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Preface

It’s still seen as odd. Bit like that dancing cats. It’s not how they do it;
it’s that they do it at all. (16)1
This book represents a milestone along the way of a research journey
during which I have been exploring the underrepresentation of women
at vice chancellor level in UK higher education through the lens of
gendered leadership cultures. Whilst I was working as a leadership development professional in universities, for ten years prior to embarking
upon my PhD, I became passionate about the underrepresentation of
women in leadership generally, and began asking myself ‘where are the
women?’ and ‘why are there so few women vice chancellors?’
As higher education is not alone in suffering from a lack of diversity
in leadership, I have set the context of my research within the growing
conversation about ‘the missing women at the top’ across all sectors,
within and beyond education.
My study has been underpinned by a theoretical framework around
‘leadership communities of practice of masculinities’, by my epistemological feminism and by my agenda for change. Consequently, my
review of the literature has searched for previous published work around
gendered leadership cultures, feminist methodology and the critical
mass conversation, and critical reﬂexivity around this literature has
fundamentally informed my work.
As a result of their underrepresentation at the top of higher education, the voices of women vice chancellors have invariably been silent
and strange (unusual), so my study seeks their views about the ‘missing
women’ in higher education leadership. This book provides an insight
into my interviews with 18 women who lead higher education institutions and discusses this data in relation to the literature and theoretical
framework.
Three common themes emerged during my research study, namely:
the negotiation and navigation of gendered leadership cultures; higher

1

Whenever I use a quotation from my interview data, I identify that interview
by a number from 1 to 18 and I explain more about my decision to do this in
Chapter 3.
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education leadership communities of practice of masculinities; and
achieving a critical mass of women at the top. Throughout the book,
these themes provide cohesion, make sense of what I have been learning and clarify my contribution to knowledge about this important
issue.
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