her ideas. Her use of AI for discourse analysis aligns with the technological use of AI 

as an application or productivity tool. However, observing that it offers feedback such as "they're 

being curt," "they're being dismissive," "they're being firm," "they are not supporting you," or 

"they are gaslighting you," its utilization is extending beyond a practical function into an 

emotional function. Noting Dorothy's spousal feedback regarding her talkativeness and her 

caution about annoying him with repetitive questioning, AI serves as a substitute for human 

interaction. 

Dorthy's use of artificial intelligence as a social support coping strategy is markedly 

nuanced. It represents a unique orientation compared to narratives shared by the other 

participants concerning the prevailing theme of prosociality. As such, AI-based social support 

should not be interpreted as broadly generalizable. However, the emergence of AI as a source 

of social support merits illumination and later examination through thoughtful discussion. 

Network and Organizational Social Support: Affiliating with Broader Peer and 

Professional Communities 

Network and organizational social support-seeking defines how some of the women 

leaders in this sample lean into broader systems of STEM professionals, experts, and leaders to 

procure instrumental and emotional resources. Instrumentally, these groups offer professional 

development, leadership development, access to exclusive community engagement events (i.e., 

workshops, seminars/webinars), funding, and employment opportunities. Emotionally, these 

networks and organizations are comprised of individuals who can offer experientially informed 

knowledge, hands-on practical guidance, and empathetic leadership. These resources aid the 
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women in coping with deficits between actual and desired situational demands within their own 

environmental context, especially as they relate to issues of appreciation and support. 

Network and organizational social support provide opportunities for cross-collaboration, 

acts of service, and increased potential for positive scholastic repute. Dorthy illustrates the 

agentic role of social systems as sources of emotional support by explaining: 

I decide where I'm gonna get my flowers. Sometimes it's seeking out… service and a 
national organization, or working with a group of people who… appreciate me, an 
organization or something like that... outside or external to my institution. I've also been 
invited to work on grants. So, what that means is seeking out other activities where I feel 
appreciated and supportive. 
 

Her narrative demonstrates the power of choice. By withdrawing from or separating from 

environmental stressors rather than leaving their institution altogether, it is apparent that women 

have the option of pursuing external opportunities. So, Dorthy is affirming that some women in 

the sample group venture outside their institutions to acquire the social support necessary to 

reinforce their appreciation, collaborate on funded research projects, and partake in activities 

that cultivate camaraderie that may otherwise be absent from their home institutions. 

Many of the women leaders acknowledged volitional decisions to engage a network or 

organizational social support system to establish long-term relationships and professional 

communities with longevity. Through Shirley’s account, regarding the impact of the National 

Organization for the Professional Advancement of Black Chemists and Chemical Engineers 

(NOBCChE), we see the significance of such affiliations to bridging new relationships between 

those who are up-and-coming and those more established within the field. She shared: 

So, I applied, I got the scholarship. And I had to fly down to Houston to their annual 
conference to accept the award. And I was in a wedding that weekend, so I couldn't go 
for the whole conference, but I walk into this room. And there's hundreds of Black 
chemists! And it was like, ‘oh my God,’ I couldn't believe it, I just couldn't believe it. 
 

And then the next year, two years later, they flew about 30 people out to their 
annual conference in San Francisco, all expenses paid. So, all of a sudden, there was 
this cohort of people … all in grad school, and I'm still friends with some of those folks 
today. And again, that organization really sort of supported us in many different ways, 
subtly, because it also affirmed us as Black folk. But they had high standards, and… it 
still was mostly men, and especially the leadership. But they were supportive, and I 
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became involved in that organization on … their proceedings committee and things like 
that, so… that was a really good, good experience. 
 
Shirley acknowledged the cultivation of accountability for her studies, of friendships that 

exist even today, and affirmation of her identity as a Black individual. Although men were 

prominent in NOBCChE leadership, there was room for her involvement on committees, and 

she credited them for being supportive of others. Gladys highlighted a similar network and 

organizational benefit that resulted from her church affiliation, as she found one of her “best 

mentors at [her] church.” She acknowledged her as “a retired IBMer,” a “phenomenal woman,” 

whom she “learned a lot from” as “she always talked about excellence, operating in excellence.”  

Hence, for Shirley, Gladys, and other women leaders in the sample group, broader networks 

and organizational convenings proved beneficial, especially in providing greater access to 

supportive industry-based examples. 

Interestingly, there were instances where the women served as an access point 

themselves through their network and organizational affiliations, as exemplified by Mae 

identifying herself as a working professional and non-traditional, international graduate student, 

stating: 

I was always involved in … some kind of international student organization… and so, … 
I don't know if you want to say requirements, but it was kind of a given that when you 
came in, there were others who mentored you, so you have to give back in turn, so 
as…new, freshmen or new grad students come in, then those of us who have been 
there, would help them get settled, would kind of take them around town, would help 
them with, assignments, kind of navigating that process, particularly that first year, which 
can be quite, challenging, both emotionally and sometimes financially for others. So, … I 
always had that opportunity … to do that. And then, At my current position … I’ve…kind 
of taken upon myself, again, because I kind of see myself in that role, to … be a mentor 
to, particularly international students, … African students, but also to other students 
in…my class, who may be from…a different background, , because I could sense their 
… hesitating to ask a question in class, being very shy, … not knowing how to navigate 
the process, so just making myself be open and available… to those students to say, 
‘hey, you need someone to talk to, come talk to me.’ 
 
Mae describes reciprocity: she reaped the benefits of mentorship through her 

international student organization affiliation, so now, as a teaching administrator, she offers the 

same support. She demonstrates how that support extends beyond instructional hours, noting 
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not just talking and serving as a sounding board, but also offering opportunities around town, 

aiding with assignment completion, and more to support those who are still finding their voice in 

the first year. 

Her sentiment regarding the unspoken requirement to give back was highlighted by 

several women in this study, including Ashanti and Marie. Ashanti highlighted how "it's 

important…to give back to the mentor," stating, "I think sometimes that part is missed." Marie, 

another proud international Black woman, stated, "so, I have to give back. I have to… to work 

towards promoting my culture. I have to work helping somebody... succeed even if it's not in 

higher education." As is key to their well-being and, likewise, to the well-being of others through 

their exhibition of virtues, it is apparent that prosociality is associated with the eudaimonic, 

empathetic responsiveness characteristic of their leadership. The social support they seek out 

for themselves informs their desire and need to reciprocate that with others. 

Theme 3: Preservation of Well-being Through Leisurely Activities 

In alignment with CCM’s positive emotional coping/positive focus coping style 

(Stanislawski, 2022; Stanislawski et al., 2025), coping strategies that preserve well-being 

through leisure activities mainly refocus attention on what is positive and enjoyable. 

Preservation of well-being through leisurely activities involved coping strategies concentrating 

most saliently on people, places, things, and/or activities external to the given stressor. In 

addition, such leisurely approaches to stress management helped participants identify new 

opportunities, areas for self-improvement, and avenues for evolutionary advancement through 

cognitive and, arguably, behavioral transformation. Preservation of well-being through leisurely 

activities characterizes how the Black female leaders in STEM higher education administration 

within this study exhibit self-kindness and self-compassion as they navigate stressors and 

challenges. When confronted with a problem that has no immediate resolution, participants 

resorted to one or more of the following categories of coping strategies in the short- or long-
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term: creative and intellectual activities; physical and outdoor activities; and home-centered and 

social activities, as depicted in Figure 7. 

Figure 7 

Coping Strategies of the Preservation of Well-being Through Leisurely Activities Coping Style 

 

Rebecca, Ashanti, and Dorthy each uphold that well-being and self-care are "not a 

luxury" but rather a necessity and tool. They, like many others in the sample of Black women 

leaders, avow that taking care of one's own wellness is essential to leading others. This 

conceptualization is evidenced in the narratives that follow: 

• Leadership, I have learned, is not about being perfect—it is about being authentic, 
resilient, and willing to keep showing up even when the path is not easy. Take care of 
yourself along the way. Protecting your peace and well-being is not a luxury; it is a 
necessity for sustaining the impact you are meant to make. (Rebecca) 
 

• Well-being is not a luxury, it’s a necessity. Consider the Work Life Journey and be 
intentional about developing your personal Wellness Plan, remembering that when we 
care for ourselves and each other, we create environments where everyone can thrive. 
Prioritize your health, your joy, and your peace. They are not separate from your 
success; they are essential to it. (Ashanti). 
 

• Most importantly, I want to emphasize this: self-care is not a luxury for us—it is a tool of 
resistance. We cannot lead effectively if we are depleted. Delegating tasks at home, 
setting boundaries at work, and prioritizing health appointments are not signs of 
weakness; they are declarations that our lives matter beyond our labor. Preventive 
care—seeing your doctor, getting your screenings, maintaining health before crisis—will 
sustain you in ways that sheer willpower never can. (Dorthy) 
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Delegation, boundaries, preventative care, and wellness plans are practical approaches to 

sustainability. Practical approaches to wellness bridge the gap between willpower and tangible 

leadership impact; coping strategies for well-being mediate the space between willpower and 

impact, providing resources for self-care. 

Creative Outlets and Intellectual Activities 

Creative outlets and intellectual activities are coping strategies that foster the 

imaginative and inspired expression of ideas, thoughts, and emotions. Reading and writing as 

coping strategies serve a dual function, preserving both personal and professional well-being 

among the participants in this study. It supports scholastic advancement as writing and reading 

are deemed essential to “the practice of doing science,” as Shirley exclaimed when advocating 

for the next generation of Black female STEM leaders to “…read your butt off.” She goes on to 

expound upon reading as a conduit for writing, affirming: 

Read, read, read, read articles, read, read, read. Because that'll help your writing, it'll 
help, reading and writing are just the capital of what we do.” 
 
Likewise, Alexa’s position on the importance of writing to professional repute and 

advancement aligns with Shirley’s enthusiastic perspective, as she advocates for aspiring Black 

female STEM leaders to “Write!!!” She shares: 

Writing is the most important aspect of our profession. You must write to be recognized 
as a scientist. The way to write is to find a place and a time with a group of your peers 
and commit to it. It’s better to do this in person if you can manage it. Find a coffee shop 
that you can commit to for an hour each week (2-3 times a week is better) and hold 
space. If you can get on a routine of writing every workday you will have a wonderful 
career.” 
 

Alexa offers that establishing a routine in partnership with peers who can aid accountability and 

help cultivate space for the time commitment to writing is a blueprint to career success. 

By comparison, while others in the sample can agree that writing is a means to an 

expected end (i.e., career success), it also serves as a way of creative escape. Dorthy explains, 

“I love writing. And the reason I love writing is because it takes my brain away.” She shares: 
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One of the things that I have anxiety about, not anxiety, capital “A” anxiety, but it's… a 
conflict for me in my career … as much as I love to write it's very hard to be an 
administrator and do all this problem solving, and doing all this reading, that's what I'm 
saying, I'm reading the people, I'm reading the situation, I'm reading the policy, I'm 
constantly… processing the context versus when you're writing…you're processing but 
you're creating. You're getting your words on the paper, you are bringing theories 
together to create conceptual frameworks, you're designing things to create new 
knowledge. That, believe it or not, also, unquote, helped me get a break, because my 
brain is going somewhere else. 
 
Dorthy’s uniquely unambiguous illustration illuminates how Black women leaders across 

this sample group constantly read: consuming and interpreting information about people, 

situations, and policies to formulate their assessments of environmental issues. This type of 

reading is not in opposition to the self-kindness and compassion characteristic of this coping 

style; rather, it is complementary, as it aids self-preservation and prioritizes relationships in the 

face of environmental stressors. Reading can support problem resolution, while writing can 

support emotion regulation. 

Ashanti validated the regulatory function of writing, stating, "I like writing. That actually 

brings me peace. Sometimes it's creative writing, sometimes it's work writing, but … [I] love 

creative writing." Timnit, Marie, Ashanti, Katherine, and Valerie contributed that journaling, or 

the practice of keeping a written record of their thoughts, feelings, emotions, and experiences, 

regulates their emotional outlook and perspective. One participant, Marie, expressed that while 

"it helps the brain release that part where it keeps repeating it, repeating it, repeating it," verbally 

acknowledging and writing things out is "not 100%" effective at promoting emotional release of 

challenging or stressful experiences that replay internally thereby reinforcing the importance of 

having more than one coping strategy to mitigate the risk of negative emotion-focused coping, 

such as rumination. 

Reading also supports cognitive enrichment regarding outlook and perspective, as 

principles from human and leadership development texts in particular are applied in widespread 

leisure and professional practice by the majority of women in the sample. Following her previous 

writing example, Marie attributed her building of the muscle and strength needed to lead without 
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“emotion getting in the middle” to reading books. When thinking about how she engages with 

professional issues, Marie acknowledged a text by David Brooks entitled, How to Know a 

Person: The Art of Seeing Others Deeply and Being Deeply Seen, explaining: 

So, that's the latest book I read that tell me, you gotta be able to hear other[s], you gotta 
be able to see other[s] without interjecting your thoughts. Sometimes you see the person 
waiting to just start talking, but did you really hear what the person is saying? So, I read 
it, and that's the latest book that I read, that I'm working on my listening skills, and I'm 
also adding those sentences that he recommends, I hear you. I hear you. I see you, 
right? So that make[s] the person feel acknowledged.” 
 
Reading informs professional strategies for interpersonal engagement. It is a character 

builder, reinforcing participants' eudaimonic and empathetic dispositions in workplace 

relationship building. Patricia, in her acknowledgement of having learned from books, "that as 

the leaders you do not always have to…make other people feel, like they don't know what 

they're doing," speaks to how reading informed her leadership strategy. She explains how even 

with a difficult male adjunct who was garnering numerous student complaints, "what I do, I make 

it the way where we are working together … as a team." By offering an initial solution that did 

not insinuate the other person had not done a good job and that did not further inflame the 

situation, she was able to present an idea aligned with the collaborative, common-goal-oriented 

approach. Although she ultimately relieved the individual of the said course and "gave him 

another class that [she] knew he would be more comfortable doing," book knowledge 

supplemented her experience, aiding her emotion-coping in the face of a challenging 

interpersonal stressor. 

Likewise, Mary highlighted how reading informed her professional strategy for 

interpersonal engagement via networking. She shares how a book influenced her behavior in 

meetings, conferences, and every instance where she is outside of her team, stating how, in her 

bag: 

I always have business cards. And I have some small giveaways … so if I meet 
somebody that I think... might be helpful for me to reconnect with them in the future. I 
give them something. We have, … have nail files. … They’re super cheap. 
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A dollar a piece, I carry a stack of them. … We have … pens. We have STEM 
pens that, there's a screwdriver tip at the back and stuff like that... for the next level up. 
So that it will help them not forget me. 
 

Mary and others in the sample group expressed an interest in establishing new relationships 

and making a lasting impression. Functional, branded materials can serve as tools for facilitating 

deeper connections with others. 

Rebecca, in contrast to the examples of Marie, Patricia, and Mary, highlights how 

reading can inform emotional astuteness and well-being. She states: 

I also have a book that's called … Ask and You Shall Receive. It's about the law of 
attraction, and it gives you, coping skills. … they say how anger is really not a primary 
emotion, it's to cover up, … being sad, or hurt, or whatever, and time tells you things to 
do.  
 

It's in order for you to go up on the emotional scale, so that you can be happy 
and joyful, and so… when I'm in a good space, I'll try to… when I remember, I'll try to 
employ those things. But yeah, … I do … believe that you … are how you feel, right? 
And you attract how you feel, that kind of energy, so I try not to... stay in those low… 
frequencies a lot, because I don't want that type of energy coming back to me. 
 
Reading can inform mindfulness techniques or strategies regarding emotion regulation. 

Rebecca and many women leaders in this study exemplified and referenced mindfulness as a 

method for processing difficult emotions and managing energy expenditure. Reading and writing 

as creative outlets and intellectual activities support the preservation of well-being and, thereby, 

overall positive emotional coping/positive focus of the women leaders within this study. 

Physical and Outdoor Activities 

Physical and outdoor activities are recreational or fitness-centered coping strategies that 

can have a positive overall effect on health and strength, often including exposure to nature and 

fresh air. When evaluating how the Black women leaders in this study sample create space for 

themselves and take breaks when work feels overwhelming, nearly all of the women leaders 

mentioned that physical and outdoor activities help preserve their well-being. Prominent 

physical activities included walking and running, and outdoor activities included immersing in 

nature and gardening. Interestingly, participants’ use of physical and outdoor activities as coping 
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strategies served a problem-solving and/or emotion-regulation function, both in the moment and 

at varied time points following exposure to environmental stressors. 

Physical activities serve a twofold function, preserving both personal and professional 

well-being among the participants in this study. Patricia stated, “I run… in marathons and stuff. 

… I will walk at least 3-4 miles every day.” However, physical activities such as walking and 

running can be among the self-care routines established by women in the sample group for 

exercise, with a functional purpose. Valerie and an overwhelming majority of the women leaders 

in this sample described walking as a way to clarify or process their thoughts about matters of 

personal and professional significance. Valerie explains: 

I try to walk. And walking helps to clear my head. I try to do 5 miles a day when I do 
walk. In the summertime, I'm better. When the semester is in, I'm not that great. 
 

The semester's in, it's on the weekends, but… walking or exercising helps me to 
have clarity of thought. And it helps me to… sometimes I think through various 
complicated things during my walks. Sometimes I catch up with family and friends during 
the walk, so having that dedicated time for self-care is another … part of some of my 
ways that I juggle… all [these] thing[s]. 
 
Through Valerie’s narrative, it is apparent that walking can not only facilitate clarity of 

thought but also foster deep communication. Gladys, Rebecca, and Annie, in particular, 

corroborate this facet of the self-care practice: 

• It's [persistent stress] not productive, it doesn't push the… project or the situation 
forward, so you need to find a root cause. And you need to weed it out. And so that you 
can have a … a less stressful, situation. … I can remember … the same grad student 
that ended up getting the scholarship, we used to go jogging- Okay, well, I did power 
walking. I didn't jog too much, but we … we would, … meet me at 6 o'clock in the 
morning, and we would walk 3 miles every day around [a recreational lake]. … We'd talk 
about stuff as the sun came up. (Gladys) 
 

• With … my Director of Admissions, I had to have a hard conversation with her. We 
walked the campus. I'm trying to create an environment where people feel comfortable, 
and we can talk about it [a complex or persisting problem]. (Rebecca) 
 

• I've learned a lot from her [a mentor]. I'll always remember. We were walking down the 
street, and my mother called, and I said, ‘hey, mom … can I call you back? I'm walking 
down the street with my boss...’ … I hung up the phone, and she [the mentor] said, ‘don't 
call me that!’ … She [the mentor] said, ‘I'm your colleague.’ … That changed my life. I'm 
like, that's the kind of leader I want to be. (Annie) 
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In each narrative, walking helped conversations move beyond superficial small talk, fostering 

constructive exchanges about persistent or complex problems and new ways of thinking about 

leadership dynamics, while ultimately nurturing relationships. 

Walking is preservation of well-being in action. Timnit shared, “yeah, I… separate 

myself. I give myself some time away from it [negative feelings/emotions]. To … meditate, to 

walk, that's when … my self-care practices kick in.” As demonstrated by the restraint coping 

strategy in pragmatic professionalism, a practical approach is not devoid of emotions but 

instead controls them through the prioritization of problem-solving. 

Hence, for Timnit and many others in the sample, walking aids withdrawal from and 

separation from environmental stressors, primarily because it supports pausing before or 

delaying one’s response altogether. Mary explains: 

Very literally, sometimes I will just close my door, sometimes I will go outside and go for 
a walk. If I have no meetings planned, and it's becoming overwhelming, sometimes I'll 
just leave early. But usually, I just need to take a moment for myself. It's usually not that 
bad where I have to leave early, where I'm that emotionally distressed. 
 

She later elaborated, “I mean, going outside is really helpful, taking a walk, even if it's just, like, 

a quick 5- or 10-minute walk around campus. That is helpful. Pausing before responding is 

really helpful.”  

Marie shared a similar sentiment about the impact of walking, but highlighted how 

immersion in nature contributes to clarity of thought and delayed reactions. She shared: 

We have a lake here, I go around the lake. I call it my "sanity lake." … it's my "thinking 
lake" as well. So, I'll start an email, and I don't … like the way it's going. I might pause it, 
go... to the lake and walk, or I just stand by the wall, and I do, like, a couple seconds of 
breathing exercise, and I come back. 
 

Wellness is extremely important for us here. It's so important that the president 
makes it as a priority, the culture of care, right? Where you do need to take care of 
yourself before you're taking care of somebody else. If you feel stressed, you feel like 
things are coming from everywhere, you can take some times... off you do a walk. Or, 
you breathe, you exercise, or sometimes I go out and I speak with the girls... for a few 
minutes, and I come back to the task. 
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Nature can promote emotional well-being. In alignment with walking, for the majority of 

women leaders in this sample, immersing themselves in nature, on and off campus, can be 

conducive to planning and decision-making. Nature and its sounds aid the restoration of calm. 

Timnit explains, "I enjoy nature. I just… marvel at what I see in nature to be calm. I like listening 

to water and birds. Sometimes I might have to use a video or audio for that." 

For many, being outdoors promoted mindfulness, as it provided a natural backdrop for 

the women leaders' breathing and meditation exercises. Mary shared that among the tactics she 

employs to clear her head is "doing something that I enjoy that has nothing to do with... work," 

usually, relying "… on nature a lot, so getting outside, breathing fresh air... getting away, from 

the blue screen… that's something that's really helpful for me." In addition to open air, a few 

noteworthy narratives highlighted that nature is a setting where earth elements are conducive to 

gardening. Mae explains how gardening can encourage reflection and percolation on stressors 

or challenges in an indirect way: 

In the summer, I garden. I love to get my hands dirty. It helps me just… reflect… And … 
I'm not one who reflects on things consciously. I reflect on things very subconsciously. 
So, I just throw it to the back of my mind, and I just let it percolate. And then while I'm 
doing other things … somehow… they just kind of play in my mind … and then … the 
answer or the way to move forward tends to… tends to pop out, I guess. 
 
Gardening fosters a singular focus unrelated to the stressor or challenge, leading to an 

unconscious journey towards finding solutions. Likewise, as seen with creative and intellectual 

outlets, physical and outdoor activities, such as gardening, provide a way to express emotions, 

with nature providing resources for emotional regulation. Alexa shares: 

When I get frustrated by the things I'm working with… I… go out and garden. … And the 
reason that I do that is because no one cares what you do to plants. I can literally go out 
there and burn all my plants alive. No one cares. I can rip them out of the ground, I can 
chop them up, I can throw them into a fire. No one cares. And that's what I do. I have 
lots of dead plants. 
 
Alexa’s engagement with gardening as a tool for physical release and expression of 

emotions demonstrates how outdoor activities constitute a safe space for the physical release of 

emotions, not solely the processing and channeling of thoughts and actions. Nature is a neutral 
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space, and gardening is a volitional act that cultivates agency over emotions. Physical and 

outdoor activities work in tandem to support coping strategies that preserve well-being among 

the Black women leaders of this study. 

Home-centered and Social Activities 

Home-centered and social activities can occur in isolation or among family, friends, and 

the community. These methods of preserving well-being encompass activities that are self-

edifying or individually oriented and those activities that are service-centered or interpersonally 

oriented. Self-edifying or individually oriented activities focus on outcomes that primarily fulfill 

the individual's interests. In contrast, service-centering or interpersonally-oriented activities yield 

outcomes that primarily fulfill the interests of broader relationships and cultivate communal 

meaning-making. Framed in this way, home-centered and social activities emerge as versatile 

coping practices that may be individually oriented or interpersonally oriented, a distinction 

further illuminated by the participant examples that follow. 

Across the sample of Black women leaders in this study, self-edifying or individually-

oriented, home-centered activities include cooking and eating, watching television, and reading 

for fun. Among the sample group, the most salient notion was that cooking was an enjoyable 

experience. Dorthy shares, “I actually enjoy cooking … because it’s creative,” explaining: 

I enjoy putting things together, and then you get to eat your product, right? … Whether 
it's a nice lasagna or there's a couple Asian dishes that I like, … I enjoy that. So those 
are breaks, because… to me, a break is something that mentally takes me away from… 
a problem. 
 

So, if you think about it, while you're cooking or baking… ‘Ooh, is the butter room 
temperature? Are the eggs room temperature? What kind of flour am I gonna use? 
Do I have enough X, Y, and Z, or vanilla? Or no, I don't want to use the extract, and how 
long do I want to bake it? Ghee, what cake pan do I want to use? Because I have, like, 5 
of them.’ 
 

Dorthy’s narrative highlights how cooking can be a solo, creative escapade that involves any 

combination of considerations about conditions and parameters that make it successful. 
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Preoccupation with adherence to the recipe or adapting it via substitutions is part of what makes 

it an imaginative process that enables withdrawal or separation from a problem.  

Annie, in comparison, was among those who highlighted the joy of cooking, but her 

experience exemplifies how home-centered, individually oriented activities can traverse social, 

interpersonally oriented activities, as she mentions: 

I … to be really honest, I enjoy cooking. Cooking is a relaxation for me. I love… cooking 
for other people, and they're enjoying the food. I just love it. My favorite... past time is 
Sunday… football… and cooking… they go together.” 
 

She describes cooking as a relaxing pastime, but also acknowledges that it can foster relational 

experiences, as others can enjoy the end product in social settings, such as Sunday football. 

Annie’s narrative demonstrates that participants' home-centered and social activities can be 

integrated. Thereby, well-being can be fostered by individually and interpersonally oriented 

coping practices relative to home-centered and social activities. Subsequent narratives will 

illustrate this duality via (1) self-edifying/individually oriented, social activities and (2) service-

centering/interpersonally oriented, social activities. 

Self-edifying or individually-oriented and social activities include spending time with 

family, vacationing, and adventuring. Gladys shares a reflection: 

I was just looking at a picture this morning, because I was on my daughter's Facebook 
page. And, we like to play. And we've got pictures from vacation in Florida where they're 
all on, Speedboats? No. Jet skis. 
 

And, pictures from Christmas where they all were on, … four wheelers, and dirt 
bikes, and, go-karts. So, I go and play with my sisters and brothers. That's how we have 
fun. We talk.  

 
We laugh. We drink [whispered]. Yeah, a little bit, just a little glass of wine so we 

get the laughing going. Like Mama says, ‘you need to go in to hehe and haha with your 
sister.’ She [mom] always makes you feel better. 
 

Gladys’ narrative highlights interpersonally oriented experiences as she reminisces upon an 

interplay of multigenerational familial outings that resulted in recreation, deeper communication, 

laughter, and moderate consumption of alcoholic beverages. Marie, likewise, describes how 
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engaging in social activities that promote joy and connection contributes to revitalization, and 

can inform participants’ holistic approaches to self-care and balance. She explains: 

I have grown by learning that my work is only as strong as my well-being. Mind, body, 
and spirit all matter. I find renewal in family, culture, laughter, and play. I learned to 
honor rest, to take vacations, and to return to work refreshed. A balanced life has made 
me a better leader. 
 
Through Gladys and Marie’s complementary narratives, it is evident that interpersonal 

experiences can influence individually oriented interests and outcomes. Vice versa, is also true 

as service-centering (which has an interpersonal orientation) can involve contributions tied to 

individual interests that aid a broader collective like the community. Service-centering or 

interpersonally-oriented, social activities include volunteering within the community. Timnit 

shares: 

I also teach others. I've been invited to churches and, women's groups, they happen to 
be at a church. To teach about self-care and, how to ... be aware of negative thoughts 
...how to… mitigate them, and not let them... control your actions. 
 
Timnit’s community-based teaching on self-care demonstrates how her professional 

identities as a physician and educator intersect with her personal interest in self-care. This 

individually oriented intersection informed the coordination of relational experiences through 

community events. Her women’s group teaching series, as guided by her experiential 

knowledge, cultivated communal meaning-making around their learned management of 

negative thoughts and actions. Alexa, in complement to the notion of service-

centering/interpersonally oriented, social activities, also advocates for community engagement. 

She posits that through contributions tied to the identities of Black women STEM leaders as 

researchers (in particular, as highlighted in her introduction), communities can benefit, stating: 

Get invested in your community. I stumbled on this accidently when I was recruited by 
members of a city advisory council. Not only did I learn the ins and outs of my local 
government, I found ways in which could affect change in the processes and help the 
community. It is my experience that the lack of participation outside of the academy 
prevents those that should retire from retiring. And the community benefits 
ENORMOUSLY form the expertise of an educated community. 
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Notably, service-centering/interpersonally oriented social activities align with the 

eudaimonic and responsive leadership characteristics depicted across this sample. Timnit and 

Alexa’s narratives, in particular, demonstrate how well-being can be associated with 

contributions to the broader collective. Altogether, the aforementioned leisurely approaches that 

prioritize what is enjoyable (positive coping) to promote holistic preservation of well-being 

demonstrate how self-kindness and compassion can converge with relational experiences. 

Theme 4: High-functioning, Emotional Compartmentalization 

CCM’s efficiency/optimistic action coping style (Stanislawski, 2022; Stanislawski et al., 

2025) maps most closely with high-functioning, emotional compartmentalization. High-

functioning, emotional compartmentalization presents as goal-directed, prioritizing adaptive, 

regulatory functions, and is time-bound among the sample group, as they ultimately reengage 

the stressor for resolution. It is a coping style comprised of strategies that amplify practical and 

strategic responses while buffering emotional strain. The style of high-functioning, emotional 

compartmentalization is considered a combination of problem solving and positive emotional 

coping/positive focus. 

High-functioning, emotional compartmentalization describes how Black female leaders in 

this sample perform to a heightened standard relative to others while cognitively quarantining 

and carrying forward underlying thoughts and emotions into new personal and professional 

experiences. This coping style consists of oscillating, indiscriminate combinations of volitional 

and autonomous cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses to a stressor. Coping 

strategies involve Noting It: Seeing Without Saying; Masking It: Feeling Without Expressing; and 

Taking It: Accepting Without Internalizing, as depicted in Figure 8. Ultimately, it is within the 

participant's discretion as to when and how they manage the physiological condition in relation 

to eventual intellectual resolve and emotional regulation. 
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Figure 8 

Coping Strategies of the High-Functioning, Emotional Compartmentalization Coping Style 

 

Noting It: Seeing Without Saying 

This coping strategy consists of the Black women leaders across this sample perceiving 

and recognizing information relative to a stressor or challenge without attempts to change or 

manage the situation. They prioritize practical approaches to moving forward in an emotionally 

neutral manner while internally noting observations associated with a given situation for 

reflexive reference in subsequent encounters. Katherine elaborates: 

The word that comes to mind is “noted.” You know? I think that there are times where I… 
will do my best to move forward and to continue to work collaboratively. But I think, there 
are some spaces where I… it [a lingering situation] teaches me… how different people 
work, or what they do. 
 

Katherine’s narrative highlights how learning can occur through observation and engagement 

with a lingering or persistent stressor. She mentions an earnest attempt at progress through 

collaborative work, while acknowledging that people vary in their behavioral approach to team-

based, collaborative work methods, and further explains: 

If … you're coming from…a space of, “I don't trust you,” or “note it,” as I said earlier… 
then I think it's harder to come up with… those solutions, because… you don't know if 
you know everything. And so, my wrestle… is, how do I dig deeper and get to know the 
people… who can be challenging, so that we can get to that place of… here's a 
challenging situation… let's navigate it together to come up with a solution.  
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Katherine shows how relational engagement for problem-solving can be challenged by 

limitations in informational exchange. For example, when considering whether to engage a 

professional issue, Timnit mentioned that she makes her decision “based on [her] experiences 

with the person that… the issue is coming from,” supporting how past observations can become 

reflexive reference points that influence cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses for 

subsequent lived experiences. Furthermore, Katherine’s narrative demonstrates that without 

trust, it can be challenging to mine information that enables deeper, holistic engagement with an 

issue. Patricia highlighted a similar scenario in which the strategy for managing difficult 

partnerships was to focus on what mattered and not yield to observations about the situation. 

She shares: 

But it was really hard at the beginning. So, just to be able to navigate that challenge... as 
a Black woman without even letting other people know that we see what's going on, 
because we did not even… tell them what's going on, because we see when they sent 
us the question, we need to bring this and that. Now we can see it in the email, the 
communication immediately, but... we not once I or my team, let them know that, we see 
what's going on. We just… continue to do what you needed to do, and… get the 
program ready, and ... of course, we're just worried about our students, they're always, 
of course, number one for us. So, we make sure that they get what they need, and 
that… for us really was our main goal. 
 
Patricia identifies her stressors of being questioned and pulled in a multidirectional 

fashion as distractions. In alignment with the prominent leadership characteristic of prioritizing 

the interests of the broader collective, Patricia demonstrates goal-directed coping, prioritizing 

student outcomes over confronting issues of excessive scrutiny, micromanagement, and a lack 

of external support. She acknowledges that while she and her team noticed it, they decided to 

focus on program development. Also, her dean's approximate 20 years of experience served as 

an instrumental social support resource that "kind of helped [her]...to navigate that phase." 

For the women leaders in this study, Noting It: Seeing Without Saying and the decision 

to engage in professional issues are based on situational assessment, as Mary mentioned: “… it 

depends on the situation, it depends on the severity, it depends on…who’s being impacted?” 
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Like Patricia, Annie, Shirley, Mae, and Ashanti each made references to navigating the “battle’ 

or “battles” with situational discernment and discretion when deciding whether to engage an 

issue: 

• I can't use all of my energy... to fight this little thing over here when I know I got a couple 
of more battles about to pop up over here. At some point, you just have to... choose your 
battles ... and you gotta be, unfortunately, strategic about it. It's unfortunate, but you do 
have to be strategic at times. I mean, you really need to stand… sometimes I like to just 
stand back and… think … in a more … bird's-eye view... to be able to be on top of the 
situation and see...maybe I need to just back off, because… it just may not be a good 
move for… even for my… emotional health. So, sometimes you just pick your battles 
based on… again, whether it impacts the students or not. (Annie) 
 

• Once in a while, I pick my battles, I would say. If it's something low stakes that I just feel 
like there's no way I can win. I'm not … always willing to spend political capital. In those 
cases, I'll do more to empower the person that's under attack, but… If I just think there's 
no way I can address this situation, but that doesn't happen too often. (Shirley) 
 

• It's about retention. So, I stayed focused on that, that it's all about retention. And so, as 
long as you're clear that… about the goal then you kind of know how to navigate and 
know what battles you need to fight. And what battles do you need to just say, … ‘it's not 
worth it.’ (Mae) 
 

• It kind of follows that choose your battles wisely. Because some battles, it's not your 
battle. Sometimes it's a battle for somebody else … and you're stepping into it, and that 
wasn't your battle. So, … I try to pray… about which battles to get into. I've learned more 
as I've gotten older… not to… because I am a big advocate for people, just, being a 
team supporter, and being a leader, oftentimes you're trying to advocate on behalf of the 
team. And so, you feel like, okay, I gotta get behind this one, or get behind that one, 
but… as your life gets busier, you do have to be a little choosy about which battles are 
for you. (Ashanti) 
 
Each woman expressed the need to be selective about which issues they engaged with. 

Their reasons for withholding a formal address of professional issues included prioritizing 

emotional health and long-range oversight of other issues by comparison; conserving political 

capital while empowering others; and focusing on the interests of the broader collective. 

Ashanti's mention of the need for selectivity in advocacy for teams and broad groups of people 

aligns with the level of discretion that Valerie highlights when sharing, "by default, I stay in my 

lane" when elaborating on the fact that, as administrations, they can be privy to information 



147 
 

regarding more issues than they want (or need) to know about. Thus, to protect themselves, 

they observe without expressing any opinions aloud. 

Masking It: Feeling Without Expressing 

This coping strategy involves Black women leaders among the sample allowing 

themselves to feel emotions in response to a stressor or challenge without acting on them. They 

effectively obscure or alter their outward presentations of themselves while internally 

maneuvering around and managing thoughts and emotions that conflict with situational 

demands. Timnit, reflecting on a situation where she was dressed down and referred to as a 

“gangster” by someone she knew, shares: 

I came out of the bathroom, and somebody said..."Oh, you look like a gangster!" … It 
was somebody I knew. I said, ‘But you know me!’ … And they're just like, ‘oh…’ they 
didn't really say anything, and I didn't say it anymore. I just walked away.  
 

But I reflected on that, and I was like… ‘a gangster... a student, maybe if they 
said a student… but a gangster?’ And so, we had… I did have a conversation with 
them... the next time I saw them, because I don't see them regularly. And they were like, 
‘oh, don't you think people were too sensitive these days?’. 
 
Timnit’s internal dialogue depicts an introspective struggle with questions about what 

was said, what could have been said instead, and what she thought should have been 

understood from the existing relational dynamic between herself and the other person. Although 

she opted to walk away in real time, her narrative highlights how those thoughts and feelings 

persisted, and eventually she chose to reckon with them by confronting the issue. She further 

explained that she was, “trying to still be calm, and… help them understand [her] perspective,” 

but ultimately the person began to act different and the result was “lesser of a friendship.” Her 

story shows how masking does not mean going along with the offense or cause for pause and 

reflection, but rather reiterates how restraint allows for introspection, situational assessment, 

some planning and decision-making, and eventual confrontation of the issue. Like Timnit, many 

women exemplified feeling without forfeiture of strategic approaches that prioritized pragmatic 

professionalism. 
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Mary, reflecting on the underrepresentation of Black teachers and professors, spoke to 

how long she has felt isolated, sharing: 

So, being an engineering student... which is a male-dominated, non-minority-dominated 
field. And, I've never had a Black professor. Nor Spanish professor, to be honest. I've 
had a lot of... other ethnicities have a lot of Indian, Middle Eastern, Chinese and White, 
but, in this area, I've never had a Black teacher or professor. Being an only- has been 
happening for a long time for me. 
 

And also, being in engineering or in STEM, you're… a lot of times more driven by 
the numbers and by facts versus feelings. I don't know if it made me… have a tough… 
not tougher, but have a tougher exterior sometimes. Sometimes I may go in… be going 
through things, and I might appear so strong... but the inside, it's, sometimes a sneaker 
full of poop, you know what I'm saying? Right? 

 
As we're talking about this, thing that happened with my daughter, and also the 

incident that happened, with that computer science activity… that it's … still so personal 
and emotional. I think my… strategy is to…be good, or be great. There's no room for 
mediocrity. 
 

She described how, in engineering or STEM, emphasis was placed on numerical values and 

evidence-based data points, not feelings, so, as a result, she developed an exterior that masked 

the lived experiences that she took personally and emotionally over time. So, although her 

external disposition appeared strong, her interior contrasted that projection of strength. Mary's 

chosen strategy was to quarantine that which was "still so personal and emotional" and ensure 

her professional performance exemplified what was great (not mediocre). Her external 

presentation obscured what thoughts and emotions would conflict with situational demands to 

focus on the facts and figures. 

Rebecca echoed a similar sentiment reflecting on the sadness that she sometimes feels 

when after having “done all you can do, you’re still not seen.” She described developing a more 

rigid exterior over time in response, explaining, “I realized, too, that in this position, every day 

someone's upset with me about something. And so, … I’ve … gotten a thicker skin over the 

last... couple years.” Rebecca demonstrates a resolve regarding how the scope of her 

performance translates in relation to the expectations held for her among interpersonal 

relationships. She articulates a reality of expectancy concerning the likelihood of unmet 
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expectations despite doing what she could but responds in a similar fashion to Mary and others 

in this sample group, prioritizing masks of emotional fortitude relative to the emotional outputs of 

others. 

Mae mentioned a similar distinction concerning what degree of emotional influence is 

permissible for expression, saying there are those colleagues with whom “I may let myself loose 

a little bit. And then others … for whom I just have to be stoic.” For many in the sample, masking 

themselves was a temporary mechanism for navigating certain people and conditions within 

STEM and higher education environments. Where there was an absence of, or an inability to 

form, in-depth, meaningful relationships, feelings were felt but not expressed. 

Taking It: Accepting Without Internalizing 

This coping strategy involves Black women leaders within the study sample engaging 

with information related to a stressor or challenge without onboarding and assenting to external 

thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. Core beliefs, values, convictions, and self-concept regarding 

the stressor or challenge remain unchanged. Notably, while selective adjustment may occur in 

service to progress, the interests of the broader collective, and the preservation of relationships, 

such adaptations do not distort personal, authentic attributes. 

Annie reflects on the status of African American females among faculty when she was a 

member of research faculty, citing how representation was low as she was often the sole Black 

female at a given planning table, but sitings were on the rise. She suggested she was an 

“anomaly” explaining: 

I … was research faculty. And even in that aspect I would just say that I was somewhat 
of an anomaly, because, I mean, … we weren't around, and we were starting to be 
around. It was starting … to be an area that was growing for seeing African American 
females in those roles. But I must say, practically every meeting, I was the only Black 
female at the table, and... and... I have to be honest, I didn't notice a lot, because I just 
wasn't thinking like that. In my mind, I belonged in every room I walked in, so it didn't… I 
just didn't look at it in that manner. 
 

And it was only, probably, I guess, maybe 20 years ago that I was able to sit 
back and say, ‘wow. I guess I am in a man's world, and not only a man's world, I'm in a 
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White man's world,’ you know? I just really didn't… It didn't feel like it to me, because I 
just wasn't paying attention to those things. 
 

She demonstrates how inner beliefs and confidence about one’s belonging can override feelings 

of isolation despite the realities of low representation. When reflecting on the workplace's impact 

on her Blackness and womanhood, she said, “My personality, in general, I’m going to always 

advocate for me.” So, regardless of the environments she navigated in industry and academia, 

being in “a man’s world,” she said, “hey, I’m an engineer, I’m a girl … “I do math,” and the rest, 

“it didn’t register.” 

Immersion does not imply assimilation because from Annie’s perspective, “there’s power in 

just … being who you are, you know?” This ideology was evidenced among many Black women 

leaders in the sample through their words of affirmation regarding the inherent capability and 

belonging of the next generation of aspiring Black women to STEM higher education 

administration: 

• You will wear many hats… mentor, innovator, advocate, scholar. Embrace them all. Your 
scholarship will open doors, but your authenticity will keep them open. Be bold in your 
ideas, generous with your mentorship, and unapologetic in your pursuit of equity. 
(Ashanti) 
 

• You will stand out, you will be remembered and you will be confused with other people of 
color. It can work to your advantage if you pay attention! (Alexa) 
 

• You are capable. You are not alone. And you are part of a legacy of Black women who 
lead with courage, faith, and conviction. Hold your head high and walk boldly: You were 
made for this! (Rebecca) 
 

• Expect resistance and meet it with preparation, not shock. Protect your voice, your body, 
and your spirit. This work is hard, but you are not here by chance—you are here 
because you are part of a legacy of women who refuse to disappear. Our presence is 
powerful. Our leadership is transformational. And our well-being is non-negotiable. 
(Dorthy) 
 
In the words of so many Black female leaders as reflected across the “Dear New 

Colleague” letters in particular, "you will…," and "you are…," these are definitive, declarative 

statements grounded in experiential knowledge. Accepting others' realities as their truths while 

preserving the authenticity of one's own convictions is indicative of the selectivity inherent in 
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relational engagement. Per the exemplified letter-based excerpts, mindfulness, as 

conceptualized by many Black women leaders, starts with knowing who one is, what one is 

capable of, and who is in one's corner (social support resources). Through relational 

engagement, one's mindfulness can then expand into a panoramic, empathetically distinguished 

perspective that incorporates many. The eudaimonic and empathetic leadership characteristics 

associated with Black women leaders' coping styles, strategies, and responses in this study 

center on mindfulness, cognitive transformation, and community building, which underpin their 

prioritization of relationships. 

Chapter Summary 

Findings outline key themes and subthemes based on participants' responses from 

semi-structured interviews and anonymous, mock "Dear New Colleague" welcome and advice 

letters. Analysis of the data revealed four major themes and twelve sub-themes, which were 

scrutinized in this chapter to yield significant insights into the use of and meaning derived from 

the coping styles of Black female STEM leaders in higher education administration among the 

study sample. The thematic analysis demonstrates that, while Black female STEM leaders in 

this study sample group weather individual, interpersonal, and institutional stressors, they 

exhibit distinct cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses that contribute to their 

persistence and continued successful navigation of the academy. 

Chapter 5 frames the discussions and implications of the themes identified. An 

explanation is provided on how research findings can empower action-oriented workplace 

practices that promote the increased representation and retention of Black female STEM 

leaders in higher education administration. The final chapter concludes by posing 

recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this descriptive qualitative case study was to describe and analyze Black 

female STEM higher education leaders' experiential challenges and related problem- and 

emotion-coping used to achieve and sustain roles within higher education's highest levels of 

administrative authority. The following research question governed the study: 

RQ. How do Black women in STEM higher education administration leadership roles 

employ problem- and emotion-coping styles as a part of their career experiences in 

navigating academic environments? 

The Coping Circumplex Model (CCM) served as the conceptual framework, with intersectionality 

as a philosophical influence, in this study of Black female leaders and their coping styles for 

navigating STEM higher education administration. 

The purpose of this chapter is to make meaning of the key thematic findings, 

contextualize them in relation to the landscape of existing literature, and offer recommendations 

regarding the ways in which they potentially could inform theory, policy, practice, and future 

research. This chapter opens with an in-depth discussion of the connection between key 

findings and the scholarship on Black female leaders in STEM higher education administration. 

Subsequently, the implications for theory are offered, along with recommendations for policy 

and practice, future research, intermediaries of social support, and aspiring Black female STEM 

leaders. The chapter closes with a chapter summary. 

Summary of Thematic Findings 

Through semi-structured interviews and anonymous, mock "Dear New Colleague" 

welcome and advice letters, the Black women leaders in this study depicted themselves as (1) 

effective navigators of individual, interpersonal, and institutional environmental stressors and as 

(2) eudaimonic and responsive empathizers. These prominent attributes informed this scholarly 

investigation into their coping styles related to problem resolution, emotion regulation, and 

meaning-making in response to stressors and challenges in STEM higher education 



153 
 

administration. While the four themes (coping styles) and twelve subthemes (coping strategies) 

of Chapter 4 fit within the coping styles of Stanislawski’s (2019, 2022) original and Stanislawski 

et al.’s (2025) revised version of the Coping Circumplex Model (CCM), which conceptually 

guided this study, three key findings were distilled from their analysis. 

The data suggest, in their prioritization of relational engagement, that Black female 

STEM leaders in this study sample group are: (1) engaging in mindfulness and strategic 

sensemaking in their adaptive coping; (2) curating multiple sources of feedback for problem 

solving and positive emotion coping; and (3) engaging in emotional compartmentalization and 

leisure activities as part of their adaptive coping. It is important to contextualize that these key 

findings do not solely frame who the Black female leaders in this study present themselves to 

be, but, more importantly, frame what coping responses they resort to when navigating 

complex, stressful, and challenging career experiences within STEM higher education 

administration. Each of the three key findings will be addressed in detail within the sections that 

follow. 

Finding 1: Black female STEM leaders engage in mindfulness and strategic sensemaking 

in their adaptive coping. 

Prior research establishes the idea that adaptive coping is a future-oriented, flexible 

approach to well-being and goal advancement that is mostly cognizant of and centered on 

reality (Carver et al., 1989; Skibniewski-Woods, 2022; Skinner et al., 2003). Adaptive coping for 

Black female leaders in STEM higher education administration, among this study sample, 

involves coping styles that enable individuals to engage with environmental stressors mindfully 

and practically. The women leaders in this study approach individual, interpersonal, and 

institutional stressors or challenges with prudence, contingencies, and tactical precision, as 

chiefly evidenced by their pragmatic approach to professionalism as a problem-solving coping 

style. In alignment with Good et al. (2016) and Nien et al. (2020), mindfulness among this 
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sample of professionals was depicted as both a cognitive state and practical behaviors that 

reinforced self-awareness, adaptability, and emotional control. 

Mindfulness 

As posited by Cech (2022), Danbold & Huo (2017), and Lanier et al. (2022), this study's 

findings support the notion that Black female STEM leaders' career experiences differ in 

complexity from those of their counterparts, partly due to their social identity. Their 

intersectionality factors into the contextual conditions under which coping strategies for 

pragmatic professionalism are necessitated. When reflecting on "backlash" and "pushback" 

experienced during development of a new program Mae shared, "…I know that part of the 

reason was because two of us who were key in the development of the program were Black. I 

know that was part of it." She continued stating: 

But my colleague and I were very clear that … it's not going to play a role here. And, that 
we were just going to plug along and make sure we really did a good job of, presenting 
our case. And, so there was a lot of pushback. … Again, as I said, you're not selling to… 
the naysayers. I mean, they're already the naysayers so, focus on… the independents. 
So, trying to get the independents on your side. (Mae) 
 
As exemplified by Mae and many others, participants are enacting their leadership under 

exclusionary circumstances characteristic of STEM academia (Wilcox et al., 2025), such as 

isolation, excessive scrutiny (i.e., prejudice), and surveillance (i.e., hypervisibility), which require 

mindfulness to overcome the opposition of naysayers while cultivating the collaboration of 

independent thinkers. Nonetheless, findings support the idea that Black female STEM leaders in 

this study adapt by employing cognitive transformations (i.e., reappraisal and a growth mindset) 

and making systematic, data-driven decisions or recommendations. Meticulous preparation, the 

use of productivity tools, and programmatic development were among the key coping strategies 

that aid methodical problem-solving in light of a stressor or challenge. Surprisingly, some coping 

responses were presented as inherent to identity and widespread across the sample of Black 

female leaders, independent of what could be formally taught through professional or leadership 

development, and rather refined with experience. 
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Mindfulness is especially important to the interconnected cascade of problem-solving 

coping response elements, defined in this study as the "Strategic Problem-Solving Process," 

used to sustain professionalism among the Black female STEM leaders in this sample group. 

Research indicates that engaging in mindfulness promotes the ability to detach, acquire 

perspective, conduct critical inquiry, and engage in introspection (Henrikesen et al., 2020), 

components essential to the Strategic Problem-Solving Process. Interestingly, although 

Stanislawski et al. (2025, p. 15730) posit that Carver et al. (1989) 's restraint coping strategy 

"cannot be clearly connected with CCM," this research study demonstrates a clear connection 

to problem-solving. Restraint stood out as a coping response uniquely associated with the 

intersection of subordinate, marginalized identities held by the Black female leaders in this 

sample. Recent research suggests that they contend with gendered and racial stereotypes (i.e., 

the angry, argumentative, or aggressive Black woman) in ways that "feel inauthentic and tiring" 

(Flores & Rhames, 2025, p. 11), especially because they cannot completely express their 

genuine emotional response (Nixon, 2017). 

For the Black female leaders within this study, restraint was a necessary coping 

measure to mitigate the risk of affirming prejudices, stereotypes, and biases inherent to 

interpersonal environmental stressors. Restraint created the emotional distance necessary to 

delay or withhold premature responses, thereby enabling introspection. Introspection is the 

personal assessment necessary to evaluate internal cognitive processes, judgments, 

perceptions, or states that underlie ideology, decisions, or behavioral inclinations. Prior research 

studies reflect the idea that this type of inward reflection promotes awareness, insight, and 

personal and professional growth by fostering understanding of strengths and weaknesses in 

oneself and others (Amanchukwu et al., 2015; Moldenhauer, 2019; Rahmani et al., 2018). 

Introspection was another noteworthy strategic problem-solving coping strategy, linked 

to social identity markers among the women leaders in this study. Scholarly literature posits that 

Black women and minorities cognitively and emotionally navigate workplace discrimination and 



156 
 

microaggressions among their interpersonal interactions (King et al., 2023; Spanierman et al., 

2021). Their introspection is indicative of social tax, which requires heightened, inward-focused 

processing to self-regulate. Hence, restraint and introspection as early coping strategies within 

the Strategic Problem-Solving Process demonstrate what Compas et al. (2017) described as a 

meaningful commonality of self-regulation and can be considered representative of both coping 

and emotion regulation, even with a prevalent problem-focused orientation. 

Situational assessment is among the coping strategies that represent both coping and 

emotion regulation, and when employed, individuals focus on external factors in relation to the 

stressor or challenge. For instance, Annie, in outlining steps taken to resolve issues affecting 

her team or institution, stated, "I will try to provide as much information, data ... to why I'm 

making these recommendations. So, I will try to provide a solid set of information that is helpful 

in this situation, as much as I can." For the women leaders within this sample, cases are made 

concerning their position or perspective on various environmental issues using facts (data). 

When considering how literature supports that unwelcoming atmospheres in STEM higher 

education result from stressors such as isolation and insolence towards minorities (Miner et al., 

2019; Misra et al., 2024), one can infer that a byproduct of being ignored, overlooked, and 

questioned (as Rebecca, Ashanti, Marie, and others forewarned aspiring leaders through their 

“Dear New Colleague” letters) is an evidence-based leadership approach. 

In light of a challenge or stressor, the women leaders in this study prioritized 

relationships, doing their due diligence to ground themselves in evidential information (about the 

stressor, in relation to themselves and a resolution), targeting the independent thinkers, and 

ideating collectively as part of their approach to navigating uncertainty. As Black female leaders 

in this sample engaged in evidence (data) collection through independent research and/or social 

support seeking for instrumental and emotional reasons, their information gathering also 

involved probes into policy and peer practices. The women were prone to approaching conflicts 

or challenges as they did in-depth scientific inquiries, constructing knowledge and formulating 
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explanations, maintaining objectivity and minimizing bias; observances that were to their 

prioritization of action-oriented, empathetic understanding. Remaining process elements in the 

Strategic Problem-Solving Process include: planning and decision-making; confrontation and 

implementation; closing the loop; and resignation, which aid in outward evaluation and the 

reconciliation of circumstances in controllable situations. 

Notably, for many of the women leader participants, when stressors persisted beyond 

practical resolution, resignation often led to organizational departures. What is compelling about 

resignation as a coping strategy is its multidimensionality. In some instances, departures 

involved physically separating from an institution, while in others, they involved withdrawing 

from situations, especially by escalating matters per policy or addressing other complexities 

within the space, depending on the level of situational control. Research of Coetzee & Moosa, 

(2025), Domingo et al. (2022), and Greska (2023) supports that educational institutions are 

experiencing sizable dropout rates by women in academic careers especially due to issues of 

institutional citizenship (i.e., inequitable expectations, no recognition, and lack of clarity 

regarding unwritten rules of engagement); it is clear resignation has ties to intersectional identity 

markers as well. 

This study does not characterize resignation as maladaptive (i.e., problem avoidance or 

hedonic disengagement) but rather adaptive coping. When considered in the broader context of 

the sample group's persistence as characterized by the women: living to fight another day, 

staying in the field, sustaining their appointments long-term, and safeguarding the well-being of 

faculty, staff, and students in their charge, the Black female STEM leaders' sobriety concerning 

their locus of control, particularly regarding their own agency, emerges as a pragmatic coping 

strategy. This observance among the sample aligns with Skinner et al.’s (2003, p. 231) 

prediction that “…if a set of stressors is actually uncontrollable, it may be adaptive to give up (to 

conserve resources),” hence the decision of some to leave an institution while staying within the 
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context of the field and continuing to ascend within an alternative higher education institution is 

an adaptive, problem-solving response. 

Strategic Sensemaking 

Weick (1979) conceptualizes sensemaking as the process through which individuals 

orient themselves within uncertain or ambiguous environments. Kuiken (2026) offers that 

through interconnected actions and interactions, individuals reduce equivocality by narrowing 

competing interpretations, thereby constructing meaning about what is occurring and 

determining appropriate responses. The landscape of seminal and contemporary research on 

sensemaking supports the sample of Black female STEM leaders’ pragmatic approach to 

professionalism as a coping style. Employing the aforementioned strategic problem-solving 

process helps the sample of women leaders become better acquainted with both intrapersonal 

and situational contexts relative to the stressor or challenge at hand. In following through on the 

process’ coping response elements, individual leaders in the study not only were able to orient 

themselves but also clarify what cognitive and behavioral responses are appropriate for 

overcoming the environmental issues. 

Based on the findings of this study, it is evident that a pragmatic approach to 

professionalism also involves tools or frameworks that guide cognitive and behavioral 

responses to ambiguity or uncertainty in STEM higher education leadership contexts. Research 

supports that problem-solving involves the systematic use of methods and tools for mining 

solutions to specific challenges that are defined or unidentified, as sufficient for the heightened 

probability of success (Barrett, 2018; Fernandes et al., 2023; Ribeiro et al., 2021). Productivity 

tools improve participants’ cognitive and behavioral efficiency by establishing decision-making 

options and sequencing actions necessary to complete tasks, fulfill responsibilities, delegate, 

communicate, and manage time. 

Productivity tools are assets that help Black female STEM leaders in this study steady 

uncertainty, externalize cognition, and render complex or persistent stressors actionable. 
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Productivity frameworks and systems, such as the Eisenhour Matrix and parking lot, exemplify 

how the majority of the Black female STEM leaders among the sample group role model 

competence, demonstrate accountability to new and existing ideas, and uphold relational 

stewardship in environments marked by scrutiny. Productivity tools, as neutral artifacts along a 

spectrum of traditional and digital categories and a range of conceptual techniques and 

methodological frameworks, reflect an underlying problem-focused coping orientation. 

Skea (2021) and Kuiken (2026) suggest that leaders risk investing in change programs 

marked for failure when they ignore how meaning is created and shared. Since strategic 

sensemaking in leadership is mutually about choices and the cultivation of others' perspectives 

concerning ongoing realities, programmatic interventions can be constructive contexts for 

framing or signaling what matters. Many of the Black female STEM leaders in this study 

leveraged programmatic interventions to foster collective sensemaking. Structured programs 

such as masterminds, student development seminars, and community wellness workshops 

guided collective attention to stressors or challenges, facilitated shared understanding of topics, 

and supported intentional coping responses and measures. Contrary to Hussain & Findlay's 

(2025, p. 103067) suggestion that members of minority groups "can legitimize the status quo by 

way of self-debilitating behavior," those Black female STEM leaders among the sample who 

used programmatic interventions did so to move toward (not away from) others within their 

social networks, especially those who face similar identity-based prejudices and stereotypes, 

and to promote efficient coping with environmental stressors effectively. 

Finding 2: Black female STEM leaders curate multiple sources of feedback for problem- 

and emotion- coping. 

As relational leaders, Black female STEM administrators in this study cultivate 

bidirectional, trustworthy, and transparent lines of communication to garner feedback for 

instrumental and emotional reasons defined by the prosociality coping style. The sample of 

Black female leaders in this study carefully curate intermediaries of social support who can offer 
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constructive input for selective integration with ongoing efforts to find plausible solutions, 

diminish ambiguity regarding options, or overcome a lack of direction. Intermediaries in their 

prosocial relationships included God, family, friends, mentors, colleagues, and broader networks 

of peer professionals. Many sample participants report strong perceptions of relational support, 

stating they never truly felt alone, with sources of social support just a call away. The Black 

female STEM leaders in this study habitually leveraged interpersonal and relational resources 

for instrumental and emotional grounding when confronting complex or recurrent challenges. 

Divine Relationship versus Religion as a Coping Construct 

This study establishes a qualitative precedence for how seeking divine social support (or 

seeking God through faith by prayer) is defined by function and target (an observable relational 

behavior), whereas turning to religion is weighted toward symbolism and defined by content and 

meaning. Divine social support seeking, rather than Carver et al.’s (1989) turning to religion, 

reliably mapped to the coping style of prosociality as comprised of interpersonal/relational 

problem-solving coping strategies and positive emotional coping/positive focus strategies (or 

CCM’s efficiency/optimistic action) for many of the women in this sample group. God was 

among those intermediaries they approached for informational exchange, comfort, and 

assistance. 

God, as another person, outside of each female STEM leader who leveraged this type of 

prosocial relationship, offered reciprocal/shared interaction. In addition, the resources that divine 

relationship provides many of the women leaders in the sample are relatively stable, buffering 

stressors, reducing their cognitive and emotional load, and increasing their perceived resources 

relative to situational demands. Arguably, targeting the personal, prosocial relationship between 

God and the individual promotes interpretive clarity and cross-contextual validity, as exemplified 

by many participants in this sample. 

In the past, operationalizing scales for constructs such as Carver et al.’s (1989) turning 

to religion have been shrouded with conceptual ambiguity, cultural specificity, and construct 
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compression. Construct compression describes how survey responses (endorsements) can be 

driven by different inherent mechanisms, and as a result, distinct psychological processes are 

obscured by a single endorsement. For turning to religion, this was largely as a result of the 

multifaceted nature of religion, which for many can span varied belief systems, cultural 

practices, ethics/morality standards, and identity markers, rendering single items (questions) or 

narrowly defined measures (instruments) as inadequate for capturing the functional role in 

stress responses. This explains why Stanislawski et al. (2025, p. 15730) suggest that Carver et 

al. (1989)’s turning to religion “cannot be clearly connected with CCM.” However, this research 

study demonstrates a clear connection between divine social support seeking (as a coping 

strategy of the prosociality coping style) and CCM’s efficiency/optimistic action, given that many 

of the women leaders seek instrumental and emotional social support from God as they would 

from a person. 

It is important to note the nuance of this relational dynamic, as there is a deeper level of 

accessibility and dependency in divine relationship that is distinct from that associated with peer 

or professional relationships. For example, as Emmanuel, meaning 'God with us,' there is a 

level of accessibility tied to God's omnipresence, as many women leaders within this sample 

made frequent reference to God's availability for conversation in navigating environmental 

stressors. As El Shaddai, meaning 'God Almighty,' there is power and authority tied to God's 

omnipotence, with many of the women leaders among the sample referring to His intervention 

on their behalf and ultimately for their good. As El Roi, meaning 'God who sees,' there is 

limitless knowledge (wisdom and revelation) tied to God's omniscience, such that even when 

the women leaders within the sample do not know something or cannot fully understand the 

basis for a stressful encounter or outcome, they trust God's oversight concerning the situation. 

These divine characteristics inform cognitive transformations (i.e., reappraisal and 

restructuring), emotional attunement and intelligence, as well as behavioral control, which were 
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commonplace among the majority of the Black female leaders in the sample who rely on a 

relationship with God for social support. 

Peer and Professional Network Relationships 

Peer and professional social support relationships provide a context for exchanging 

experiential knowledge, expanding professional expertise, and cultivating broader communities 

of meaningful connections that aid autonomy, agency, and advancement. Informal mentorship 

was a prominent form of social support provided by peer and professional network 

intermediaries for an overwhelming majority of the sample; sponsorship, by comparison, was 

scarce for all the Black female leaders in this study. Research suggests that mentoring 

relationships are more prevalent for Black women and other female minorities than sponsorship 

opportunities, especially compared to White male counterparts (Chow, 2021; Dagunduro et al., 

2024). As previously established in the review of divine relationship, the level of intimacy (or 

depth) and accessibility in peer and professional relationships varies; this variability influences 

the permeability of these associations to emotional vulnerability. Figure 9 presents a model 

depicting relational depth, based on vulnerability and accessibility, across the intermediaries of 

social support for the Black female leaders in this study. 
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Figure 9 

Relational Depth Model: Vulnerability and Accessibility Across Social Support Intermediaries 

 

Note. The innermost ring indicates the most in-depth, intimate relational social support bond, 

with the highest levels of vulnerability, accessibility, trust, and transformational influence. The 

circles between the inner and outermost rings indicate greater selectivity in vulnerability and 

variability in accessibility. The outermost ring constitutes more surface-level engagement with 

greater professional boundaries and limited or restricted accessibility. Although not pictured, it is 

hypothesized that sponsorship would reside between colleagues and mentors, whereas artificial 

intelligence (AI) would, debatably, fall between God and family. 

In the context of this study, professional networks established communal norms external 

to higher education institutions, provided professional recognition, and informed the professional 

direction and colloquy of many Black female STEM leaders through their membership. The 

finding aligns with Desir & Posselt’s (2025) assertion that professional associations are known 

for exerting socio-cultural influence. In the absence of collegiality, awards and accolades, or 

discourse that guided professional priorities, professional networks offered peer groups, subject-
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matter expertise, funding opportunities, and collaborative conversations that promoted efficiency 

among some of the Black female leaders in this sample. Thus, professional networks were 

illuminated as a prosocial coping strategy among study participants. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

When evaluating peer and professional sources of social support, one of the Black 

women leaders highlighted the use of AI to address "things that linger or ruminate." This finding 

aligns with Meng and Dai's (2021) report that people may seek emotional support from 

conversational agents when experiencing stress and is significant considering how chatbots 

have been increasingly leveraged to deliver mental health services and offer empathetic 

conversations to nonclinical populations (Miner et al., 2017). Accessibility limitations among 

peer and professional intermediaries, including her spouse, counselor, family, and colleagues, 

drove Dorothy to use AI for social support. Dorthy shares: 

I will work things out with AI; I'll go on and on and on. AI doesn't care; it'll just let you go. 
And I'll work it out that way. And then, at some point, sometimes I just have to say, ‘you 
know what? I gotta let it go.’ Because I can, … ruminate… much too long. 
 
Given how the end product of Dorthy's relational engagement with AI is polished 

correspondence that aids in the dissolution of conflict, the resolution of a persisting problem, or 

the regulation of emotions that would otherwise have no outlet for clarification, social support 

seeking with AI in the context of this sample participant is an adaptive coping strategy of 

prosociality. CCM's efficiency/optimistic action coping style potentially captures seeking social 

support from AI for instrumental and emotional reasons. According to Stanislawski et al. (2025, 

p. 15728), optimistic action (in addition to pessimistic passivity and preoccupation with the 

problem vs. hedonic disengagement) is “especially useful in explaining self-regulatory 

processes contributing to mental health.” Considering the study's sample size and target-group 

delimitations, and its limitations associated with the restricted but burgeoning literature 

evaluating AI use and impact across fields such as health, higher education, and finance, it is 

essential to acknowledge AI's alternative, maladaptive potential as a source of social support. 
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Recent studies substantiate the perspective that artificial intelligence (AI) is a 

transformative technological application, making a worldwide impact as generative AI, such as 

ChatGPT, is altering multiple dimensions of modern life (Liebrenz et al., 2023; Lund & Wang, 

2023). Although several researchers have evaluated the advantages and potential capabilities 

(Dwivedi et al., 2023; Fitria, 2023), others raise concerns related to overreliance (Zhang et al., 

2024), ethics (Zarifhonarvar, 2023), confidentiality (Paul et al., 2023), and anxiety (Salah et al., 

2023), as well as misuse and abuse (Kasneci et al., 2023). These are buzzing issues in public 

discourse surrounding the use of AI as a multifunctional, technological medium. Zhang et al. 

(2024) argue that, regardless of research limitations, reliance on AI technology, particularly 

excessive use, can have adverse effects on people, reducing their capacity for critical thought 

processing and diminishing their problem-solving capabilities. Hence, Dorothy's use of 

technological applications as a source of social support for instrumental and emotional reasons 

is a noteworthy distinction among the sample of participants, which encourages further 

evaluation through future research. 

Prosocial relational engagement relies heavily on credibility, confidentiality, and 

confidence in an intermediary’s ability to provide feedback that individuals seeking social 

support can selectively respond to. Hence, AI as a potential widespread intermediary of social 

support warrants caution and further investigation due to the technology's propensity for 

hallucinations (Mishra, 2025), as well as biases and stereotypes (Weidinger et al., 2022) as a 

result of human influence and imperfections (Tlili & Burgos, 2025) relative to model 

programming. Although, the women leaders in this study sample reserve the right to choose as 

leaders and peers what information best serves them and their professional goals, AI research 

of Mökander et al. (2024) calls for “auditing as a governance mechanism,“ (p. 1085) which 

requires a level of discernment that is essential to identification and mitigation of risk associated 

with utilization of artificial intelligence among higher education stakeholders, executive-level 

minority leaders, as well as faculty, staff, and students in their charge. Relational intimacy with 
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AI warrants scrutiny, as current research demonstrates that engagement comes with 

advantages and disadvantages that revolve around reliability. 

Finding 3: Black female STEM leaders engage in emotional compartmentalization and 

leisure activities as part of their adaptive coping. 

Black female STEM leaders in this sample appear to leverage their accumulated career 

experience to develop emotional astuteness. Research indicates that cultivating emotional 

astuteness involves recognizing, interpreting, and regulating one’s own emotions while 

accurately perceiving and responding to others' emotions (Drigas & Papoutsi, 2021; Panait, 

2017). Through advanced attunement to themselves and others, the Black female leaders in 

this sample demonstrate emotional awareness, regulate individual and interpersonal stressors, 

preserve their agency, and sustain efficiency in their relational engagement. Many research 

studies assert that emotional intelligence is a vital component of effective leadership, influencing 

styles, performance, and development while also positively impacting operational variables, 

including employment satisfaction and attrition rates (George et al., 2022; Krén & Séllei, 2021; 

Miao et al., 2018; Papoutsi et al., 2019). 

A few of the women leaders within this study explicitly and implicitly highlighted 

challenges in their leadership career experiences, presumably driven by narcissistic behaviors 

such as direct abuse of power (i.e., as Timinit described with more senior executive-level 

leadership); indirect abuse of power (i.e., as Alexa described with faculty-student interactions); 

and entitlement (i.e., as Shirley described with elite institutions). Research specifies that 

leadership toxicity can be characterized by behaviors such as narcissism and the abuse of 

supervisory power, each of which has adverse impacts on morale among faculty, student 

engagement, and the overall effectiveness of institutional operations (Singh et al., 2018; Snow 

et al., 2021). Considering Anastasiou's (2025, p. 15) suggestion that emotional intelligence can 

be a moderating factor in resilient leadership as a “key countermeasure to the spread of toxic 
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leadership,” the high-functioning, emotional compartmentalization of Black female STEM 

leaders among this study stands out as an efficiency/optimistic action coping style. 

The Black female STEM leaders in this study selectively integrate information regarding 

a stressor or challenge, such that when inputs do not align with their personal (or institutional) 

mission, vision, goals, and values, they compartmentalize. High-functioning emotional 

compartmentalization involves noting information about a stressor without efforts to alter the 

situation, with the goal of achieving emotional neutrality and automatic reference to 

observations in subsequent interactions. In addition, this form of compartmentalization within the 

sample group involves experiencing emotions without expressing them, so that external 

presentations conceal the cognitive and emotional tension being managed in relation to 

situational demands. It also entails engagement with information about a stressor without 

modification of core beliefs, values, convictions, and self-concept, such that while selective 

adjustment might occur in prioritizing the working relationship (i.e., accepting that some 

coworkers are difficult to collaborate with), any adaptation necessary to move forward does not 

distort personal authenticity. 

The study findings establish that high-functioning, emotional compartmentalization, the 

ability to see without saying, feel without expressing, and accept without internalizing, 

demonstrates efficiency-oriented coping strategies. The coping strategies reported by 

participants in this study are tied to social identity and intersectionality, as the Black female 

STEM leaders in this sample employ a high-functioning, emotional compartmentalization coping 

style to saliently compensate for microtears in the fibers of their interpersonal relationships. This 

research supports that these microtears or interpersonal stressors result from instances of the 

sample women leaders’ exclusion from pertinent information; subjection to profiling, bias, and 

unrealistic expectations; and a need for hypervigilance, self-advocacy, and prescience. 

The coping style arguably enables Black female STEM leaders across the sample to 

view and navigate the complex landscape of higher education administration in dynamic and 
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multifaceted ways. Literature supports that leaders who have a great capacity to observe their 

workplace environment with in-depth and detailed care and accuracy, while incorporating 

experience, have an assortment of advantages that make them most qualified for navigation of 

complex challenges (Gottfredson & Crane, 2025; Malhotra & Harrison, 2022; Woznyj et al., 

2020). Scholarship supports that career experiences are a significant proponent of problem-

oriented vigilance and experientially informed emotion-coping strategies, as identified in high-

functioning, emotional compartmentalization as a coping style among this study’s sample group 

of women leaders. 

High-functioning, emotional compartmentalization is a capability that aligns with 

Gottfredson & Crane’s (2025) description of cognitive complexity, characterized by cognitive 

differentiation and cognitive integration. Cognitive differentiation involves the dissection of 

information into smaller data segments to reason in terms of distinguishing features, 

contradictions, commonalities, and nuances (Green, 2004; Kovářová & Filip, 2015; Malhotra & 

Harrison, 2022). By comparison, research indicates that cognitive integration involves an 

individual sorting smaller, incongruent segments of information to advance their use of cognitive 

differentiation for decision-making (Moore & Tenbrunsel, 2014). Black women among the 

sample bring a broad repertoire of capabilities tied to their high-functioning, emotional 

compartmentalization that contribute to an expansive range of coping strategies that inform their 

cognitive complexity and behavioral nuances in STEM higher education leadership 

environments. 

The collection of problem- and emotion-oriented coping strategies contributing to 

emotional astuteness among this sample appears to be connected to the preservation of well-

being as a coping style for study participants. Emotional soundness and problem-solving 

capacity in leadership are, in part, due to well-being and other factors among the sample group 

of Black female STEM leaders in this study. Their preservation of well-being through leisurely 
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activities leverages creative and intellectual outlets, physical and outdoor activities, and home-

centered and social activities. 

Reading and writing were prominent creative outlets and intellectual activities used as 

coping strategies, serving a dual function by preserving both personal and professional well-

being among the Black female STEM leaders in this study. They established both as essential 

parts of a healthy routine for professional growth and personal development. Creative writing 

was credited with providing a cognitive break from the vigilance required for proactive problem-

solving and for engagement in some of the women leaders’ interpersonal relationships with 

students and staff. Professional writing contributed to their name recognition and reputation as 

subject matter experts. 

Reading instilled transferrable principles that many of the women leaders in the sample 

leveraged to navigate professional problems and interpersonal issues. Many of the books 

recounted in interviews with the sample group were either directed to leadership or to human 

development topics. Also, for some women leaders in the study, time and availability constraints 

were cited when considering the influence of more leisurely consumption of written text 

(independent of work commitments), as their roles are cognitively demanding and sometimes 

intrude on mental space outside professional hours. 

Writing is essential for leaders to share their experiences and lessons learned, as the 

practice plays a notable role in the development of aspiring leaders (Day et al., 2014; Gerson, 

2020; Northhouse, 2025). Studies reinforce the idea that documentation is a conduit for the 

transfer of institutional knowledge that guides emergent leaders through their managerial 

journeys and in the development of strategic partnerships (Gbadago, 2025; Milner et al., 2018; 

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2015). Shoup & Hinrichs (2019) 

assert that reading literary texts requires the same effort (in concentration and time 

commitment) as exercise; a “vicarious experiencing of complex and universal settings and 

characters [that] equips the reader to properly and adequately handle the often tangled knot of 
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real-life problems and personalities” (p.4). Research supports that reading and writing support 

problem- and emotion-oriented coping among the women leaders in this sample and suggests 

an overlap between creative and intellectual activities and physical activities in fostering well-

being. 

An overwhelming number of study participants engaged in recreational or fitness-

centered coping strategies, often including exposure to nature and fresh air, as these activities 

had a positive overall effect on their health and strength. Although it was common for these 

activities to be performed solo in real time or with a short turnaround time for problem-solving 

scenarios to promote clarity of thought in response to a stressor (i.e., taking a walk around 

campus, nature viewing, or gardening) in several instances the women leaders among the 

sample denoted their incorporation of the coping strategy with their interpersonal engagement of 

others (i.e., walking campus to interact with students, or talking with staff and faculty). 

Maintaining frequent physical activity is vital for physical and mental health, increasing 

productivity, fostering meaningful interpersonal engagement, and lowering the risk of injury and 

medical expenses, among other benefits for employer-employee dynamics (Hafner et al., 2019; 

Pronk, 2021; Whitsel et al., 2023). 

Prior research underscores that while all interactions with nature confer some 

advantage, intentional stewardship of plants facilitates a deeper emotional connection, a sense 

of responsibility, and intrinsic motivation (Uhlmann et al., 2018; Sonti & Svendsen, 2018). 

Gardening fosters a reciprocal relationship with individuals, positively impacting everything from 

immune response and stress resilience to cognitive replenishment and emotional regulation, 

such that as individuals cultivate nature, it cultivates them from an individual and collective 

health perspective (Vuong & Nguyen, 2025; Vuong et al., 2025). Interestingly, one participant, 

Alexa, demonstrated an alternative perspective from all others among the sample who garden 

such that the physical act of gardening for emotion regulation involves the destruction of plants 
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(rather than reciprocal cultivation), as she described burning, uprooting, and chopping them up 

as one way to deal with frustration. 

Physical and outdoor activities also involved others when the problem-solving scenarios 

permitted extended time and space away from a stressor or challenge for positive emotional 

coping/positive focus (i.e., taking leave for the remainder of the day and going out with a friend 

or going on a family vacation). For many among the sample group, i.e., Shirley, Katherine, 

Ashanti, and others, creating space through time-limited distancing of oneself from a stressor to 

attend to positive, restorative experiences was not indicative of disengagement from or 

avoidance of problem-solving efforts; rather, it represents a pragmatic pause (similar to 

restraint) that facilitates mindfulness and renewal of cognitive and emotional response 

capabilities necessary for adaptation. 

What is striking about preserving well-being through leisurely activities is that self-

edifying or individually oriented versus those strategies that are service-centered or 

interpersonally oriented is the duality of their impact on problem resolution and emotion 

regulation. Self-edifying or individually oriented activities focus on outcomes that primarily fulfill 

the individual's interests. By comparison, service-centering or interpersonally oriented activities 

yield outcomes that primarily fulfill the interests of broader relationships, fostering communal 

meaning-making. There is a crossover in the adaptive coping process.  

For example, among the women leaders in the sample who used cooking as an 

individually oriented coping strategy, they also highlighted how their meals were often enjoyed 

in the company of friends and loved ones. While meal preparation served the practical purpose 

of redirecting their thoughts to the steps of a recipe, alleviating focus on external stressors or 

challenges, it also fulfilled an emotional purpose as a live demonstration of a love language. 

Framed in this way, home-centered and social activities emerge as versatile coping practices 

that can be individually- or interpersonally-oriented; further supporting and illustrating 
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Stanislawski's (2019, 2022) statement that coping strategies are not always distinctly in service 

to one dimension of coping, as styles can overlap. 

Theory and Research Implications 

This descriptive case study offers a baseline for novel investigations of leaders’ coping 

styles within the context of higher education administration. In particular, the findings offer 

valuable theoretical and research implications for understanding coping among Black female 

STEM leaders and their intersectionality within higher education workplace environments. What 

follows entails the resulting outcomes of this qualitative case study on coping among Black 

female STEM leaders in higher education administration for CCM, intersectionality, and future 

research. 

Implications for Theory 

The conceptual framework of the Coping Circumplex Model (CCM) as developed by 

Stanislawski (2019, 2022) guided development of the semi-structured interview protocol for this 

study and provided an effective framework for scrutinizing deductive coding decisions. Notably, 

following the initial development of CCM, Stanislawki et al. (2025) revised its application in a 

later work to include emotion regulation scales, which allowed for a more nuanced examination 

of coping and emotion regulation constructs. His evolution of scholarship informed the analytical 

decisions in this study, particularly in Chapters 4 and 5, where attention is given to points of 

convergence and tension between CCM as the conceptual framework and participant’s problem 

coping, emotion coping, and meaning-making in response to stressors and challenges in STEM 

higher education administration. In addition, work by Crenshaw (1991) and to a moderate 

degree, Collins and Bilge (2016, 2020), served as the guiding philosophical lens, supporting this 

research study’s aim to understand how the joint identities of race and gender influence Black 

women's career experiences and coping strategies in male-dominated fields like STEM higher 

education administration. 
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This research expands the current body of knowledge on coping in higher education, 

especially as it relates to senior administrators, by contributing the perspective of Black female 

leaders, one of the least represented populations facing significant obstacles to entry, 

ascension, and persistence in STEM. As there is no theoretical precedence for evaluating 

problem- and emotion-coping strategies among Black women leaders in STEM fields, this 

research is significant to fulfilling the gap in the scholarly literature. It emphasizes the need for 

additional studies to address how coping strategies in leadership roles, specifically within the 

context of intersecting racial and gender identities, are employed by Black women in STEM 

higher education administration. Hence, this section analyzes how Stanislawki’s (2019, 2022) 

CCM informed this research inquiry and builds on his body of work by introducing coping styles 

and experiences of Black female STEM leaders. 

Stanislawski (2019, 2022) and Stanislawski et al.’s (2025) empirically validated 

framework of CCM was constructed in light of the lack of consensus concerning operational 

descriptors, i.e., scale measures, constructs, and categories, for coping and emotion regulation 

(Compas et al., 2017; Leis et al., 2024; Naragon-Gainey et al., 2017; Skinner et al., 2003; 

Wallace et al., 2023). As such, CCM was developed to contribute “a circumplex structure that 

enables a broad integration of various coping phenomena” (Stanislawski et al., 2025, p. 15724). 

What is interesting is that, analytically leveraging CCM’s multidimensionality and 

intersectionality for qualitative inquiry into how Black female STEM leaders cope, this inquiry 

illuminated their prominent proclivity to employ efficiency/optimistic action in their adaptive 

coping. Efficiency/optimistic action involves functional, problem-focused, and positive emotion-

focused coping responses that proved beneficial across a diverse range of environmental 

stressors for Black female STEM leaders in higher education administration. This supports 

Stanislawski’s (2022, p. 15728) assertion that efficiency/optimistic action “is expected to be 

beneficial across a wide range of situations, both controllable and uncontrollable.” 
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The Black female STEM leaders in this sample demonstrated coping flexibility, as their 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses shifted in relation to situational demands to 

serve the coping functions of problem resolution and emotion regulation (Bonanno & Burton, 

2013). This coping capability was a hallmark of the coping styles evidenced in this study, as 

Black female STEM leaders leveraged multiple coping styles consisting of goal-oriented, 

problem- and emotion-focused coping strategies to overcome environmental stressors. In 

particular, the sample of Black female leaders’ prosociality and high-functioning, emotional 

compartmentalization were counterparts to CCM’s efficiency/optimistic action. CCM’s 

efficiency/optimistic action, encompassed constructs such as Carver et al.’s (1989): seeking 

social support for instrumental and emotional reasons; and positive reinterpretation and growth; 

as well as newer constructs such Garnefski et al.’s (2001) positive reappraisal which mapped 

relatively precisely to the prosocial coping accounts and eudaimonic, responsive empathy 

characteristic of the Black female STEM leaders in the scope of this study. 

As previously mentioned, this study’s incorporation of Carver et al.’s (1989) restraint 

coping as a component of the strategic problem-solving process and counterpart of Black 

female leaders’ pragmatic professionalism is a novel notion. CCM’s problem solving, which 

encompasses constructs such as Carver et al.’s (1989): active coping, planning, and 

suppression of competing activities; and constructs such as Endler & Parker’s (1990) task-

oriented coping, maps relatively precisely to the pragmatic professionalism of the Black female 

STEM leaders in this study. In addition, introspection, as a component of the strategic problem-

solving process and the counterpart of Black female leaders’ pragmatic professionalism, is 

another innovative conceptualization derived from the findings of this study. 

This work also builds on CCM’s definition of positive emotional coping/positive focus by 

clarifying that this coping style includes refocusing attention on persons, places, things, and 

activities external to stressful situations, as evidenced by Black females’ preservation of well-

being through leisurely activities. Preservation of well-being through leisurely activities is a 
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counterpart of CCM’s efficiency/optimistic action, as it comprises problem-solving and emotion-

coping strategies. Likewise, this study’s finding of Black female leaders’ high-functioning, 

emotional compartmentalization is a novel conceptualization of coping responses resulting from 

open coding that maps to CCM’s efficiency/optimistic action. As previously characterized in 

Chapter 2, CCM is a comprehensive, multidimensional model of coping that can explain 

relationships among coping categories, as they are not mutually exclusive and encompass 

strategies that can serve problem- and emotion-coping. So, as witnessed among styles and 

strategies associated with adaptive coping among this sample group of Black female STEM 

leaders, even with a salient orientation such as problem solving, strategic problem-solving 

processes, such as restraint and introspection, do not mean there is a void of emotions, but 

rather prioritization of resolving or ameliorating a stressor in light of self-regulation and 

emotional control. 

Research indicates that minorities navigate STEM learning and workplace environments 

that are racially unwelcoming, harmful, and repressive (Bullock, 2017; Erete et al., 2020; McGee 

et al., 2023). Intersectionality as a philosophical guide for this study's evaluation of coping as a 

phenomenon of interest among Black female STEM leaders in higher education administration, 

supporting the characterization of their workplace experiences and opportunities as influenced 

by social identity-driven nuances (Crenshaw, 1991). Intersectionality also highlights how coping 

responses are influenced by the negotiation of social identities (i.e., race, gender, and ethnicity) 

across group differences within organizational power structures scaffolded with prejudices and 

biases (Collins & Blige, 2016, 2020). 

Career experiences among minoritized higher education administrators, especially those 

who are Black and female, require navigating contextual variation due to their intersectional 

identities (McGee et al., 2022). Roberts and Nkomo (2025) posit that individuals with 

marginalized identities frequently navigate an array of outcomes catalyzed solely by their 

presence; as a result, they cope with numerous challenges stemming from their 
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underrepresentation and stigmatization within organizational environments. Adaptive coping in 

either dimension (problem resolution or emotional regulation) is necessary because of the 

complexity of gendered nuances in leadership and the differing experiences of men and women 

across individual, organizational, and societal contexts (Rodriguez et al., 2023). 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

Much of the research examining coping within the context of higher education centers on 

student experiences rather than those of administrative leadership. Even fewer coping studies 

are situated within the STEM context. By comparison, numerous research studies evaluate 

stress, leadership styles, identity, intersectionality, ‘-isms,’ persistence, and many other 

complementary phenomena of interest, so outcomes from those works, as well as the findings 

from this study, informed the highlighted implications for policy and practice that follow. 

Greater Awareness and Social Support from Executive-Level Leadership 

Research suggests that representational inequality is a complex, multifaceted issue that 

requires higher education to reconstruct socially established racial and gender norms while 

ensuring that current and future leaders are empowered systems-change agents (Cannady et 

al., 2014; Kiersch & Gullekson, 2021; Van Den Hurk et al., 2019). Findings from this study offer 

a means to greater awareness and understanding regarding how Black female STEM leaders 

encounter, assess, confront, and resign to manage environmental stressors that complicate 

their career experiences. This research is a great segue to broader studies of minority 

leadership in STEM higher education because the experientially-informed, adaptive coping 

demonstrated by the Black female leaders within this sample could be valuable to aspiring 

individuals still progressing through the professoriate to higher education administrative 

leadership roles, as well as to their current and aspiring social support intermediaries. 

As highlighted in Chapter 2's discussion regarding ownership of responsibility for 

representational and structural transformation, a plethora of scholarship supports that leaders 

are imperative to progress towards racial and gender equality, inclusivity, and diversity 
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especially within STEM workspaces (Coe et al., 2019; Kelan & Wratil, 2021; McClelland & 

Holland, 2015; NASEM, 2020; Wroblewski, 2019; Yen et al., 2019). Interestingly, among to-do 

list items required for the skillful leadership necessary to achieve inclusive excellence in STEM 

culture, McCrary et al. (2023) suggested: rewarding instructors and advisors who are already 

employing practices that promote equitable and inclusive, teaching and mentoring; and 

increasing representation of individuals "heretofore excluded from STEM by valuing relevant 

lived experiences more than pedigree" (p. 8). In their acknowledgement of how "the current 

system selects for competition instead of community, exclusion instead of inclusion, a white-

centered culture instead of equity" (McCrary et al., 2023, p. 9), the argument for executive-level 

leadership's involvement with institutional disruption and reconstruction is further substantiated.  

It is important to echo Payton and Gates' (2023) caution that when diversity, equity, 

inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA) "is supported for only the purposes of grantsmanship, 

diversity posturing, or performative inclusion, … initiatives may engender harm, particularly to 

historically marginalized communities" (p.77). Although this study's findings support the idea 

that Black female STEM leaders take the initiative to create programmatic interventions that 

support their and others' well-being, the onus for driving institutional change should rest with the 

broader executive-level leadership. The vision, mission, and goals essential to catalyzing 

cultural change require the awareness, responsiveness, and support of executive-level 

stakeholders, including, but not limited to, governing boards, chancellors, presidents, provosts, 

and others at the highest levels of administrative authority in higher education. Hence, this study 

provides a foundation for collaborative effort, particularly on the part of the majority, encouraging 

self-assessment while expanding on the context of suitable allyship. 

Formal Mentorship and Sponsorship Opportunities 

Findings from this study echo the sentiments of Agosto et al. (2016) and Irby et al. 

(2016) regarding how informal mentoring, in the absence of formal connections and 

sponsorship, can be a means to fill peer, professional, and network gaps. However, research is 
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clear that strong, formalized mentorship programs and professional sponsorship can make a 

difference in increasing the number of women who persist and advance (Turgeon et al., 2025). 

Although past research suggests that intersex mentoring has been essential to fostering the 

development and progression of women in the academy, likely in part due to their prevalence in 

evaluative capacities, the significance of female influence should not be disregarded (Astegiano 

et al., 2019; O’Connell & McKinnon, 2021; Searby et al., 2015). 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the diversity of mentoring relationships is essential to 

equitable executive-level representation in higher education administration (Deanna et al., 2022; 

Montgomery & Page, 2018). In addition, Rockinson-Szapkiw & Wendt (2021, p. 13) assert that 

peer mentors are “central to increasing self-efficacy, interest in STEM, intent to persist in STEM, 

competence and confidence.” Findings from this study and other research highlight the value of 

peer-mentoring networks, which have been shown to improve self-assurance, enhance visibility, 

and increase the potential for promotion (Bruce et al., 2022; Bertagnolli et al., 2024). 

Remarkably, none of the Black female leaders in this study had access to sponsors. 

However, their success demonstrates the potential for reciprocity in advocacy and access to 

expansive networks, characteristic of qualified candidates engaged with a sponsor (Curtin et al., 

2016; Hilsabeck, 2018; Mahendran et al., 2022; O’Connor et al., 2020). The success of the 

Black female STEM leaders within this study could benefit from informational and advisory 

exchanges, relational engagement that fosters greater visibility and professional fortification 

resulting from greater organizational opportunities and heightened social status among other 

affluent individuals (Bäker et al., 2020; Griffeth et al., 2021; Levine et al., 2020). Where Patton 

et al. (2017) encourage mentees to seek out and cultivate sponsorship relationships proactively, 

organizational leaders with positional power are encouraged to make a joint effort to establish or 

facilitate these connections so that ownership is equally distributed between the parties within 

the bidirectional relationship. 
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From the vantage point of succession planning and developmental relationships, Murphy 

et al. (2017, p.367) posit that the purpose of a mentor is to offer a diverse repertoire of support 

for protégés, including but not limited to career trajectories, social support, and role modeling; 

conversely, a sponsor contributes proactive investments of advocacy for the protégé’s 

promotion, professional growth, and network development. It is important to highlight that 

Murphy et al.’s (2017) research also supports the protégé’s ability to procure diverse kinds of 

developmental relationships (similar to this study’s finding of prosociality). Longman et al.’s 

(2019) corresponding research specifies that protégés’ developmental relationships are 

especially helpful in women’s navigation to and professional advancement through the 

professoriate to higher education leadership appointments. 

Hewlett’s (2019) complementary corporate research suggests that there is industry 

precedent for propelling individuals into leadership roles without the need to contend with 

competitors, as sponsors willingly leverage their reputations, senior standing, and professional 

safety net for calculated risk-taking. Research conducted by Hernandez and Longman (2020) 

supports that there is “evidence of the applicability of sponsorship outside of corporate settings 

to effect leadership development and advancement within the context of postsecondary 

education” (p. 133). Hence, institutionally formalized strategic alliances for Black female STEM 

leaders (aspiring or established), formulated for succession planning and initiated through 

formal mentorship relationships, could organically foster sponsorship dynamics. 

Inclusive and Equitable Teaching, Service, and Scholarship 

Types of service to fellow faculty and students vary among the Black female STEM 

leaders of this sample group. Findings support that in keeping both, their wellbeing and that of 

the broader collective in perspective these women leaders seek out and serve as social support 

in their teaching, service, and scholarship. Prosociality, as demonstrated among this sample 

group, is in stark contrast to the cultural norms of individualism and competition, which are 

characteristic of STEM and STEM higher education (Imad et al., 2023). For instance, a number 
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of studies show that racial and gendered ideologies underpin service differentials characterized 

by emotional labor with students and by social or restorative justice advocacy (El-Alayli et al., 

2018; Hanasono et al., 2019; Misra et al., 2021; O’Meara et al., 2017). So, it is important to 

recognize that service as a social support resource for students (and, arguably, faculty) is an 

aspect of teaching, service, and scholarship that goes without recognition and reward. 

Notably, research by Heikka et al. (2022) indicates that stressors affecting students and 

educators are often intertwined, contributing to chain reactions that can be accelerated or 

hindered by the multi-layered perceptions and conditions under which they emerge. For 

example, occupational burnout is characterized by chronic exposure to emotional, physical, and 

mental stress, which manifests as feelings of fatigue, pessimism, and a sense of academic 

underachievement and inefficiency (Maslach & Leiter, 2021; Pester et al., 2023). Yeh et al. 

(2025) assert that academic burnout is maladaptive and that while ongoing attention is given to 

increasing recruitment of historically underrepresented groups within STEM, less oversight is 

devoted to understanding the stressors STEM educators face and the resiliency skills they 

employ to contend with burnout. This means, in the absence of adaptive coping styles for 

retaining faculty and administrators who are leaking from STEM pipelines due to a convergence 

of factors (as intersectionally, occupationally, or medically influenced), there are implications for 

the quality of education and the social support students receive. 

Knowledge and oversight of the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral resources behind 

differing career and service experiences, based on environmental stressors (i.e., burnout, 

issues of visibility, mirco- and macroaggressions, etc.), could aid preemptive institutional 

measures to address fatigue and unintended early-career departures that can result from 

inadequate coping strategies. Since this research finds that there is a eudaimonic root to this 

sample of women leaders’ empathy and responsiveness to students and faculty among the 

broader collective, institutional policy must offer the support and resources necessary to ensure 

the emotionally oriented labor of Black female STEM administrators is not done in isolation. In 
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this way, the problem-resolution and emotion-regulation required for navigating systemic, high-

level issues such as toxic workplace culture that influence inclusivity and equity in teaching, 

service, and scholarship, especially among minority administrators, can be addressed through 

individual- and institution-focused programming and interventions. 

Implications for Future Research 

While the present descriptive case study contributes to understanding coping among 

Black female STEM leaders in higher education administration, it also offers several new and 

unexpected avenues for future scholarly inquiry. As with many formative, qualitative 

investigations, its decisions regarding design, theoretical and conceptual positioning, and 

delimitations and limitations (or contextual boundaries) can generate opportunities for 

refinement and development. Hence, it is anticipated that future research could build on this 

work in three key ways: first, by revising the methodological and sampling decisions of the 

current study; second, by extending the inquiry to examine how emerging Artificial Intelligence 

intersects with coping among Black female leaders within STEM higher education administration 

who engage with the technology in a prosocial manner; and third, by situating the findings within 

broader ethical leadership frameworks to assess theoretical alignment and explore explanatory 

power. 

Future Studies on Coping in STEM Higher Education Administration Using CCM 

Longitudinal, mixed-methods studies that incorporate the revised version of Stanislawski 

et al.’s (2025) Coping Circumplex Inventory, CCI-R, as a pre-survey and semi-structured 

interviews administered along a progressive career timeline between early career (faculty) and 

late career (administrative leadership) appointments would be valuable to delineating preferred 

coping pattern evolution and preemptive institutional interventions. The combination of data-

collection methods over time could support timely, descriptive differentiation between adaptive 

and maladaptive coping responses at each successive chain link of organizational authority and 
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responsibility. Findings could support career ladders being coupled with coping intervention 

plans tailored to each level of governance. 

CCI-R, as a pre-survey, could provide baseline information on coping styles, helping 

evaluate how one reacts when faced with stressful or challenging situations. Preliminary data 

would inform how the researcher could subsequently tailor semi-structured interview questions 

to participants and ensure a more focused interview session that yields richer descriptions and a 

more targeted probe into coping preferences or unexpected areas of interest relative to the 

topic. Comparing the two data collection methods could yield deeper insights by triangulating 

inconsistencies or emergent themes across survey responses and interview narratives. 

Studies on Seeking Social Support from AI in STEM Higher Education Administration 

Using CCM 

The integration of advanced technologies such as Copilot or NotebookLM in higher 

education should be recognized as a multilayered subject that warrants careful consideration 

due to the inherent hazards and opportunities it poses, including moral and ethical 

considerations (Fu et al., 2025; Konstantis et al., 2023). Adoption should require striking a 

balance between its use as a coping strategy, its rewards, and its risks, such that policy and 

guidance on best practices for incorporation mitigate potential hazards (Piñeiro-Martín et al., 

2023). Preemptive risk mitigation is especially important for those administrators within higher 

education who, unlike this sample group, are prone to maladaptive rather than adaptive coping 

responses. 

Hence, future studies could leverage a mixed-methods design to evaluate the 

relationship between AI social support-seeking and coping using CCM. CCI-R could be 

administered, and statistical analysis would follow to create a baseline of preexisting coping 

tendencies; then, interviews would be leveraged to unpack underlying motivations and 

perceptions of legitimacy. Results would aid in determining whether particular coping styles 

predict reliance or dependency on AI, and whether AI use is linked to adaptive or maladaptive 
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coping patterns. In addition, longitudinal studies could further clarify whether [prosocial] coping 

styles evolve with reliance on AI over time (due to the influence of repeated AI use) or whether 

existing coping preferences influence later dependence. In either case, the research would 

contribute to a more nuanced comprehension of AI as a potential source of social support for 

instrumental and/or emotional reasons and inform subsequent development of institutional 

policy. 

Studies on Coping in STEM Higher Education Administration Using CCM and Ethical 

Leadership Frameworks 

Studies that examine and empirically authenticate the relationship between ethical 

leadership frameworks or styles and coping among higher education administrative leadership 

are scarce. However, based on this study's findings, there is probable cause for further 

qualitative inquiry, as Black female STEM leaders undoubtedly demonstrated relational, servant, 

adaptive, and resilient leadership in their coping responses. This suggests that coping styles are 

more than intra- and interpersonal regulation and could scaffold observable leadership 

behaviors that have been attributed to peripheral personality traits. 

Future research integrating Stanislawski’s Coping Circumplex Model with leadership 

theory could establish the context for how volitional and automatized stress-induced problem- 

and emotion-coping responses influence presentations of leadership in STEM higher education 

administration. For example, studies could seek to determine whether problem-solving and 

efficiency/optimistic action undergird transformational or resilient leadership execution, whereas 

positive emotional coping/positive focus could inform relational and servant leadership. Is there 

a relationship between negative emotional coping and overextension, burnout, or turnover 

rates? Lastly, considering intersectionality as a philosophical lens, an empirical investigation of 

coping-leadership relationships, especially among Black female leaders and other minorities, 

could illuminate whether certain coping styles function as precursors to longevity, as evidenced 

in sustainable and equitable administrative practices or policies. 



184 
 

Impactful Research Limitations 

The present study's findings indicate that the phenomenon of coping, as conceptualized 

using CCM and further scrutinized through the intersection of racial and gendered social 

identities, can describe the career experiences of Black female STEM leaders navigating higher 

education administration. Accordingly, these findings from this qualitative case study should be 

interpreted considering: 

• The sample target of Black women with completed terminal degrees, currently serving or 

having recently served (within the last 5 years), as 2- and 4-year, college and university 

senior-level administrators. 

o The sample is subject to issues of varied representation in higher education 

administrative leadership and across STEM disciplines due to intersectionality 

(Kozlowski et al., 2022; Miles et al., 2022). 

o The sample is subject to variability in environmental context across STEM higher 

education climates (Yoon et al., 2023). 

• STEM disciplines for this study were defined as both applied and pure sciences (Deming 

& Norway, 2018), supporting the inclusion of medicine or healthcare-related fields 

(Okrent & Burke, 2021; Trapani & Hale, 2022). 

• The timing of when the research was conducted, as nestled between competing societal 

shifts involving post-2020 calls for equity and inclusion, and followed by the abrupt 

January 20, 2025, presidential action to dismantle DEI programming and preferencing 

on a broad federal scale, had challenging implications at the localized, state 

government-level within the United States. 

o Increased ambiguity and uncertainty around academic freedoms and equity. 

Instances where participants’ coping responses deviated from hypothesized coping construct 

locations among coping categories within CCM can be understood through the philosophical 

lens of intersectional complexity, as multi-layered individually, identity-driven nuances, as well 
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as cultural and institutional stressors result in coping responses uncharacteristic of the model’s 

existing typological attributes based on seminal research (i.e., social psychology; White, Anglo 

versus minority participants; children or adolescents versus adults, etc.). 

Recommendations 

By defining the experiences and coping styles of Black female STEM leaders within 

higher education administration, this study offers empirical insight into cognitive, behavioral, and 

emotional coping responses that result from individual, interpersonal, and institutional stressors. 

This descriptive case study demonstrates that CCM, with its multidimensional flexibility of 

coping styles and intersectionality, provides analytical agility in characterizing how preferred 

coping strategies function (i.e., problem resolution and emotion regulation), under what temporal 

and contextual conditions, and toward what end (adaptive versus maladaptive coping patterns). 

It also outlines distinct takeaways for aspiring intermediaries of social support for Black female 

STEM leaders, as well as for aspiring Black female STEM leaders, in the recommendations that 

follow. 

Dear Aspiring Intermediaries of Social Support for Black Female STEM Leaders 

The ability of intermediaries to understand the relationships between environmental 

stressors and Black female leaders’ coping strategies for success, well-being, and continued 

ascension within STEM higher education administration depends on their capacity to describe 

Black female leaders’ experiences and accurately characterize their responses as adaptive or 

maladaptive. Research indicates an indispensable need to examine the specific interactions 

between minority professionals and others that contribute to unwelcoming workspaces (DeCuir-

Gunby et al., 2020). It is vital to understand the environmental stressors that Black female 

STEM leaders navigate. Meaningful conversations require empathetic listening to positive and 

negative disclosures shared by Black female STEM leaders, who consider the relationship a 

credible, trustworthy source of constructive, confidential feedback. Be culturally competent in 

the intercultural relationships shared (Adebayo & Sunderman, 2025; Perry & Redman, 2023; 
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Punti & Dingel, 2021), and take responsibility for restorative measures that promote inclusion, 

belonging, and equitable opportunities for all to succeed (Holder et al., 2015). 

Mentoring 

Although research suggests that women be proactive in their relational engagement with 

others from whom they could glean knowledge rather than passively wait for a mentoring 

opportunity to arbitrarily arise (Agosto et al., 2016; Searby et al., 2015), intermediaries of social 

support should be energetic in their mentorship of aspiring women, especially minority leaders. 

Given their susceptibility to exclusionary practices (i.e., bias) in mentorship and academic 

career progression (Buzzanell et al., 2015; Levine et al., 2021; Yun et al., 2016), departmental 

and executive-level leadership should be vigilant in providing unambiguous guidance to and 

through the professoriate. Diverse perspectives at different junctures throughout career 

progression can be highly impactful, as a source of social support can help foster a variety of 

mentoring relationships (O’Connell & McKinnon, 2021). Actively listening to mentees can 

support accurate identification of needs and ensure effective advocacy (Aiston & Fo, 2021), so 

an empathetic, action-oriented understanding should start there. 

Sponsorship 

Although there is a corporate precedence for protégé’s being proactive in their 

identification of sponsorship (Hewlett, 2013), where a potential intermediary of social support 

has the repute, social capital, and affluence of experience and expertise to advocate for an 

aspiring Black female leader (and other qualified minorities) within the field of STEM and among 

higher education administrative leadership, they should take the initiative to cultivate deeper 

connections and uplift their gifts. Given such competent candidates, research indicates that 

sponsorship would be mutually beneficial, offering equal professional advantages through skill 

refinement and constructive feedback (Hewlett, 2019; Hilsabeck, 2018; Mahendran et al., 2022). 
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Dear Aspiring Black Female STEM Leaders 

In an age marked by change and uncertainty, as you embark on your career, I 
encourage you to choose greatness over mediocrity. Build meaningful relationships, 
speak face-to-face, and seek out mentors who challenge and inspire you. Take a 
moment to pause before responding—reflection breeds wisdom. Be introspective, self-
aware, and retrospective, learning from your past while shaping your future. Approach 
challenges strategically, be prepared to pivot, and lead with intentional generosity. 
(Mary) 
 
Mary’s quote echoes an underlying idea supported by each of the Black female STEM 

leaders who participated in this study: regardless of what is happening around, to, or within you, 

you are empowered to choose. They take the adaptive route, employing coping responses that 

empower not only themselves but others through example. Their narratives and persisting 

presence within STEM higher education administration are a testament to their efficiency or to 

the positive effects of resorting to high problem-solving, coupled with high positive emotional 

coping/positive focus in leadership. Based on experiential knowledge, reflexive references that 

influence behavioral adjustment, and cognitive transformations, four recommendations for 

aspiring Black female STEM leaders emerge as indications of the meaning co-constructed 

through this study. 

Be Pragmatic in Professional Practice 

A delayed response, paired with a methodical approach to resolving or mitigating a given 

stressor or challenge, provides an opportunity for situations to mature. Templeton and Wheatley 

(2023) assert that “slow response times provide the space to consider deeply what was just 

said, the implications for how the other person may be feeling, and how to best respond.” Being 

a high-quality listener and observer can empower others to reflect more intentionally upon their 

own attitudes, fostering safe, non-judgmental spaces where outlooks can shift (Itzchakov et al., 

2020; Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022). Restraint is not the absence of action; it is the presence of 

practicality and prioritization of relational engagement. This research also supports that a solid 

professional practice involves (1) the use of productivity tools to help sustain focus on the 
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broader mission, vision, and values; and (2) the development of programmatic interventions to 

diminish discrepancies between actual and desired situational outcomes. 

Be Prosocial 

Establish trustworthy, accessible relationships with intermediaries who can offer subject-

matter expertise and empathetic listening; both competencies are essential for providing 

constructive feedback that reduces the gap between situational demands and internal or 

external resources. Consider those among family, friends, classmates, colleagues, and 

professional networks who can provide instrumental and emotional social support, especially as 

mentors and sponsors. Professional networks and associations can be a great resource for 

communities of practice (CoP); CoP are proven conduits for faculty engagement, discourse, and 

learning in STEM disciplines (Kezar et al., 2017). In the absence of relationships or resources 

needed, adopt a strategy from the pragmatic professionalism coping style of the Black female 

leaders in this study and be empowered to create programmatic interventions. 

Prioritize Well-Being 

This study found that reading and writing are among the essential intellectual and 

creative outlets for improving professional and personal well-being. As Alexa suggested, “hold 

space” for it and “commit to … an hour each week” at least two to three times per week when 

possible. Many of the Black women leaders in this study posited that self-care and well-being 

are not extravagances; they are essential. Exercise and do not forsake opportunities to go 

outdoors, as there is an abundance of research to support the advantages of exposure to nature 

on one’s somatic health, psychological well-being, and neurobiological functioning (Bratman et 

al., 2019; Jimenez et al., 2021; Shanahan et al., 2016). Service-centering or interpersonally-

oriented activities can also be edifying, as service to others can foster eudaimonic well-being 

(Meneghini & Collendani, 2024). 
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Be Emotionally Astute and Emotionally Intelligent 

Findings support that emotional astuteness in leadership overlaps with one's well-being. 

Seeing without saying indicates that one can preserve their voice and adjust subsequent 

behaviors based on real-time and retrospective observations to navigate stressors or challenges 

more efficiently. Feeling without expressing indicates that one is allowed to feel, but as the 

Black female leaders in this sample exemplified, emotions do not need to disrupt relational 

engagement. For personal goal attainment and the benefit of the broader collective, be 

empowered to rise above complex issues collaboratively, drawing on diverse perspectives from 

independent, critical thinkers. Acceptance without internalization means that one can be among 

others with a variety of perceptions, ideals, and stances in STEM workspaces without 

assimilating to beliefs, values, convictions, and conceptions that conflict with one's authentic 

self. 

Dorthy offered fitting words of wisdom concerning how aspiring Black female STEM 

leaders could demonstrate emotional astuteness and emotional intelligence, stating: 

Just because the world is not kind all the time, you should still be kind back. I mean, 
what happens with us so often is Black women, we are so put on upon … But you know 
what? The next person you meet doesn't know how many black eyes and broken bones 
that you've gotten, they know how you treat them. So … the next person you meet  
treat them with the same courtesy and respect that you expect to be treated with. 
 

Because if you keep perpetuating that ill will through your system and the way 
you treat people, it's gonna keep coming back to you. It's gonna come to us anyway, 
given the gender and the race that we're in. But you don't have to propel that forward. Be 
kind to people when you meet them. 
 

What Dorothy and many other women leaders in this study suggest is that part of the influence 

and status one aspires to achieve requires an emotional soundness that enables the regulation 

of personal and interpersonal stressors and challenges. Remain open to opportunities 

regardless of how past individual, interpersonal, and institutional experiences have influenced 

the journey. From a positive emotional coping/positive focus perspective, every experience is an 

opportunity to grow in dispositional and situational ways. As demonstrated by these women and 
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their diverse experiential knowledge used to cope with challenges adaptively, the 

aforementioned recommendations are based on the coping styles and strategies they found 

navigational success with (given their enduring presence). 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter began with a discussion of the study’s three major findings through the 

conceptual and philosophical filters of the Coping Circumplex Model and intersectionality 

(respectively). Thereafter, theory and research, policy and practice, future research implications, 

and impactful research limitations were discussed. Finally, the chapter concluded with 

recommendations to intermediaries of social support for Black female STEM leaders and 

recommendations for aspiring Black female STEM leaders. 

Everyone copes. Coping is a universal human process. It is essential to critically 

examine whether our strategies promote adaptive, problem-solving, and emotion-regulating 

functions or perpetuate maladaptive patterns. 
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Appendix A: Support with Recruitment Correspondence 

 
Good morning/afternoon [STEM-based Organization or Group Name], 
 
My name is Erica Monique Vilsaint, and I am a doctoral candidate at North Carolina State 
University in the Adult and Lifelong Education program. I am conducting a study to examine the 
experiences of Black female leaders in STEM higher education administrative roles at 2- and 4-
year colleges and universities. I am especially interested in learning about how Black women in 
STEM academic leadership develop strategies to navigate challenges that they face throughout 
their professional journey. 
 
Your [organization/group] would be an ideal participant recruitment site due to its membership 
comprising women and minorities, especially Black women from middle management through 
senior leadership with degrees across STEM disciplines and fostering their engagement with no 
contingency upon current employment in the field. 
 
Because of your role as the [title], I am seeking your support and assistance in recruiting Black 
women to participate in my study. Please let me know if you are willing to email the attached 
recruitment flyer to relevant network connections and the current membership of [Name of 
STEM-based professional association or affinity group]. 
 
I would also like to ask for approval to post the recruitment flyer virtually on [Name of STEM-
based professional association or affinity group]'s various [Social Media Site Name, i.e., 
LinkedIn] social group web pages, particularly the [List the names of relevant page(s)], which 
have significant engagement due to their high number of followers.  
 
If it is permissible, I would be happy to facilitate a brief, 10-minute online informational webinar 
about the research on a designated day and time to promote the basis for the recruitment flyer 
in approved social group locations. 
 
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns. 
 
Thank you for your time and assistance. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Erica Monique Vilsaint 
Ph.D. Candidate, NCSU ELPHD-ALE 
Erica_Vilsaint@ncsu.edu 
919-628-8661 (Mobile Phone) 
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Appendix C: Response Email to Interested Professionals 

 
Dear [Participant Name], 
 
Thank you so much for responding to my [listserv announcement/ affinity social network group 
post] and volunteering to participate in my research project at North Carolina State University. I 
appreciate your consideration of this dissertation research study and value your time. 
 
I will conduct your interview via Zoom. Please let me know what dates and times work best for 
you for a 75–90-minute Zoom interview. You will also be asked as a follow-up to write an 
anonymous, mock “Dear New Colleague” welcome and advice letter to future aspiring Black 
female professionals in STEM academic leadership, which is for research purposes only. The 
letter will be an approximately 30–60-minute time commitment. 
 
The study will focus on learning about your professional challenges and coping/navigation 
approaches as a Black female leader in STEM higher education administrative roles. 
 
I am attaching a copy of the Informed Consent form for your records and review. Please note 
that you do not need to sign the document at this time, as I will ask for your verbal consent to 
participate in the study at the beginning of our Zoom-based interview session.  
 
Participation in the study is voluntary and confidential, as you will be asked to select a 
pseudonym from a list of notable Black women in STEM (also attached) to protect your identity 
throughout and beyond this research study. 
 
Please confirm your preferred pseudonym and personal email address for future 
correspondence regarding the study. If you have any questions before or during this process, 
please feel free to email or call me. Talk soon! 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Erica Monique Vilsaint 
Ph.D. Candidate, NCSU ELPHD-ALE 
Erica_Vilsaint@ncsu.edu 
919-628-8661 (Mobile Phone) 
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Appendix D: Informed Consent Form 

Title of Study: Navigating Race and Gender in Roles of Authority: A Case Study on the Coping 
Styles of Black Female Leaders in STEM Higher Education 
IRB Protocol: 28206 
Principal Investigator(s): Erica Monique Vilsaint, erica_vilsaint@ncsu.edu, (919)-628-8661 
Funding Source: None 
NC State Faculty Point of Contact: Susan Barcinas, Ph.D., susan_barcinas@ncsu.edu, (919) 
515-6298 
 
 
General research study information 
You are being asked to participate in a research study examining the coping styles of Black 
women leaders in STEM higher education administration positions at 2- and 4-year colleges or 
universities within the United States. The purpose of this descriptive, qualitative case study is to 
describe and analyze Black female STEM leaders' experiential challenges and related problem- 
and emotion-coping used to achieve and sustain roles within higher education's senior levels of 
administrative authority. Outcomes anticipated from the study are expected to offer insights into 
the interplay between individual coping styles and academic STEM environments. 
 
Participation is strictly voluntary. To be eligible to volunteer, participants must have doctorate-
level degree attainment, reside in the United States, and identify as an African American or 
Black woman who has (recently, in the past 5 years) or is serving (presently) in STEM higher 
education administration leadership roles at a public or private, community college or university 
with a minimum of 5 years of related higher education administrative leadership and service 
experience to participate in this study. If you participate in this study, you will be asked to spend 
approximately 75 to 90 minutes in a one-on-one interview. The interview(s) will be conducted 
remotely using a secure, university-approved conferencing program, i.e., Zoom. All interview 
information, including audio, video, and time data, will be securely transmitted through the 
conferencing program. All communication outside of the interview will be blind copied to your 
personal email address to protect your confidential participation status. 
 
Participation in the study will also involve writing an anonymous, mock "Dear New Colleague" 
letter welcoming and offering advice to aspiring future Black female professionals in STEM 
academic leadership. The anticipated time commitment is approximately 30 to 60 minutes. 
 
Upon completion of the one-on-one interview, the interview data will be encrypted and stored on 
a secure network until it can be transcribed. Transcription will have all personal and professional 
or institutional information removed and replaced with pseudonyms to prevent identification. 
Once transcription is completed, you will have an option of member checking the interview 
transcripts to verify that the information is accurate (the anticipated time commitment is 
approximately 15 to 30 minutes). 
 
The total amount of time that you will spend participating in the study is approximately 2.5 to 4 
hours. During your interview(s) and completion of the anonymous, mock “Dear New Colleague” 
welcome and advice letter, you will be asked to substitute general titles, "my colleague," rather 
than sharing direct names or identifiers of others. 
 
Audio and video recording 
Participants will be audio- and video-recorded during the research interview activities. If you do 
not want video collected but will allow audio to be collected during research interview activities, 

mailto:erica_vilsaint@ncsu.edu
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you can still participate in this research. We would like to use the audio and video recording for 
transcription, to recognize notable or recurrent words, phrases, or quotes that can contribute to 
the analysis of collected data, and to observe relevant social cues such as body language and 
voice inflection throughout the research interview process. We will keep these recordings until 
transcriptions have been verified. 
 
Risks and benefits 
There are minimal risks associated with your participation in this research. You will have no 
direct benefits from participating in this research. The indirect benefit is that you are helping to 
enlighten subsequent decision-making individuals and institutions with information necessary for 
supporting action-oriented empathetic understanding or support for the development and 
promotion of leadership capabilities among African American or Black women in STEM 
academic leadership roles. 
 
To help maximize the benefit of your participation in this research study and further contribute to 
the broader field of higher educational research, your information (i.e., transcript) will be stored 
for future research, presentation, and/or publication for a minimum of two years and a maximum 
of three years. Henceforth, study information may be shared with other people without additional 
consent from you in the future. 
 
Withdrawal 
You can choose to not participate in the study or stop participating at any time (i.e., during the 
research activities or afterwards) by contacting the researcher, Erica Monique Vilsaint, at 
erica_vilsaint@ncsu.edu and (919)-628-8661. You can also contact the faculty advisor for this 
research, Dr. Susan Barcinas, at susan_barcinas@ncsu.edu and (919) 515-6298.  
 
Compensation 
You will not receive any compensation for participating in this research. There is no penalty for 
opting to withdraw from the study prior to its completion. 
 
Questions 
If you have any questions about the research or how it is implemented, please contact the 
researcher, Erica Monique Vilsaint, at erica_vilsaint@ncsu.edu and (919)-628-8661. You can 
also contact the faculty advisor for this research, Dr. Susan Barcinas, at 
susan_barcinas@ncsu.edu and (919) 515-6298. Please reference study number 28206 when 
contacting anyone about this project. 
 
If you have questions about your rights as a participant or are concerned with your treatment 
throughout the research process, please contact the NC State University IRB Director at IRB-
Director@ncsu.edu, (919)-515-8754, or fill out a confidential form online at 
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-forms-and-
templates/participant-concern-and-complaint-form/  
 
Consent to participate 
If you consent to participate in this research study, there will be an opportunity for you to 
verbally agree to sign this consent form (via NCSU Zoom), signifying that you have read and 
understand the above information and indicating whether you consent to be audio and video 
recorded. Consent will confirm that all of your questions about this research study have been 
answered and that you are clear on how to contact the primary researcher or faculty advisor for 
future questions. You also understand that you may stop participating and revoke your consent 

mailto:erica_vilsaint@ncsu.edu
mailto:susan_barcinas@ncsu.edu
mailto:IRB-Director@ncsu.edu
mailto:IRB-Director@ncsu.edu
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-forms-and-templates/participant-concern-and-complaint-form/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-forms-and-templates/participant-concern-and-complaint-form/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-forms-and-templates/participant-concern-and-complaint-form/
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at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled (as 
applicable). 
 

 Yes, I consent to participating in this research study and, 
 Yes, I consent to being audio and video recorded, or 
 Yes, I consent to being audio recorded only. 

 
 No, I do not consent to participating in this research study. 

 
Participant’s printed name:           
Participants personal email address:      Date:     
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Appendix E: List of Notable Black Women in STEM 

 
Pseudonym 

(in bold) 
Brief Description of Scholarly Contribution to STEM 

Dr. Patricia 
Bath 

The first African American woman to complete an ophthalmology 
residency and the first to receive a medical patent. In 1986, she 
invented the Laserphaco Probe, a device used to treat cataracts, which 
she patented in 1988. As co-founder of the American Institute for the 
Prevention of Blindness, she also pioneered "community 
ophthalmology" to provide eye care to underserved communities. Her 
work addressed racial disparities in healthcare and expanded access 
to vision treatment. 

Dr. Alexa 
Irene 
Canady 

Made history as the first Black female neurosurgeon in the United 
States, earning her bachelor's degree in zoology at the University of 
Michigan before continuing on to pursue her medical degree there. 
After completing her residency in 1981 at the University of Minnesota, 
she specialized in pediatric neurosurgery, dedicating her career to 
improving and saving the lives of children. She also conducted 
important research on treating traumatic brain injuries and prenatal 
brain conditions in young patients. 

Dr. 
Rebecca 
Lee 
Crumpler 

The first African American woman to earn a medical degree in the 
United States. Following the Civil War, she collaborated with other 
Black doctors to provide healthcare to newly freed slaves. She later 
authored a medical book in 1883 focused on advice for women and 
children and this work is recognized as one of the first medical 
publications by an African American. 

Dr. Marie 
Maynard 
Daly 

The first Black woman to earn a Ph.D. in chemistry in the U.S., she 
made important contributions to understanding the chemistry of nucleic 
acids. She conducted pioneering research on how: cholesterol impacts 
heart function; sugars and other nutrients influence artery health; and 
aging or high blood pressure contribute to the deterioration of the 
circulatory system. 

Annie 
Easley 

A key figure in the U.S. Space Program, she contributed to numerous 
NASA projects during her 30-year career as a mathematician and 
rocket scientist. Starting as a human computer before advancing to a 
programmer role, she conducted research on battery-powered 
vehicles, supported shuttle launches, and helped design and test a 
NASA nuclear reactor. She played a leading role in software 
development for the Centaur rocket stage, which was critical to Space 
Shuttle missions and the launch of communication, military and 
weather satellites. 

Dr. Timnit 
Gebru 

Founder and executive director of the Distributed Artificial Intelligence 
Research (DAIR) Institute. Former co-lead of Google’s Ethical AI team, 
she was dismissed in 2020 after raising concerns about the risks of 
large language models and workplace discrimination. She co-founded 
Black in AI to promote diversity in the field and serves on the board of 
AddisCoder, which teaches programming to students in Ethiopia and 
Jamaica. Recognized by Nature and TIME for her influence, Gebru is 
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Pseudonym 
(in bold) 

Brief Description of Scholarly Contribution to STEM 

currently working on The View from Somewhere, a memoir and 
manifesto advocating for more community-centered technology. 

Mary 
Jackson 

A human computer, NASA's first Black female aeronautical engineer, 
and advocate for women and minorities in engineering. After aiding the 
development of NASA’s space program, a career during which she 
authored and co-authored many research reports, she transitioned to 
Langley’s Federal Women’s Program Manager where she devoted time 
and efforts to helping other women find STEM roles at NASA. 

Dr. Shirley 
Ann 
Jackson 

A physicist and the first Black woman to earn a Ph.D. from MIT, her 
pioneering research was the basis for major advancements in 
telecommunications, including the creation of fiber-optic cables 
essential to modern global communication. Her work in theoretical 
physics also helped drive the development of important technologies 
like the touch-tone telephone, portable fax machines, caller ID, and call 
waiting. 

Dr. Mae 
Carol 
Jemison 

Achieved several historic firsts, becoming the first African American 
woman admitted to NASA's astronaut training program in 1987 and 
later the first to travel to space in 1992 aboard the Endeavour. During 
the eight-day mission, she conducted experiments on weightlessness 
and motion sickness. Before joining NASA, Jemison worked as a 
General Practitioner and served as a medical officer with the Peace 
Corps in Sierra Leone and Liberia.  

Dr. Ashanti 
Johnson 

Among the first Black women to become an oceanographer and earn a 
doctorate in chemical oceanography from Texas A&M University. Her 
scientific work focuses on aquatic radiogeochemistry, using 
biogeochemical markers to study the effects of historical events on 
Arctic marine, estuarine, and freshwater systems. She advocates for 
expanding STEM opportunities to underserved communities, and 
earned the Presidential Award for Excellence in Science, Mathematics, 
and Engineering (PAESMEM) in 2010. She leads the Minorities 
Striving and Pursuing Higher Degrees of Success in Earth System 
Science (MSPHD) Institute, which supports minorities pursuing 
advanced degrees in Earth system science. 

Katherine 
Johnson 

A NASA “human computer” and mathematician whose calculations 
were critical to the success of U.S. spaceflights. It is said that 
astronaut, John Glenn, had full faith in her calculations requesting that 
all electronic computer calculations be re-done by her hand prior to 
embarking on his 1962 orbital missions as he has been quoted saying 
“If she says they’re good, then I’m ready to go.” 

Dr. Latanya 
Sweeney 

Earned her undergraduate degree in Computer Science from Harvard 
and became the first Black woman to receive a Ph.D. in Computer 
Science from MIT. A trailblazer in data privacy, her research on re-
identification influenced the development of the HIPAA Privacy Rule, 
and she later served as Chief Technology Officer at the U.S. Federal 
Trade Commission. She founded Harvard’s Data Privacy Lab and the 
Public Interest Tech Lab, and is also recognized for establishing the 
field of algorithmic fairness, which examines bias in online algorithms. 
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Pseudonym 
(in bold) 

Brief Description of Scholarly Contribution to STEM 

Valerie 
Thomas 

Renowned for inventing the first illusion transmitter, which transformed 
image transmission technology, by using parabolic mirrors, her 
patented device enabled the replication of images at distant locations. 
NASA adopted her innovation, which also became valuable in surgical 
techniques, and the manufacturing of television and video screens. 
While at NASA, she oversaw image processing systems and 
contributed significantly to the development of Landsat, the first 
satellite to send images from space. 

Dorthy 
Vaughan 

A former high school math educator who took on a temporary war 
employment in Langley's all-Black group of female human 
computers/mathematicians, the West Area Computing Unit, in 1949. 
She ultimately became NASA’s first African American manager, 
leading up the unit and was considered a subject matter expert in in 
NASA's programming coding language known as FORTRAN. She 
worked on the SCOUT (Solid Controlled Orbital Utility Test) Launch 
Vehicle Program that put America’s first satellites into space. 

Dr. Gladys 
West 

Gladys West was recognized in 2018 as a key but long-overlooked 
contributor to the development of GPS technology. Beginning her work 
at the U.S. Naval Weapons Laboratory in 1956, she contributed to 
research on Pluto’s motion and later programmed an IBM 7030 
computer to refine geodetic Earth models. Her mathematical modeling 
helped create the foundation for the highly accurate GPS system used 
today. 
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Appendix F: Interview Protocol 

Navigating Race and Gender in Roles of Authority: A Case Study on the Coping Styles of 
Black Female Leaders in STEM Higher Education 

 
Pseudonym:  Time of Interview:  
Date of Interview:  Location of Interview:  

 
 
Opening the Interview Session: 
Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me today. Your participation in this study is 
voluntary, so you may withdraw from it at any time. Your identity will be anonymous, and 
information pertaining to your involvement in the study will be kept confidential. Do you have 
any questions before the onset of the interview session? 
 
Have you had an opportunity to review the informed consent form that I shared with you?  Do I 
have your permission to record this interview session in both audio and video? 
 
Great, thank you. 
 
Now, I will begin recording. 
 
Once more, thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. This study has the goal of understanding 
Black female STEM leaders' experiential challenges and related strategies used to achieve and 
sustain roles within higher education's highest levels of administrative authority. I am especially 
interested in learning about your problem solving and emotional coping strategies. 
 
Today's interview should last about 75 to 90 minutes. 
 
Following today's confidential discussion, you will have the option of checking the accuracy of 
the transcript afterwards. Recordings will be deleted after transcripts have been verified. 
 
I will only share the interview transcript with my dissertation chair in a de-identified format. Any 
conference presentations, reports, or articles will present data in a de-identified form, so there 
will not be any directly identifying information included where others would be able to identify 
you as a participant in this study. I do plan to keep your interview transcript for future research. 
 
Since our conversation will be recorded, I encourage you to refrain from using the specific 
names of others. If you want to refer to someone else, please mention them by their role in your 
life, such as "colleague," "supervisor or manager," "provost," etc. 
 
You don't have to share anything you do not want to volunteer during our interview session, and 
you can stop anytime. Please feel free to ask me to repeat or clarify any questions during this 
process. Also, if there is something I have not asked that you would like to share thoughts or 
expound on in greater detail regarding your experience(s), please feel free to do that at any 
time. 
 
Proposed Interview Questions: 
 
Context-Setting Icebreaker 

1. Please tell me your story, from your first professional role to the present day. 
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Background 

2. What has it been like to be a Black female faculty member in STEM higher education? 
Prompt: What made you seek out and stay with academia? 

3. How has your experiences in your workplace environment shaped you as a woman? A 
Black person? A Black woman? 

4. Tell me about your mentors and/or sponsors in the past. Have you participated in 
voluntary and/or assigned mentorship experiences? Sponsorship? 

a. How have those individuals influenced your persistence and progress to 
leadership in academia? 

b. What did you like or not like about your mentors and/or sponsors? 
5. Thinking about your interactions with faculty administrators, how do you see your 

interactions with others in senior leadership? 
a. What stands out about those interactions among administrators? 

6. Walk me through how you typically process and respond to a stressful or significant 
professional challenge embedded in organizational norms and not apparent to others. 
Prompt: How does your processing of and response to a stressor or challenge differ 
when it is evident to everyone? 

 
Transition 
Now, we are going to talk about the strategies and styles that you use to navigate and cope with 
your environment, especially as it relates to your presence as a Black woman in your 
professional environment.  
 
Positive Emotional Coping 

7. How do your emotions influence the way you deal with professional stress or pressure? 
Prompt: What kinds of emotions do you experience? 

8. What helps you stay grounded or centered when things become difficult at work? 
9. Talk me through a time when your outlook or mindset played a role in how you handled a 

situation. 
Efficiency 

10. How do you manage competing demands or priorities when you're under pressure? 
11. What approaches or habits have helped you stay productive during stressful times? 
12. Talk me through how you navigate busy or high-stakes periods in your leadership role. 

Problem Solving 
13. How do you typically approach a complex or persistent problem at work? 
14. What steps do you take when you're trying to resolve an issue that affects your team or 

institution? 
15. Talk me through a situation where you had to think strategically or take initiative to 

address a professional challenge. 
Preoccupation with the Problem 

16. How do you handle situations that linger in your mind or feel difficult to let go of? 
17. What impact does persistent stress have on your leadership or decision-making? 
18. Talk me through an instance when a challenge remained on your mind for a while — 

how did you manage that experience? 
Negative Emotional Coping 

19. How do you process difficult emotions such as frustration, sadness, or anger when they 
come up in your work? 

20. What happens for you emotionally when a situation feels particularly unfair or 
discouraging? 
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21. Talk me through a moment when you were emotionally affected by a workplace 
challenge and how you moved through it. 

Helplessness 
22. How do you respond when you’re not sure how to address a situation or when solutions 

aren’t clear? 
23. What supports or personal practices help you regain a sense of agency in those 

moments? 
24. Talk me through an experience where you felt stuck or powerless — what was that like, 

and what did you do next? 
Problem Avoidance 

25. How do you decide whether to engage with a professional issue or hold off on 
addressing it? 

26. What influences your choice to step back from certain problems? 
27. Talk me through a time when you chose not to act right away on a challenge — what led 

to that decision? 
Hedonic Disengagement 

28. How do you create space for yourself or take breaks when work feels overwhelming? 
29. What kinds of activities or routines help you step away from stress when needed? 
30. Talk me through a time when you chose to withdraw from work-related stress and how 

that affected you afterward. 
 
Closing the Interview: 

31. One last question – if you were to give advice to an incoming early professional Black 
woman in STEM academics, what would you share with her? 

 
These are all of our questions. Do you have any questions for me or anything you would like to 
share that I did not cover? 
 
Thank you so much for sharing your experiences with me today. At this time, I will review 
information and the prompt for the reflective advisory “Dear Colleague” letter. 
 
I appreciate your contribution and please feel free to contact me if you have any questions 
about the research process or regarding your participation. 
 
Now, I will end the recording. 
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Appendix G: Mock “Dear Colleague” Letter Protocol 

 
 
Opening Information: 
I am eager to learn more about your ascension and persistence in STEM academic leadership 
through your introspection. I would like this anonymous, mock “Dear New Colleague” welcome 
and advice letter to be an opportunity for you to think about your experiences and share advice 
with a future aspiring Black female professional in STEM academic leadership. 
 
Instructions: 

• Refer to the guidance document that follows on the second page. 
 
Submission: 

• I will email you a private Google folder link that is accessible only to you and myself as 
the primary researcher. 

• You will upload your anonymous, mock “Dear New Colleague” welcome and advice 
letter in PDF file format to the private Google folder. 

• See “Google Drive Submission Instructions” that follow, starting on the third page. 
 
Once more, thank you for your participation and contributions to this dissertation research. 
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Google Drive Instructions 
 

1. You will receive the email from the primary academic account of the researcher that 
notifies you of how Erica Monique Vilsaint (embrown4@ncsu.edu) is sharing the Google 
Folder with you. 

a. Note: the researcher’s primary academic account (embrown4@ncsu.edu) and 
alias (Erica_Vilsaint@ncsu.edu) result in correspondence going to the same 
NCSU account. 

 

 
 

2. Click the blue OPEN button. 
3. Google may send you a verification code to your email address. In this case, please: 

a. Check your email and spam folder for this code. 
b. Enter code and click NEXT. 

4. You should now be able to access and view the Mock “Dear New Colleague” Welcome 
and Advice Letter Submission Folder. 

5. Files (PDF file format) can be uploaded to the folder by clicking on the + NEW button 
located at the top left of the folder.  

6. Next click FILE UPLOAD  
7. You will then select the saved file. 

  

mailto:embrown4@ncsu.edu
mailto:Erica_Vilsaint@ncsu.edu
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Appendix H: Coding Guide 
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