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The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore the self-

development of women executives of philanthropic organizations to determine 

their approaches to learning for leading. Women occupy 1.4% to 53% of the 

executive positions in the U.S. depending on the sector, yet little is known about 

their learning needs and strategies. The research questions asked how these 

women executives learned to develop successfully in their positions and what 

informal learning strategies they used. This study explored the perspectives of 22 

women executives of philanthropic organizations in South Florida and Western 

Washington. The foundations represented by the participants varied widely in 

size, purpose, and structure. 

Analysis of the 177 pages of interview transcripts through open, axial, and 

selective coding yielded a picture of the participants' environments and learning 

strategies. The participants work in complex, dynamically changing, and 

ambiguous environments that require constant learning to succeed. Participants 

learn through their work. They are self-directed, active learners who initiate 
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learning conversations. Three narratives describe challenging situations with staff, 

the board, and in the community and the learning conversations that respond to 

the situations. 

The theory derived from this research is that facing new challenges within 

their organizations or the environment, experienced women executives convene 

conversations with colleagues, board members, staff and others to learn what 

they need to know to lead. Through these purposeful conversations they gather 

information (both facts and opinions); explore ideas, perspectives, and options; 

and build consensus. The consequence of this learning strategy is successful 

navigation of ambiguous conditions and professional growth and development. 

Conversation is the work of the executives in this study. 

The study yields evidence that learning and leading are inextricably 

connected. There is also evidence that learning needs and learning strategies 

change over the course of one's career. They use a variety of learning resources 

including mentors, workshops, and resources such as books, journals and the 

internet. Early strategies include training and mentoring. Later strategies refine 

conceptual skills through conversations with colleagues. Discussion includes 

implications for executive development programs and recommendations for 

practice and further research. 

Vl 



Table of Contents 

List of Tables . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1x 
List of Figures........................................................................ x 

Chapter One: Introduction......................................................... 1 
Purpose...................................................................... 5 
Significance................................................................. 5 
Statement of Problem...................................................... 6 
Research Questions......................................................... 7 
Assumptions, Limitations and Delimitations........................... 7 
Definitions................................................................... 8 
Research Design ............................................................. 10 
Chapter Summary .......................................................... · 11 

Chapter Two: Review of the Literature........................................... 13 
Historical Context. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13 
Women's Representation in Executive Positions....................... 18 
Research and Theories about Differences............................... 22 

Differences Between Genders................................. . . . 23 
Context Matters as Much as Gender............... . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 29 
Future Demands on Organizations ............................... 32 
Educational Characteristics, Skills and Attitudes.............. 34 

Implications for Adult Learning.......................................... 35 
Self-Directed Learning............................................ 35 
Conversations as Self-Directed Learning ....................... 38 
Collaboration....................................................... 43 
Learning and Leading ............................................. 48 

Chapter Summary .......................................................... 49 

Chapter Three: Method .............................................................. 51 
Purpose ........................................................................ 51 
Research Questions......................................................... 51 
Design ........................................................................ 51 

Research Setting................................................... 53 
Sample ............................................................... 53 
Data Collection..................................................... 54 
Data Analysis ....................................................... 57 
Validity.............................................................. 59 

Limitations and Delimitations ............................................. 61 
Significance and Potential Contribution................................. 62 
Locating the Researcher . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62 
Ethical Considerations..................................................... 64 
Chapter Summary.......................................................... 64 

Vll 



Chapter Four: Results............................................................... 65 
Description of Foundations, Locations, and Participants.............. 65 

Foundations......................................................... 65 
Locations ........................................................... . 
Participants ......................................................... . 
Self-Directed Learning ............................................ . 

Overview of Data Analysis Process ..................................... . 
Results Emerging from Open Coding .................................... . 
Results from Axial Coding ................................................ . 
Results from Emerging from Selective Coding ...................... . 

Learning Through Staffing Challenges ......................... . 
Learning Through Board Relations ............................. . 
Learning Through Community Initiatives ..................... . 

Theoretical Proposition .................................................... . 
Theory .............................................................. . 

Chapter Summary .......................................................... . 

66 
67 
69 
71 
73 
80 
85 
86 
88 
91 
95 
96 
97 

Chapter Five: Conclusions and Recommendations............................. 98 
Conclusions and Discussion.............................................. 98 

Learning and Leading: Inextricable Processes................. 100 
Learning Needs: Change Throughout Careers................. 102 
Conversation: the Primary Medium for Executive Learning. 105 
Self-Directed Learning Readiness: Learning Preference... 111 
Other Learning Resources ......................................... 111 

Recommendations ........................................................... 112 
Recommendations for Practice ................................... 112 
Recommendations for Research........................... . . . . . . 115 

Closing Thoughts........................................................... 118 

Appendices 
A. Consent Form ..................................................................... 119 
B. Interview Guide .................................................................. 120 
C. Observation Guide .............................................................. 121 
D. Learning Preference Assessment ............................................................ 122 
E. Document List ................................................................... 127 

References ............................................................................ 128 

Biographical Sketch................................................................. 139 

Vlll 



List of Tables 

Table 1: Populations of the Cities and Counties ..................... 67 

Table 2: Sample Description by Region .............................. 68 

Table 3: Learning Preference Assessment score by Descriptor .... 71 

Table 4: Outline of Data Analysis Process ........................... 73 

Table 5: Initial Categories and Codes: 
Themes Emerging from Transcripts ............... 74 

Table 6: Additional Categories: 
Refined Coding Based on Questions and Model.. 79 

Table 7: Kinds of Conversations with Illustrative Quotes .......... 85 

lX 



Figure 1: 

Figure 2: 

Figure 3: 

List of Figures 

Axial Arrangement of Relationships Between Context, 
Conditions, Action, and Consequences ........... . 82 

Complex Environment: 
Multiple Categories of Relationships ............. . 83 

Theoretical Framework: 
Learning what is necessary to navigate conditions 
by conversing with others resulting in learning, 
achievement, and survival in the position......... 96 

X 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Women have been learning and leading throughout history. In the mid

nineteenth century in this country, a series of reform movements such as 

abolition, temperance, peace, and suffrage gave voice to a number of women 

leaders of the time. These leaders were self-directed in their learning with little or 

no formal education. They engaged in a series of conversations among themselves 

and with others to construct knowledge and collaborated to pursue their cause 

(Gurko, 1974, Lerner, 1998). In the early 20th century, some women learned to 

adapt to considerable leadership responsibility when they were catapulted to 

executive positions with the death of their fathers or spouses. 

Currently, although women make up nearly half the workforce, there has 

been slow progress in achieving executive roles. Women make up 45% of the 

work force in the U.S. and 35% worldwide. Among corporations, only 1.4% of 

Fortune 500 executives are women and 14.6% of Fortune 500 board seats are 

occupied by women (Catalyst, 2006). In higher education, fewer than 20% of 

college or university presidents are women. In the public sector, 22% of federal 

senior level executives are women and 22.5% of statewide elected officials and 

legislators are women. It is estimated that 48% of corporate entrepreneurs are 

women. The highest percentages of women executives can be found in the 

nonprofit sector: over 50% of non-profit executives are women, and that number 
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jwnps to 53% in philanthropic organizations. The proportion of women in 

executive positions is estimated between 1.4% and 53% depending upon the 

sector and how executive is defmed. The greatest representation of women 

executives occurs in the entrepreneurial sector and the non-profit (especially 

philanthropic) sector. 

Since the 1970s, there has been increasing attention to development of 

managerial and executive women. While there has been considerable growth in 

the nwnber of women in executive positions, board positions, and elected office, 

some estimate that it will take another 70 years before their nwnbers approach 

parity with men (Catalyst, 2006). The literature about women's management and 

executive development has evolved over the past 30 years, moving through at 

least three distinct themes: (a) women need to think, act, and dress more like men 

to succeed (1970s ), (b) women are different from men in their approaches to 

management, which may offer some advantages in the new environment (1980s), 

and (c) context plays a more important role than gender in the ways people 

manage (1990s). 

While different sectors and professions require vanous academic 

credentials, often including a graduate degree (e.g. MBA or Law degrees), there 

are some noteworthy entrepreneurial exceptions demonstrating that formal 

education may be helpful, but not sufficient, to succeed as a leader. The Center 

for Women's Business Research notes that, internationally, 73% of women who 

own firms are college educated, but the research does not specify college 

completion. Noted male college drop-outs who became successful entrepreneurs 
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include Bill Gates, Ted Turner, and Steve Jobs. Some notable exceptions among 

women include Debbie Fields, Cathy Hughes, and Mickey Siebert. Debbie Fields, 

founder and former chairperson of the $500 million company, Mrs. Field's 

Cookies, started the company at age 20 without any business experience, formal 

education or capital (Hornak, 2002). Radio personality and executive Cathy 

Hughes, the first African American woman to head a publicly traded firm on the 

stock exchange, attended Creighton University and the University of Nebraska at 

Omaha, but did not graduate (Gettings, Johnson, Brunner & Frantz, n.d.). In 1967, 

Mickey Siebert was the first woman to purchase a seat on the New York Stock 

Exchange (NYSE). She attended Case Western University, but dropped out after 

two years (Gettings, et al., n.d.). 

Perhaps the demands of entrepreneurial and pioneering enterprise in this 

new era require other individual talents beyond or different from what is required 

to be academically successful. It may also be that the complexity and chaos of 

organizations in this post modem era require a different kind of leadership that is 

more flexible and adaptive than traditional models. The informal learning that 

leaders acquire may be as important as, or more important than academic 

preparation. Conversely, women' s enrollment in business school (about 30% 

according to Abdalkhani, 2004) has not been reflected in an increase in women' s 

presence in executive ranks. Bierema (1999) found that women participate in 

company training programs at lower rates than men, but that such training was 

critical to advancement. Reddin ( 1997) identified themes of independence, 

curiosit)', goal orientation, and a drive to learn answers among high-achieving 
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women. These characteristics echo the characteristics of seif-directed ieamers as 

measured by Guglielmino (1978) and noted among top women executives in 

corporate settings (1996). 

Regardless of educational foundations, some careers reflect a linear set of 

expectations and developmental milestones while others are nonlinear. Caffarella 

(1993) suggests that "diverse and non-linear patterns of development 

characterized by discontinuities and periods of stability and transition are the 

norm for women" (p. 125). Bierema (1999) notes that "classical career 

development theory is inadequate for understanding women's career patterns" (p. 

108). Bierema (1999) found in her study of eleven corporate executives that 

"women experience progressive development through three stages: Compliant 

Novices, Competence Seekers, and Change Agents" (p. 1 09). At the first stage, 

women pursued formal learning through higher education and company training 

courses and "also described informal learning through relationships, mentors, peer 

feedback, and new responsibilities" (p. 1 09). At the second stage, affiliation with 

professional associations was important. At the third stage, "learning was deeply 

reflective and highly collaborative" (p. 111 ). She also notes that "relationships 

were very important throughout their careers, especially with mentors and 

women's networks" (p. 114). Brown and Posner (2001), in a study that was not 

focused on gender, suggest the importance of experience, relationships, and 

education in the development of executives and note that "research over these past 

two decades underscores that the majority of leadership skills are learned from 

naturally occurring experiences in the work place" (pp. 279-280). 
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Bierema's work points to the wide range of learning strategies in the 

development of women's careers. References to relationships, mentors, peer 

feedback, and networks suggest the importance of conversation and collaboration 

in the executive development process. Wheatley (2002), Senge, Scharmer, 

Jaworski, and Flowers (2004) and Brown and Isaacs (2005) suggest that 

conversation is the way that humans construct knowledge and solutions in 

response to new challenges and dilemmas. Rosener' s ( 1990) study indicates that 

women are more collaborative in their learning and leading with more interaction 

and participation as well as shared power and information. Guglielmino (1996) 

suggests a relationship between self-directed learning and attainment of top 

corporate executive positions by women. The researcher believes that the function 

and dynamics of self-directed learning, conversation, and collaboration may 

explain some of the adult learning and professional development of women 

executives. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore self-development among women 

executives of philanthropic organizations to determine their approaches to 

learning for leading. In particular, self-directed learning strategies, including the 

use of conversation and collaboration were explored. 

Significance 

The study has significance for the design of executive development 

programs and supports. If it is true that the 21st century requires a new kind of 

leader who operates in complex systems with transformational learning and 
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leading, the participants in this study may help ruiiculate successful lt:aming 

strategies that have not previously been widely used or recognized as effective. 

The study has the potential of defining and operationalizing learning and leading 

strategies. There are possible implications for adult education or the professional 

development of women executives. Implicit in this approach is the assumption 

that learning and leading may no longer be considered separate functions (Brown 

& Posner, 2001; Straka, 1999). 

The study focused on a sample of executives of philanthropic foundations 

because that is the sector with the highest percentage of women executives. 

Recently, there has been a growing interest in new approaches to philanthropy. It 

may be that self-directed learning, conversation, and collaboration promote and 

support these changes and adaptations to the environment and new approaches to 

philanthropy. 

Statement of Problem 

Women have historically been more successful at entering executive ranks 

in both entrepreneurial and non-profit settings. However, little is known about 

how women prepare themselves for executive positions. There is some research 

which points to the role of self-directed learning (Guglielmino, 1996), 

conversation (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Tannen, 1990, 

1994), and collaboration (Rosener, 1990) in the development of women. 

Caffarella (1993) traced the sequence of development of women and Bierema 

(1999) noted three stages in the development of executive women; however, no 

studies directly apply to the top executives of philanthropic organizations. This 
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study provided some of the groundwork to define and operationalize the learning 

strategies of women executives. 

Research Questions 

Two research questions were addressed by this study. They included: 

1. How do women executives of philanthropic organizations learn what they need in 

order to perform successfully as leaders in their positions? 

2. What informal learning strategies do women executives of philanthropic 

organizations use to develop the necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes to 

perform successfully as leaders in their positions? 

Assumptions, Limitations and Delimitations 

Assumptions 

The researcher believes that the contextual requirements for organizational 

change require new learning and leading approaches from both men and women. 

Self-directed learning, conversation, and collaborative learning are recognized 

forms of learning in the literature. The researcher brings "relevant beliefs, values, 

concerns, commitments and intentions" (Locke, Spirduso & Silverman, 2000, p. 

1 05) to the conduct of the study including a belief that self-directed learning, 

conversation, and collaboration are related to executive learning. The researcher 

has experience in quantitative research but is new to qualitative research and 

especially to the grounded theory approach. The researcher has experience 

working with non-profit organizations and foundations. 
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Limitations and Delimitations 

This study focused on women and fmdings are not generalizable to men. 

The population of women executives is limited, especially in the corporate sector; 

therefore this study focused on women executives of philanthropic organizations, 

where there are more women executives. The fmdings cannot be generalized to all 

women executives from other sectors. Another delimitation is inherent in the 

geographic limitations of the study. The participants were drawn from two 

specific locations (South Florida and Western Washington) and fmdings should 

not be generalized to the entire country. Furthermore, there is a wide range of 

sizes and types of foundations ranging from one person offices to organizations 

with large and complex staff configurations so findings may not be generalizable 

to highly structured large corporate settings. 

Creswell (2003) notes a number of limitations to the use of interviews 

including (a) indirect information filtered through the views of interviewees, (b) 

interviews in a designated place rather than a field setting, (c) possible bias 

introduced by the presence of the interviewer/researcher, and (d) the fact that 

people are not equally articulate and perceptive (p. 187). Locke, Spirduso and 

Silverman (2000) note that "participant reactivity to the investigator or to the 

conditions of the study is a threat to the integrity of research" (p. 99). 

Defmitions 

Much of the research to date includes executive level personnel in 

sampling rather than restricting samples to top executives, probably because of 

limited numbers of top executives that are women. Self-directed learning has been 
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studied for over 35 years and has an accepted definition. Conversation and 

collaboration reflect more recent interests and are not uniformly defmed in the 

literature, especially as learning strategies. 

It may be that self-directed learning, conversation, and collaboration are 

related to one another or are subsets of one another. For example, one may initiate 

a conversation that leads to collaboration as a result of a self-directed learning 

process. lbis investigation may illuminate the processes and the relationships 

among the three processes. There is a quantitative measure of self-directed 

learning. There are some assessments of an organization's readiness for 

collaboration but there are no quantitative measures of an individual's capacity 

for conversation and collaboration. 

Executive: One who reports to a board of trustees as the chief executive 

officer of an organization overseeing all operations including programs, human 

resources, and fmance. The executive executes board policy and may be a single 

staff person or oversee a large organization. 

Self-directed learning: "A process in which individuals take the initiative, 

with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating 

learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing 

and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning 

outcomes" (Knowles, 1975, p. 18). Self-directed learning is measured by the Self

Directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS) (Guglielmino, 1978) based on 

eleven characteristics such as initiative and curiosity. 
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Conversation: "Constructive dialogue . . . [which] access[ es] coileciive 

intelligence and creat[ es] innovative possibilities for action" (Brown & Isaacs, 

2005, p. 3). Brown and Isaacs note that conversation is a "primary means for 

discovering what we care about, sharing knowledge, imagining the future, and 

acting together to both survive and thrive . . . . the core process by which we 

humans think and coordinate our actions together" (pp. 18-19). Wheatley (2002) 

adds that "human conversation is the most ancient and easiest way to cultivate the 

conditions for change - personal change, community and organizational change, 

planetary change" (p. 3). 

Collaboration: A process in which people learn or work together, act 

jointly, or share in the production of a result. To co-labor means, literally, to work 

together and refers to a participative process which includes sharing information, 

activities, and resources for a common purpose and usually begins with 

conversation. Mattessich and Monsey (1992) defme collaboration as "working 

together, rather than alone . . . . a mutually beneficial and well-defined 

relationship entered into by two or more ... to achieve common goals" (pp. 6-7). 

Dillenbourg (1999) defmes collaborative learning as "a situation in which two or 

more people learn or attempt to learn something together" (p. 1 ). 

Research Design 

The research questions provided a framework for inductive inquiry that 

employs qualitative methods, specifically, a grounded theory approach "to derive 

a general, abstract theory of a [learning] process .... grounded in the views of 

participants" (Creswell, 2003, p. 14). The emphasis was on "generating theory 
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rather than verifying it" (Glaser & Strauss, 2006, p. viii). This study wili develop 

"theory that was derived from data, systematically gathered and analyzed through 

the research process" (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12). 

The sample was a purposefully selected group of 22 women executives 

from the population ofthe 53% of philanthropic foundations throughout the U.S. 

run by women. Those selected were recruited from directories or referred by 

contacts in the philanthropic environment and had at least three years of 

experience as an executive. The research occurred with the participation of 

philanthropic organizations of South Florida (Palm Beach and Broward Counties) 

and Western Washington (King, Pierce, and Thurston Counties) that are led by 

women. The organizations varied widely from private independent foundations 

and operating foundations to public foundations such as Community Foundations. 

They also varied in size and purpose. 

Participants completed a measure of self-directed learning readiness 

(Guglielmino, 1978) and were interviewed in person by the researcher in a 

"concurrent nested strategy" (Creswell, 2003, p. 218). Documents and 

observation completed the data gathering. See Chapter Three for further details of 

the methodology including the sampling plan, data collection methods, data 

analysis, and considerations regarding validity and ethical issues. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provides a background and context for this study. The 

purpose and significance of the issue as well as an overview of the research 

questions are shared. Definitions, assumptions, delimitations, and limitations are 
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articulated. A brief overview of the research design is presented. Chapter Two 

provides background on the topic from the current literature. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Although some might question the sequence of reviewing the literature 

before gathering data in a grounded theory study, McCallin (2006) advises that 

"there is a fine line between not doing a literature review in the area of study and 

being informed so that the study is focused" (p. 11 ). This chapter provides an 

overview of the historical context for this inquiry, and the scope of women's 

representation in executive ranks in various sectors of the economy. The chapter 

also outlines the research and theory regarding gender differences in learning and 

leading; implications for adult education and leadership development programs; 

and background on the notions of self-directed learning, conversation, 

collaboration, and the integration of learning and leading. This review of the 

literature provides focus for the development of the research questions and the 

methods of inquiry. 

Historical Context 

The history of women in leadership roles is lengthy and rich. As in many 

areas of social and economic development, the American experience was unique; 

the evolution of women' s role in American society has a unique history. Historian 

Miriam Gurko (1974) outlines the role of women in early America as essential to 

geographic, social, and economic expansion in the new world and distinct from 

England and Europe. 
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Most American laws and customs stemmed from England, but the 
circumstances of life, especially in the early pioneer days and on 
the frontier, produced a very different framework for female 
existence. In colonial times, women were vitally necessary in far 
more than a narrow domestic sense, and they received a high 
measure of respect. There could be no nonsense about female 
fragility and helplessness when women worked alongside men to 
clear the land, or handled guns to shoot game and enemies on the 
frontier. Female skills were greatly valued . . .. The home, whether 
in town _or country, was the center of production ... .it was not 
uncommon for her to work with her husband at his trade ... There 
were female printers ... There were women blacksmiths. With the 
great shortage of labor in colonial days, whoever could do a 
necessary job did it. (pp. 22-23) 

Before American independence and the Constitution, women in some 

colonies had voting rights based on property ownership. Independence and later 

industrialization in America, especially in more established cities, altered the role 

of women; and the housewife became more isolated from economic productivity. 

By the mid-nineteenth century, as the eastern seaboard became more urbanized 

and industrialized, women's roles had become more economically dependent 

upon marriage, with forfeited legal existence and restricted social and educational 

possibilities. A series of reform movements such as abolition, temperance, peace, 

and, later, suffrage gave voice to a number of women leaders of the time. These 

leaders were self-directed in their learning with little or no formal education. 

These women also engaged in a series of conversations among themselves and 

with others to construct the knowledge and collaborated to pursue their cause. For 

example, when denied the opportunity for continued formal education because of 

their gender, the Grimke sisters of Charleston, South Carolina, continued their 

education on their own through reading, joining groups, and engaging in 
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explorative and generative conversations about aboiition and the restricted role of 

women (Gurko, 1974, Lerner, 1998). For five years during the mid-nineteenth 

century, Margaret Fuller hosted series of conversations for the "educated women 

of Boston" (Gurko, 1974, p. 73) to discuss a variety of subjects and read prepared 

papers. 

Of course, slavery ended; the prohibition experiment failed; lasting peace 

has yet to be achieved; and women were granted voting rights (notably, starting in 

the frontier state of Wyoming, with the first woman elected to Congress from 

Montana). Women again filled an important role in the labor force during war 

efforts, but not until the 1970s did the workforce experience a great increase in 

women's participation. Furthermore, over the past 35 years, there has been a slow 

growth in the proportion of women occupying managerial and executive roles in 

some sectors of the economy. 

In the 20th century, some talented and courageous pioneering women 

executives were catapulted into their leadership positions by family circumstance, 

often by choices they made following their husbands ' deaths. This happened in 

political as well as business spheres. Senator Margaret Chase Smith, for example, 

the first woman to be nominated for the presidency at a major party convention in 

1964, and known for her early denunciation of McCarthyism in 1950, was first 

elected to the House of Representatives to fill the vacancy left by her husband's 

death in 1940 (Sherman, 2000). 

Katherine Graham was a socialite and mother when she chose to take over 

the reins of the Washington Post (then floundering fmancially) upon the death of 

15 



her husband and became the first woman CEO of a Fortune 500 Company in 1972 

(Catalyst, 2006). lbrough her shrewd business, managerial, and publishing 

decisions, the paper flourished. Her autobiography (1997) reviews her courageous 

decisions to publish the controversial Pentagon Papers and support the journalistic 

investigation of the Watergate burglaries, which may have changed the course of 

journalism, not to mention history. Her friendships with such business notables as 

Warren Buffett and Bill Gates offer evidence of the respect she commanded in 

executive circles at the time of her death. 

Localities across the country have their stories such as that of Dorothy 

Stimson Bullitt, of Seattle, who needed to manage her family's real estate and 

business holdings at the height of the Depression after the untimely deaths of her 

father, brother, and husband. With the brave purchase of a small radio station and 

visionary acquisition of television broadcast rights in the late 1940s, she 

developed a substantial communications empire (King Broadcasting) with radio 

and TV stations beyond Seattle in Portland, Spokane, Boise, Honolulu, and San 

Francisco (Haley, 1995, History Ink, 2004). 

Although these women were catapulted into leadership positions through 

the back door of crisis situations, they demonstrated tremendous skill and ability 

to learn quickly in an environment that was not prepared to accept women in 

leadership positions. Their leadership potential remained untapped until there was 

a crisis. They had little or no academic preparation or experience specific to their 

jobs. With a solid liberal education (fostering inquiry), their learning of the 

technical aspects of business was self-directed and probably involved 
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conversation and collaboration with mentors and sponsors (i.e. Warren Buffet's 

role on the Washington Post's board included mentoring Katherine Graham 

during pivotal fmancial challenges). The considerable performance of these 

women leads one to question the gender imbalances that still exist in North 

American corporations; access to occupation of leadership positions; and the 

persistence of the glass ceiling restricting women in corporate leadership. 

Since about 1970, there has been a much greater consciousness of 

developing the capacity of women from the general population to serve m 

leadership roles in the workforce. The convergence of an expanding economy 

requiring a larger workforce, public policy shifts encouraging more diversity in 

the workforce, and a growing feminist consciousness drew women into the 

mainstream workplace in greater numbers. Helgeson (1990) adds more personal 

reasons, including "the need of most families to earn two incomes, the high 

divorce rate, and a desire for fmancial independence," (p. xix) for the move of 

women into the workplace. More specifically, there has been a slow but steady 

trend toward greater accomplishment among women in managerial and executive 

positions traditionally held by men in corporations, the public sector, and the 

independent (non-profit) sector. Although many women have accomplished a 

great deal in the last 3 5 years, the current picture of representation of women in 

executive ranks is still quite bleak in the corporate sector (Eagly, Johannesen

Schmidt & van Engen, 2003). There is more opportunity for women in the 

nonprofit sector than in any other sector; however, the salaries in that sector are 

lower than in the other sectors (Peters & WolJied, 2001 ). 
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Women's Representation in Executive Positions 

Women make up 45% of the workforce in America and 35% of the 

world's workforce, but only 5% of senior level managers (Redwood, 1996). 

Department of Labor statistics for 2004 indicate that women 's proportion of the 

workforce grew about 1% in 8 years. In 2000 there were two women CEOs of 

Fortune 500 companies. In 2002, six (1.2%) of the Fortune 500 companies were 

led by women while women held 15.7% of all corporate executive positions 

(Abdalkhani, 2004). The number has vacillated between six and nine since 2002 

and there were eight (1.4%) women CEOs ofFortune 500 companies at the end of 

2006 (Catalyst, 2007). With varying definitions of what constitutes an executive 

position, some report that only 5% of senior level corporate officer positions are 

held by women (Eagly, et al., 2003). 

In 1995, women held 9.6% of corporate board seats (Catalyst, 2006). 

Estimates in 2003 varied from 11% of Fortune 1000 company board seats 

(Rosener, 2003), to 13.6% of Fortune 500 company board seats (Catalyst, 2006). 

In 2005, that percentage increased to 14.7% and, at the current pace of increase, 

"it could take 70 years for women to reach parity with men on corporate boards" 

(Catalyst, 2006). 

However, as executive women leave large corporations with restricted 

opportunities, they are founding companies of their own. The U.S. Department of 

Labor (National Women's Business Council, 2005) reports that there are 6.7 

million privately-held, women-owned incorporated business firms which account 

for 30% of the businesses in the country. The Center for Women' s Business 
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Research (2005) provides a slightly different estimate of 48% of all privately-held 

U.S. firms as women owned. The number of women-owned firms grew 23% since 

1997. Furthermore, an estimated 15.6 million women have sole ownership of 

businesses (including those not incorporated) in the United States. Rosener, 

(1995) notes that in 1992, an estimated 6.5 million female-owned businesses in 

the United States employed more people than were employed by Fortune 500 

companies worldwide. She goes on to say that, "In the early 1990s, when the 

largest U.S. companies were reducing their workforce, 25 percent of female

owned businesses were adding employees. Today almost half of all new 

businesses are created by women" (pp. 114-115). 

Opportunities appear to increase slightly in the public sector. According to 

the Executive Women in Government (2005) website, only 1 00 women held 

federal level Senior Executive Service positions in 1974. Today, 1,500 women 

(22%) hold these executive positions, up from 11% in 1992. In elected office 

worldwide, 3% of parliamentary posts in Western democratic parliaments were 

held by women in 1940 and the percentages grew slowly to 7.5% in 1955, 8.1% in 

1965, 10.9% in 1975, 12% in 1985, and 11.6% in 1995 (Reynolds, 1999). At the 

executive level in government, in 1998, women constituted 8.7% of the cabinet 

level minister positions worldwide (Reynolds, 1999). 

Although the names of 20th century women heads of state such as Eva 

Peron, Golda Meir, Indira Gandhi, Corazon Aquino, Margaret Thatcher, and 

Benazir Bhutto are familiar, Reynolds (1999) reports that "the number of women 

leading their nations (as presidents or prime ministers) at any one time has never 
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reached double figures ... . The highest number of women prime ministers or 

presidents came in 1990 and 1993-96, when there were seven worldwide" (p. 

556). The recent (2006) elections of women executives in Liberia, Germany, and 

Chile do not increase the number of women leading nations to double figures. 

Reynolds goes on to say that "the number of women who lead their nations as 

presidents or prime ministers has remained consistently minuscule in each decade 

since the Second World War. As of July 1998, there were only five current 

women leaders (or 2 percent of the total)" (p. 558). Note that this is still higher 

than the percentage of women leading large corporations. 

In the U.S., in 2007, according to the National Foundation for Women 

Legislators, women hold 16.3% of the 535 seats in Congress, 24.1% of 315 

available statewide elective executive positions, and 23.5% of state legislative 

positions. Until Nancy Pelosi became the first woman Speaker of the House in 

2007, Madeleine Albright and Condolezza Rice, as Secretaries of State, were the 

highest ranking women in the U.S. Government (Catalyst, 2007). Throughout the 

country's history, there have been 28 women in 21 states who have served as 

governor including the nine currently in office. Tribal governments are led by 

women in increasing numbers with nine of 22 tribal governments in Arizona 

headed by women (Woster, 2004). 

In higher education, women hold fewer than 20% of the executive 

positions. According to Getskow (1996), women held only 5% of the chief 

executive officer positions in colleges in 1975, and by 1996, they held 16% of the 

executive positions at 453 colleges and universities in the United States. By 2002, 
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about 19% of all colleges and universities were led by women (Magnuson, 2002). 

Magnuson (2002) reports that 71% of the woman executives led colleges of fewer 

than 3,000 students and 74% were external candidates when they applied for their 

positions. 

It is in the non-profit sector that women outnumber men as executives 

(Peters & Wolfi·ed, 2001 ); however, executive positions in nonprofit settings offer 

substantially lower salaries than corporations, the public sector or higher 

education. The national average compensation of nonprofit executives is $57,332. 

Peters and Wolfred (200 1) found that women executives of non-profit 

organizations were paid less than male counterparts, with the greatest differential 

occurring in large agencies with budgets ofbetween $5 and $10 million. For those 

agencies, the average salary for top women executives was $82,314 while the 

average salary for male executives was $98,739. 

Blum (2005) reports that women executives lead 53% of the nation's 

foundations and are represented in even greater numbers at corporate foundations 

(78.2%). He also notes that almost 66% of the foundations with less than $50 

million in assets are headed by women while over 60% of the foundations with 

assets of $100 million or more are led by men. Women serve as executives for 

49% of family foundations and 43 .2% of independent foundations. The median 

salary for executives of all types of foundations (community, corporate, and 

private) was $110,000 in 2004 with the highest salaries in private foundations 

with assets of at least $1 billion (median salary, $410,000). Lipman (2003) 

reports the average executive salaries for all types of foundations was $98,000 in 
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2002. The salaries for chief financial officers for all types of foundations ts 

slightly higher than for CEOs. 

Research and Theories about Differences 

Executive representation and pay equity are still issues more than 35 years 

after women started joining the managerial ranks in business, public service, and 

non-profits (including foundations) in greater numbers. There have been 

numerous individual, organizational, and public policy level strategies designed to 

alter these results. Kantor (1977) suggested that both gender and the role or 

function of the job influence women's behaviors in organizations. In the 1970s, 

there was a flurry of articles and books in the popular press advising women on 

unspoken rules and dress codes so they could succeed at competing with men. 

Harragan (1978) advised women that men had an advantage in the corporate 

setting because of their military experience (understanding hierarchical structure) 

and team sports experience, which women did not typically have. In another 

influential book of that time, Hennig and Jardim (1976) suggested that women 

learn gamesmanship and strategy by mastering the intricacies of some sports. 

Since that time, without the draft, there is no longer the assumption of nearly 

universal military experience among men. Also, Title IX, the Education 

Amendments of 1972, changed the landscape in team sports opportunities for 

girls. The current women representing Generation X and Generation Y have had a 

very different experience from those women coming into the workforce in the 

1970s. 
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Differences Between Genders 

The period between 1980 and 1995 brought a wave of research suggesting 

distinctions between women's and men's ways of learning (Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger & Tarule, 1986), decision making (Gilligan, 1982), communicating 

(Tannen, 1990), and leading (Helgesen, 1990, Morrison, White & Van Velsor, 

1987, Rosener, 1990,). These differences may offer insights into why women 

have more opportunity to lead some kinds of organizations more than others. 

Greenberg and Sweeney (2005) observe that women demonstrate distinct styles of 

(a) persuasion, (b) rebounding and learning from setbacks, (c) inclusion, and (d) 

risk taking. They suggest that differences in women's ways of managing are 

changing the landscape of management. 

Gilligan (1982) synthesized three studies on different modes of thinking 

about relationship and the association with male and female voices. Her 

qualitative studies included interviews of 25 college students about identity and 

moral development; interviews with 29 young women about the relationship 

between decisions, experience, and thought; and interviews with 36 women across 

nine age segments about rights and responsibilities. The central assumptions of 

her research were that (a) the way people talk is significant, (b) the language they 

use is critical, and (c) the connections they make reveal their perspectives and 

action. In her analysis, she discusses life cycle theories, concepts of self and 

morality, crisis and transition, and sense of rights. Her contribution to the 

literature was to examine the contextual nature of developmental truths that occur 

in gender. In comparing the participants of her studies with previous studies based 
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on boys and men (Piaget, 1965, and Kohlberg, 1969, 1981 , 1984), she found that 

women were less absolute and judgmental and more interdependent and 

connected in their decision making. Women seem to demonstrate a stronger ethic 

of responsibility than an ethic of rights. Gilligan (1982) notes a communications 

abyss between genders. 

Given the evidence of different perspectives in the representation 
of adulthood by women and men, there is a need for research that 
elucidates the effects of these differences in marriage, family, and 
work relationships. My research suggests that men and women 
may speak different languages that they assume are the same, 
using similar words to encode disparate experiences of self and 
social relationships. Because these languages share an overlapping 
moral vocabulary, they contain a propensity for systematic 
mistranslation, creating misunderstandings which impede 
communication and limit the potential for cooperation and care in 
relationships. At the same time, however, these languages 
articulate with one another in critical ways. . . . we have come more 
recently to notice not only the silence of women but the difficulty 
in hearing what they say when they speak. Yet in the different 
voice of women lies the truth of an ethic of care, the tie between 
relationship and responsibility, and the origins of aggression in the 
failure of connection. The failure to see the different reality of 
women's lives and to hear the differences in their voices stems in 
part from the assumption that there is a single mode of social 
experience and interpretation. (p. 173) 

Belenky et al. (1986) interviewed 135 women from a wide range of 

educational, economic and experience backgrounds and coded responses along 5 

major categories of knowing (silence, received knowledge, subjective knowledge, 

procedural knowledge and constructed knowledge). Analysis focused on 

developmental lines of separation, individuation, and developing one's self and 

voice into an integrated, constructed whole. The analysis yielded important 

insights about the roles of family, education, capacities (e.g. for intelligent 
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thought), experience, and social constructs such as authority, equality, and 

structure on women's learning. They assert that: 

Women develop their own voices if they [educators] emphasize 
connection over separation, understanding and acceptance over 
assessment, and collaboration over debate; if they accord respect to 
and allow time for the knowledge that emerges from firsthand 
experience; if instead of imposing their own expectations and 
arbitrary requirements, they encourage students to evolve their 
own patterns of work based on the problems they are pursuing. 
(p.229) 

The ways of knowing and learning discovered in the Belenky (1986) 

studies suggest reasons women may not choose to participate or often do not 

excel in a male dominated corporate culture that is likely to be more competitive, 

judgmental, and time bound with arbitrary requirements. Supporting this 

perspective, Shafritz and Hyde (1997) outline Joan Acker's analysis of "long-

standing male control of organizations [which] has entailed almost exclusively 

male perspectives of organizational theory ... dominated by males ... through 

male lenses" (p. 472). Acker (1992) outlines four kinds of gendered processes that 

support male dominance in organizations including patterns of jobs by gender; 

use of masculine organizational symbols and images; interactions characterized 

by dominance and subordination; and the internalization of the organization's 

gendered structure. 

Tannen (1990, 1994) summarizes two decades of research on 

conversational style differences and linguistic approaches to understanding 

relationships. After examining the mental frames for communication, she suggests 

that geography, ethnicity, age, class, and gender influence conversation (and 
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results of conversations) rather than one's intention, ability, character, or 

relationship with the other. She focuses on patterns of conversational style 

influenced by gender. Gender differences in connectedness, competition, 

directness, negotiation, and credit taking are explored. She suggests that women 

are often deemed not ready for promotion because they are perceived as lacking 

confidence because of their communication styles. Images of authority (such as 

making suggestions vs. giving orders) are embedded in the language and authority 

is equated with maleness in our (and most) culture(s). Perhaps this was first 

articulated by Mary Parker Follett in her 1926 article, The Giving of Orders where 

she suggested that the situation provides the authority to dictate (or give orders) 

rather than position and suggests generating power with rather than power over 

employees. Gender differences (while avoiding generalizing and stereotyping) in 

communication styles may explain some of the lack of presence of women in 

executive ranks, especially in the corporate world. 

Rosener (1990) studied men and women m similar managerial jobs, 

making the same amount of money and experiencing similar work and family 

demands and found differences in how they described their leadership styles. 

Women were more likely to describe themselves as having a transformational 

style (while men described transactional traits), engaging their staff's self-interest 

into the goals of the group while men used their positions to control resources and 

reward followers. Women were more interactive, encouraged participation, shared 

power and information, and energized subordinates. Snyder, Acker-Hocevar and 

Snyder (2000) note the "emergent leadership and partnership power shifts the me 
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orientation to a we philosophy, replacing the machine metaphor with a human, 

organic metaphor" (p. 116). Rosener warned against stereotyping since some men 

were interactive and some women used a command and control approach. She 

clarifies that "command-and-control and interactive, are ' ideal types.' That is, 

they represent two ends of a style continuum from authoritative to collaborative 

and are thus helpful in making comparisons" (1995, p. viii). 

When change is not required and the status quo needs to be sustained, a 

transactional approach may be sufficient, but in a fast changing environment, the 

transformational style may be more adaptive, effective, and productive. 

Therefore, Rosener suggests that women managers offer an advantage in fast 

moving companies. Rosener (1995) summarizes her findings as follows: 

I have tried to show that women are different from men, but not 
superior or inferior, and that the differences women bring to the 
workplace constitute an economic resource - an added value .... I 
have supplied evidence to suggest that women create work 
environments in which people can be themselves and don't have to 
"fit in" to a one best model of managerial behavior. I have said that 
women tend to feel comfortable with ambiguity, to be inclusive 
rather than exclusive, and to evaluate performance in both 
qualitative and quantitative terms . . . . share power and 
information in a way that is conducive to shared responsibility. I 
have argued that because of these attributes, the admission of 
women to what historically has been an all-male domain - top 
management - results in higher morale, increased productivity, and 
greater innovation. (p.20 1) 

Rosener (2003) also notes that firms with women on their boards were 

more likely to be fmancially successful than companies with all male boards 

based on revenues and profits. It may be that it is coincidental since companies 

having women on their boards are likely to be more innovative and aware of 
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needs of the future and therefore more adaptive in today's business environment 

than companies with all male boards. 

Morrison, White and Van Velsor (1987, 1992) analyzed a data bank with 

test scores from thousands of managers and professionals who participated in 

management development programs from 1978 to 1986. The sample was 

restricted to high-level executives (men and women) of large companies with 

more than 5,000 employees. After reviewing "dozens of psychological and 

behavioral measures, only a few statistically significant sex differences emerged" 

(p. 50). The differences included (a) men were more likely than women to feel 

equal to the demands for time and energy; (b) men feel more in tune with their 

surroundings and are more likely than women to perceive things the same as their 

peers do; (c) men are more comfortable in an environment where conformity to 

intellectual authority is desirable and the criteria for excellence are clearly 

specified; (d) women are more likely to move in new and original directions; and 

(e) women are more likely to behave as individuals and to personalize their 

experiences. They go on to explain that the differences may be explained by the 

pioneering conditions for the women, "with few or no female peers . . . regard 

themselves, as outsiders in the corporate environment" (p. 51). They found no 

differences between genders in measures of impulsivity, interpersonal friction, 

humanitarianism, presentation, sensitivity, domination, self-confidence, goal 

orientation, optimism, stress coping ability, sociability, self-discipline, rationality, 

intelligence, insightfulness, flexibility, and even-temperedness. 
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Helgeson (1990) modified Mintzberg' s diary studies approach to his 1968 

dissertation study on male managers and interviewed four female executives 

representing one non-profit and three corporate organizations. She included 

personality and historical context in her observations. While she offers an 

interesting discussion on the literature and is referenced in many studies, her 

small sample size and biases make her fmdings a bit spurious. 

Context Matters as Much as Gender 

Other studies acknowledge that gender is just one among many variables 

that contribute to women's success or challenges in executive positions. Most 

acknowledge the context, both in society at large and within the organization as a 

major variable contributing to success within the organization. These studies may 

offer some insight into why women are more successful in achieving executive 

status in the non-profit world than in the corporate world. One explanation for the 

difference between the percent of women executives in the corporate world and 

the non-profit world is the pay difference between corporate executives and non-

profit executives. It may be that men don 't seek these jobs because they pay less, 

or that women may be more inclined to be concerned with the meaningfulness of 

the work rather than the level of compensation. Another factor may be that the 

male-dominated corporate culture is hostile to women (Bierema, 1999). Eagly, 

Johannesen-Schmidt, and van Engen (2003), Reynolds (1999), and Collard (2001) 

examine the environments of the various settings or cultures and suggest the 

importance of the interaction of the environment with gender as a significant 

influence. 
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A meta-analysis of 45 studies of leadership styles by Eagly and others 

(2003) affirms the perception that women are more transformational than men 

(who were more transactional and or laissez-faire) in their leadership, and that 

women also used contingent rewards (which is an element of transactional 

leadership) more than men. Although the differences were small, transformational 

leadership styles are positively correlated with effectiveness whereas elements of 

transactional and laissez-faire leadership correlate negatively with effectiveness. 

The findings related to effectiveness support Rosener's assertion that adaptive and 

successful companies would be wise to take advantage of women' s leadership 

styles. 

Reynolds' (1999) survey of 180 Western style democracies examined the 

roles of institutional, political, cultural and socioeconomic variables on the 

election and appointment of women to cabinet level positions using multivariate 

regression models. His fmdings indicate that women's educational status (in the 

society as a whole, not just the individual's status), party fragmentation (chaos), 

and new left orientations (social and environmental concerns vs. the old left's 

industrial working class concerns) foster an environment for success for women 

in elective politics. He found that the position of women within the society (not 

only education level, but socioeconomic development) is related to the number of 

women in legislative or cabinet positions. Reynolds notes that the religious 

orientation of the nations had an impact on the participation of women, and which 

religions were strongly related seemed to vary with other variables such as 

economic development and history of democracy. For example, Catholic and 
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Protestant nations demonstrate higher participation of women in the political 

sphere, while Eastern Orthodox, Muslim, Hindu and Jewish nations do not 

include women in their governments at the same rate, despite individual examples 

of leadership (Indira Ghandhi and Golda Meir). Catholic and Protestant nations 

may also be more industrialized and have a longer history of democracy, and it 

must be noted that there is only one predominantly Jewish nation, which skews 

the results. All of these conditions require transformational thinking. He notes that 

what primarily determines the number of women in a nation's 
legislature is neither the level of democracy nor the size or degree 
of urbanization of the state. Rather, women are elected in 
significant numbers when the parties that are ideologically 
sympathetic to gender neutrality do well, the national culture and 
religion are not overly hostile to women in positions of power, 
there is a history of women playing a role in consecutive 
multiparty elections, there are a small number of political parties 
who dominate elections, and the electoral system does not place 
undue barriers in the way of women candidates being elected. (p. 
569) 

He concludes that the determining factors are "a nation' s familiarity with women 

in positions of power and the sociopolitical cultural acceptance of women as 

leaders, governors, and national administrators" (p. 572). These same factors are 

likely to be related to women in corporations. 

Collard (2001) studied 367 survey responses from principals (both 

genders) from government schools, Catholic schools and independent schools in 

Victoria, Australia, to verify the claims of significant differences in perceptions 

and beliefs between genders and to examine the importance of organizational 

cultures and values. He followed quantitative analysis of the surveys with 
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qualitative interviews with 28 men and women. WI-tile some gender differenct:s 

were confirmed, Collard notes, 

However, school level and sectorial identity . . . emerged as key 
sources of difference and radical variations between men and 
women were evident in girls' and boys' schools. School size did 
not appear to be a significant discriminator on these issues. (p. 
346) 

He concludes that the interaction between the principals and their organizational 

contexts is significant and warns that the differences within a gender can be as 

important as the differences between genders. 

Future Demands on Organizations 

As organizations face the challenges of globalization with the 

democratization of technology, information and fmance (Friedman, 1999), 

traditional forms of management (transactional) and leadership (command and 

control) will continue to lose effectiveness. Friedman (2005) notes many 

influences on the changing environment and outlines a "triple convergence" that 

will change the business environment dramatically. He tells us: 

It is this triple convergence - of new players, on a new playing 
field, developing new processes and habits for horizontal 
collaboration - that I believe is the most important force shaping 
global economics and politics in the early twenty-first century. (p. 
181-182) 

The implications of the changing environment not only influence how business is 

conducted, but also influence how philanthropy could be more relevant and 

effective. Friedman goes on to describe how the Gates Foundation designs its 

approach to philanthropy, which is very different from the command-and-control 

decision making of another era. 
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What I like about it is the way the Gates Foundation approached 
solving this problem [global health] . They didn' t say, "We, the rich 
Western foundation, will now deliver you the solution," and then 
issue instructions and write some checks. They said, "Let's 
collaborate horizontally on defining both the problem and the 
solutions - let's create value that way- and they (the foundation) 
will invest our money in the solutions we both defme." (p. 380) 

This collaborative approach to constructing knowledge with participants 

generating information and solutions is quite different from traditional learning 

and requires a population that is very self-directed in their learning. This 

collaborative approach also requires a willingness to connect and converse. 

Wheatley (2002) tells us that "Human conversation is the most ancient and easiest 

way to cultivate the conditions for change - personal change, community and 

organizational change, planetary change" (p. 3). She adds that "If conversation is 

the natural way that humans think together, what gets lost when we stop talking to 

each other?" (p. 26) and warns us that "We can't be creative if we refuse to be 

confused" (p. 37). Collaboration is usually messy if it is successful and women's 

higher tolerance for ambiguity offers a greater fit for the needs of collaboration. 

In their study of the future learning needs and methods, Senge, Scharmer, 

Jaworski and Flowers (2004) suggest that 

leaders such as Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Sam Walton have 
succeeded in the new business environment because they know 
"how to distance themselves from the problem and to avoid knee
jerk reactions." They have developed the capacity to avoid 
imposing old frameworks on new realities. (p. 84) · 

Although no women are mentioned in this list of business innovators, 

Eagly et al. (2003), Rosener (1990) and Helgesen (1990) offer evidence that 

women's less traditional leadership style may be more adaptive to future demands 
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of organizations. Wheatley (1992, 2002 & 2005), Hock ( 1999), and Snyder, 

Acker-Hocevar and Snyder (2000) suggest that those who balance their comfort 

with change, chaos, ambiguity and cooperative learning with their need for order 

and the demands of competition will be able to handle the demands of 

organizations in the future. This context requires transformational leadership. 

Educational Characteristics, Skills, and Attitudes 

Although Katherine Graham and Dorothy Bullitt attended college, they 

did not have formal training in business administration. Currently, a graduate 

degree in business (marketing, fmance, accounting etc.), law, or information 

technology is a common prerequisite for upward mobility within corporations. In 

the public sector, the master' s in public administration, a law degree, or some 

graduate degree in a relevant content area might help position a candidate for 

executive consideration. A study of 19 democracies between 1970 and 1972 

indicated that the number of women college graduates in the electorate was an 

important predictor of women being elected to public office (Reynolds, 1999). 

Nationally, the top business schools reflect an enrollment of about 30% female 

students, yet only about 15% of the top corporate positions and slightly over 1% 

of chief executive positions in business are held by women (Abdalkhani, 2004). 

Education is critical, and in some cases (e.g. higher education), a necessary 

requirement. There is agreement on core competencies such as interpersonal 

sldlis, vision, management sldlis, client focus, workforce development, external 

relations, and resource management (Hali, 1994). Attitudes make some difference 

as pointed out by Tedrow's (1999) study of thirty women leaders and the way 
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they constructed their leadership identity (adapters, reconcilers and resisters). Yet 

education, skills and attitudes are not sufficient for success in achieving executive 

status. 

Implications for Adult Learning 

Self-Directed Learning 

Knowles (1975) warned that "To be adequate for our strange new world 

we must come to think of learning as being the same as living. We must learn 

from everything we do; we must exploit every experience as a 'learning 

experience" ' (p. 16). Zemke (1982) recognized the necessity for self-directed 

learning in an information economy. He noted that "The high achievers of 

tomorrow - even more than today - will be marked by their ability to learn, 

unlearn and relearn. And self-directed learning is the only way to do that 

successfully" (p. 26). Guglielmino and Guglielmino (1994) note that: 

The rate of change during this era of rapidly expanding 
information and technology has been a major factor in the 
exploration of self-directed learning as a training and development 
option. Two other factors have also had a strong impact: the 
movement toward the use of self-directed teams to increase 
productivity, and research findings linking high levels of readiness 
for self-directed learning with higher job performance. (p. 40) 

Before reviewing studies relating self-directed learning to executive 

performance, some history, definition, and sample models for the construct of 

self-directed learning is necessary. Although considerable learning throughout the 

ages has been self-directed, the concept began being defmed, articulated, and 

researched in the 1960s. Houle ( 1961) interviewed 22 adult learners to develop an 

understanding of the motivation for learning initiated by the learner. His results 
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yielded three categories of motivations including (a) goal oriented, (b) activity 

oriented and (c) learning oriented. Two students of Houle's, Allen Tough and 

Malcolm Knowles made foundational contributions to the conceptualization of 

and research on self-direction in learning. Tough ( 1979) focused his dissertation 

efforts on the learning oriented adult learner. He found that some (20%) of adult 

learning was planned and organized by someone other than the learner, but that 

most (80%) was self-planned. During the same time period, Knowles was 

defining the concepts and articulating the assumptions of adult education, 

"andragogy" and self-directed learning. Knowles (1975) defined self-directed 

learning as: 

A process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without 
the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating 
learning goals, identifying human and material resources for 
learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning 
strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes. (p. 18) 

Building on this foundation of inquiry, Guglielmino (1978) saw the need 

to be able to quantify and measure one's readiness for self-directed learning. She 

developed and validated the Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS) 

which is also known as the Learning Preference Assessment. While some 

questions about the validity of the instrument have emerged and been refuted, it 

remains the most used measure of self-directed learning readiness, despite the 

development of other instruments. 

In the last thirty years, there has been a proliferation of research on self-

directed learning and the construct continues to be developed and refmed. 

Merriam and Caffarella (1999) note three categories of research in the area of 
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self-directed learning. One category explores the goals of self-directed learning, 

another describes the process of learning in this mode, and a third looks at the 

personal attributes of the learner. This research has generated a number of models. 

Focusing on research related to executive development, Guglielmino and 

Guglielmino (1994) report on three studies with large employee samples (over 

600) from AT&T, Hong Kong Telephone and Motorola documenting a significant 

positive relationship between performance ratings and scores on a measure of 

readiness for self-directed learning and note that the "relationship . . . was 

significantly stronger for individuals whose jobs involved a high degree of change 

and required higher levels of creativity and problem solving" (p. 41 ). 

Guglielmino and Klatt (1994) assessed the self-directed learning readiness of a 

sample of 162 top entrepreneurs identified by Inc. magazine and concluded that 

entrepreneurs had extremely high scores, in fact the highest mean score recorded 

until that time. Connolly (2004) studied 38 leaders in business environments and 

found that "it appears that self-directed learning readiness ... has potential as an 

indicator of leadership effectiveness" (p. Ill). Guglielmino (1996) assessed 19 

female executives identified by Executive Female magazine. Each participant had 

over I 0 years of management experience with direct profit-and-loss 

responsibilities and served at the level of vice-president or higher. The mean score 

(257.8) for "top female executives was significantly higher than the mean score of 

any other sample tested since research studies using the SDLRS were initiated in 

1978" (p.l9). Furthermore the mean score exceeded the means derived in the 

standardization study (214), the meta-analysis (227.7), and the mean of largely 
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male top entrepreneurs (248.6). These studies suggest that readiness for self

directed learning is a key attribute of successful women executives. 

Lambert and Rountree-Wyly (1990) profile the biographies of four self

directed women representing the film industry (former president of 20th Century 

Fox), business (former owner of the Cincinnati Reds), higher education (Vice 

President for Academic Affairs at the University of Houston), and religion 

(Episcopal bishop). They conclude that "Corporate ladders are being scaled daily 

by female self-directed learners" (p. 246). Similar to Helgeson's work, the study 

has a very small sample and the assessment is quite subjective. However, they 

affirm that the path to executive status has many variations among women and 

raise many questions for future research. 

Conversation as Self-directed Learning 

Given what Belenky ( 1986) says about the role of conversation in 

constructing knowledge and what Tannen (1990) says about communication 

differences, it may be time to explore the role of conversation as source of 

developmental opportunity among executive women. Merriam and Caffarella 

identify one category of models as interactive models of self-directed learning 

that is based on opportunities, personality characteristics, cognitive processes, and 

context. Spear's (1988) model, based on knowledge, action (directed, exploratory 

or fortuitous) and environment lends itself to including hosted structured 

conversations as a format for self-directed learning. Danis's (1992) model, with 

its six sub-components could include hosted structured conversations as an 

example of a reaction to a triggering event, identifying specific information to 
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explore, organizing and structuring the conversations, integrating new knowledge 

through· continued conversation, assessing the strategies and outcomes, as well as 

application of new knowledge. In this model, conversation can provide both 

affective and motivational supports. For example, a woman with executive 

qualifications and motivation may respond to the triggering event of an 

opportunity for promotion by using research and conversation to prepare her 

application and to prepare for the interview. 

Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) discuss Houle's and Brookfield's models of 

self-directed learning and note the role of fellowship. Houle proposed an activity 

oriented category of continuing learning used when learners are motivated by 

fellowship and the opportunity to meet new people. The self-directed research 

flows from Houle's learning-oriented learners. Brookfield's fellowship of/earning 

might include hosted structured conversations for people with shared interests 

although the communication and identification with a group may occur in other 

ways besides an actual gathering (such as correspondence). He also notes that the 

learner seeks out peers with similar interests as a means of self-directed learning 

and knowledge expansion. 

Conversations can lead to "perspective transformation, an emancipatory 

process .. . very similar to consciousness raising" (p.129) as Friere and Mezirow 

discussed (in Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991). In this same line of thinking, 

conversation can "facilitate critical reflection" (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991 , p. 

134) in the search for truth that is important to both humanists (e.g. Rogers and 

Maslow) and proponents of transformational learning. Conversation helps 
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interpret, integrate, and make meaning of life experiences. Merrian1 and Cafarella 

(1999) outline Freire' s theory of education for social change and Mezirow's 

notion of discourse and dialogue as the method for sharing and consciousness

raising. They note that "generative themes, concerns that are posed by the learners 

themselves, become the content of a learning situation" (p. 324). The capacity for 

reflection, a by-product of conversation, is an essential characteristic of 21 st 

century executives (Schon, 1983; Schon & Rein, 1994; Pisapia, unpublished). 

Merriam and Caffarella (1999) note that in adult learning and 

development, Mezirow, Freire and other critical theorists such as Tisdell (1998), 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule, and Habermas suggest that reflection and 

discourse play an important role in constructing knowledge. They suggest that this 

is especially true as women, minorities and others experience transformational 

learning. Bierema' s (1999) work highlights the importance of relationships, 

mentors, peer feedback, and networks, which all require conversation as the 

medium of exchange. Brown and Posner (200 1) note the importance of 

relationships in leadership development. 

Any current discussion of conversation must include the role of 

conversation and dialogue via electronic communication channels. Earlier 

channels included voice technologies such as telephone, citizen band radio, and 

voice mail. The text options of e-mail, list-serves, newsgroups, web pages, chat 

rooms, and text messaging add to the range of possibilities. Levine, Locke, Searls 

and Weinberger (2000) suggest that "all of these channels for conversation ... 
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begin to look more alike as you use them" (p. 54) and go on to note that "chat is 

CB on steroids. It's immediate and unwashed" (p. 61). 

Levy (200 1) notes the need for conventions to make up for the lack of face 

to face contact, noting that 

These days it isn't imusual for e-mail communities to establish 
rules of proper conduct (netiquette) governing how one 
communicates with others (interpersonal style) and what topics are 
fair game to address. And the new written symbols, called smileys 
or emoticons (smiling and winking faces made from parentheses, 
semicolons, and other punctuation marks, such as ©) are concrete 
evidence of the ongoing transformation and evolution of the genre 
. .. [and illustrate] the way documents, document technologies, and 
human activities continually co-evolve. (p. 166) 

Pearce (2003) adds that 

the growing use of emoticons, small electronic symbols to 
represent smiles, frowns, and even chagrin is evidence of the need, 
but no number of these clever symbols can replace a human smile, 
or for that matter, a real showing of disgust. (p. 9) 

Neither of these men predicted the text conventions (e.g. LOL for 'laugh out 

loud') that have evolved and are commonly used with increased cell phone use of 

text messaging and instant messaging. 

There are challenges with new media for conversation including the 

problems with misunderstanding and trust. Levine et al. (2000) note that "Our 

culture is currently in a phase where people are trying on voices, discovering what 

works and what doesn't work over e-mail, bumping up against the limits, and 

making lots of mistakes" (p. 147). Noting that some communication "simply 

must be done in person" (p. 147), Pearce (2003) suggests that "almost every other 
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kind of leadership communication can be done electronically, but only after you 

have earned the privilege - only after the recipients know you and trust you" (p. 

147). He adds that, removed from human contact, these modes "can seem sterile 

and inflexible .. . can breed ambiguity, particularly about the intention of the 

sender" (p. 167). When noting the options to copy or blind copy messages, Levy 

(2000) notes a "cautionary tale about trust in the online environment. . . . 

emblematic of the problems we encounter when previously established pathways 

of communication and social interaction become unstable" (p. 169). He adds that 

"monkeying with trust is serious business" (p. 169). 

Whitaker, Jones, and Terveen (2002) note that in business, "contact 

management and conversation management are linked" (p. 1 070) and that e-mail 

enables managers to "manage their time, conversations, and contacts" (p. 1 070). 

They note the complexities of not answering in real time, engaging in multiple 

concurrent conversations, and conversations that involve multiple participants that 

provoke memory overload and tracking challenges. 

Executive and management coaches have long used e-mail as a way of 

maintaining greater frequency of contact with their clients. Eisenman and 

Thornton (1999) developed a unique supplement to and enhancement of pre

service training for new teachers called "telementoring." The electronic mentoring 

program provides a link between new teachers and their former professors for 

support, feedback and answers in a way that is less disruptive and more accessible 

than phone calls or visits. 
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Whatever the form or forum, conversation is a powerful mechanism for 

self-directed learners to construct knowledge, especially about emerging topics. 

From the salons of Paris, to the conversations of the women leading abolition 

efforts to the World Cafe (Brown, 2001, Brown & Isaacs, 2005), conversation has 

been expanding the knowledge of our society for hundreds of years. Exploration 

of the role of conversations as self-directed learning, especially among executive 

women may yield some insight into professional development alternatives. 

Collaboration 

A key need of executives in this century is the ability to collaborate and to 

facilitate collaborative efforts both within an organization and with the external 

environment. Gray (1989) notes that "under turbulent conditions organizations 

become highly interdependent" (p. 1 ). Collaboration is hard, time consuming, and 

risky, but necessary for success in a world where there are fewer existing answers 

or solutions. The process requires the ability to tolerate ambiguity, manage 

conflict, coordinate conflicting agendas and priorities, and extract investment 

from participants. Vogelsang (1999) adds that "distrust and turf issues often 

interfere with collaboration" (p. 1 ). 

The term is used extensively, vaguely, and usually with the assumption 

that everyone knows what it means. Collaboration literally means working 

together (co-labor). Collaboration may occur on an individual basis or an 

organizational basis. Collaboration usually starts with conversation and requires 

conversation. Collaboration may refer to both collaborative learning and 

collaborative planning and action. Wood and Gray (1991) offer a comprehensive 
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discussion of definition, auspices, implications, and relationships involved m 

collaborative alliances. 

Dillenbourg (1999) notes in his work on collaborative learning that, "our 

group did not agree on any definition of collaborative learning. We did not even 

try" (p. 1 ). He went on to offer the "broadest (but unsatisfactory) definition of 

'collaborative learning' is that it is a situation in which two or more people learn 

or attempt to learn something together" (p. 1 ). Donaghy (2005) discusses the 

importance of collaborative learning among four pioneering scholars in the field 

of self-directed learning and notes that the scholars readily acknowledged that 

self-directed learning is not done alone. Peters and Gray (2005) approach the 

paradoxical collaborative aspects of self-directed learning and distinguish 

collaborative learning from "teaching by transmission/learning by reception" (p. 

16). They include an emphasis on both individual and group learning and share 

that "collaborative learning refers to people jointly engaged in multiple ways of 

knowing for the purpose of creating new ways of going on together, individually 

and collectively" (p. 17). Peters and Gray note that collaborative learning involves 

dialogue and knowledge construction through cycles of action and reflection. 

Bierema (1999) suggests that at the third stage of development, women 

executives' learning is "deeply reflective and highly collaborative" (p. 112). 

Lave and Wenger (1991) explored the "kinds of social engagements [that] 

provide the proper context for learning to take place" (p. 14). Wenger (a computer 

scientist) and Jean Lave (an anthropologist), note that learning is essentially a 

social process in their 1991 book on situated learning. Wenger (n.d.) describes 
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communities of practice as "groups of people who share a concern or a passion 

for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly" (p. 

1 ). He notes that communities of practice are formed by people who engage in a 

process of collective learning and that shared learning occurs, for example, when 

artists work together to find new forms of expression, when engineers work on 

new problems, when surgeons explore new methods, or when new managers meet 

to help each other cope. 

Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski and Flowers (2004) note that "reactive 

learning is governed by 'downloading' habitual ways of thinking" (p. 10) and that 

' all learning integrates thinking and doing [and] how we interact in the world and 

the types of capacities that develop from our interactions" (p. 17). They describe a 

collaborative learning process about the unknown future "when that 'magic' 

occurs in a group" (p. 75) and the "group becomes a generative microcosm" (p. 

75). They add that "the creative process is actually a learning process" (p. 149) 

when they describe their collaborative learning project. 

With regard to collaborative leading, Mattesich and Monsey (1992) assert 

that "the individual who convenes the collaborative group has organizing and 

interpersonal skills, and carries out the role with fairness. Because of these 

characteristics (and others), the convener is granted respect or 'legitimacy' from 

collaborative partners" (p. 31 ). Collaboration is often referred to when describing 

women's management styles. Rosener (1990) suggests that women are more 

likely to be interactive, encourage participation, engage staff's self-interest, and 

share power and information, which are all characteristics of collaboration. 
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Morrison, White and Van Velsor (1987, 1992) conclude that women are more 

likely to move in new and original directions, which may be a by-product of 

collaboration. Putnam (1995) warns of increasing isolation and alienation at a 

time when greater connection and collaboration are needed, indicating that 

leadership needs to foster the connection and collaboration. 

Kilmann and Thomas (1975) refer to collaboration as one of five 

responses to conflict and one which requires a high degree of both assertiveness 

and cooperation in their model. Kilmann and Thomas contend that collaboration 

yields win-win solutions that other responses (avoidance, accommodation, 

compromise and competition) do not. Artists often find collaboration a source of 

increased synergy and creativity in approaching projects. Human service agencies 

have long been encouraged to collaborate with one another to serve clients more 

holistically and economically. While business is usually considered highly 

competitive, some of the greatest business innovations of the past century 

involved collaboration (e.g. IBM and Microsoft in the development of the 

operating system for personal computers). 

Referring to interagency collaboration among human service agencies, 

Mattessich and Monsey (1992) from the Wilder Foundation note that 

collaboration has been around for years, and that "the first Wilder publication to 

promote collaboration appeared in 1915" (p. 2). They also note that a shrinking 

base of resources, government mandates, and increasingly complex systems make 

collaboration among agencies more important now than ever. Mattessich and 

Monsey defme collaboration as a 
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mutually beneficial and well-defined relationship entered into by 
two or more organizations to achieve common goals. The 
relationship includes a commitment to: a definition of mutual 
relationships and goals; a jointly developed structure and shared 
responsibility; mutual authority and accountability for success; and 
sharing of resources and rewards. (p. 7) 

Mattesich and Monsey go on to distinguish collaboration from cooperation 

and coordination and note that collaboration has greater risk because each 

member of the collaboration contributes its own resouces and reputation, adding 

that resources are pooled and products are shared. Breaking down the dynamics of 

collaboration among agencies, Mattesich and Monsey note several factors that 

influence the success of collaboration including the environment, membership 

characteristics, process/structure, communication, purpose, and resources. Winer 

and Ray (1994), among many others, outline practical strategies for initiating and 

sustaining collaborative efforts. Ray (2002) updated the practical approach based 

on nearly ten years ' experience facilitating collaborative efforts. Himmelman 

(200 1) distinguishes levels of exchange including networking, coordinating, 

cooperating, and collaboration. 

Liddell (1998) outlined a sequentially staged model for the development 

of collaborative partnerships based on Mattesich and Monsey (1992) and the 

stages of group formation (Tuckman, 1965). This model includes four stages in 

the development of a collaborative partnership: (a) conversation (sharing 

information/forming), (b) competition (negotiating power/storming), (c) 

coordination and cooperation (sharing plans and activities/norming), and (d) 
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collaboration (sharing resomces/performing). Conversation is embedded within 

this model for collaboration and starts the process. 

Some of the literature regarding women's ways of learning and leading 

suggests that women have a natural talent for collaboration. Others (Chesler, 

2001) would dispute that this is a natural talent and assert that women are also 

capable of destructive competition with other women. More research on how 

women who are successful at fostering collaboration acquire and exercise their 

skills is needed. Furthermore, the interaction between self-directed learning, 

conversation, and collaboration as learning strategies for executive women needs 

exploration. 

Learning and Leading 

There is more evidence of the link between one' s learning and one's 

capacity to lead. Brown and Posner (200 1) note that 

it may make more sense to say that in the present world, leadership 
is not learned but rather that it is learning. When we observe 
leaders at work, what we may really be observing is a learning 
process - and an exceedingly complex learning process at that. (p. 
275) 

They add that "leadership is closely connected with the concept of change, 

and change, in turn, as we have already indicated, is at the essence of the learning 

process" (p. 275). In their study, they found that "better learners ... consistently 

engaged in leadership practices more frequently than did those in the low learning 

category" (p. 277). They assert that "research over these past two decades 

underscores that the majority of leadership skills are learned from naturally 

occurring experiences in the work place" (p. 280). They conclude that "creating a 
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culture of leadership and learning is the ultimate act of ieadership deveiopment" 

(p. 280). 

Kandarian (2004) studied leaders in two corporations and found that 

"interactions with others and key experiences influenced attitudes" (p. 176). She 

noted that "all senior executives in this study learned skills informally through 

experience and self-directed learning" (p. 173). Connolly (2004) studied learning 

and leading in a business environment and concluded that leaders 

must harness the thinking, insights, and commitment of everyone 
and must be able to quickly and easily reapply knowledge and 
techniques that are developed within the organization. In the 
complexity of running a successful business, many companies 
have failed to grasp this very basic fact. Continuous improvement 
requires a commitment to learning. Realistically, it is impossible 
for an organization to improve without its leaders first learning 
something new. (p. Ill) 

With increasing evidence that learning and leading are integrated 

processes, there is an increasing need to understand the learning processes of 

leaders, and in this case of women leaders of philanthropic organizations. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter outlined the history of women' s leadership in political, 

corporate, entrepreneurial, public service, and non-profit settings and the current 

status of women in leadership positions within these sectors. It also presented 

research and theories related to women's learning and leadership approaches. The 

chapter notes the future demands on organizations and the implications for adult 

learning and executive development. The chapter includes discussion of the roles 

of three possible modes of adult learning including self-directed learning, 
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conversation and collaboration. Chapter Three will outline the methods to study 

the learning strategies of executive women. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHOD 

Purpose 

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore the self

development of women executives of philanthropic organizations to identify their 

approaches to learning for leading. The study examined how women leaders of 

organizations learned what they needed to know to perform in their positions. 

Research Questions 

Two research questions were addressed by this study. They included: 

1. How do women executives of philanthropic organizations learn what they 

need in order to perform successfully as leaders in their positions? 

2. What informal learning strategies do women executives of philanthropic 

organizations use to develop the necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

to perform successfully as leaders in their positions? 

Design 

The research questions provided a framework for inductive inquiry that 

employed qualitative methods, specifically, a grounded theory approach "to 

derive a general, abstract theory of a [learning] process . . . . grounded in the 

views of participants" (Creswell, 2003, p. 14). The emphasis was on "generating 

theory rather than verifying it" (Glaser & Strauss, 2006, p. viii). This study 

developed "theory that was derived from data, systematically gathered and 
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analyzed through the research process" (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12). The value 

of qualitative research methods is apparent when investigating social processes 

that are not easily quantified or exploring phenomena that have not yet been 

described or analyzed. This study investigated learning processes which are likely 

to have a social element. Grounded theory methods provided a sequence of 

discovery through description of properties and ordering of concepts to allow the 

proposed theory to emerge. 

Creswell (2006) tells us that a grounded theory study generates or 

discovers a theory and develops an abstract model that describes a phenomenon or 

situation. He goes on to note that "this situation is one in which individuals 

interact, take actions, or engage in a process in response to a phenomenon" (p. 

56). Miles and Huberman (1994) describe this as seeing "how it functions or nests 

in its context" (p. 58). This study explored the environment and challenges of 

women executives in philanthropic organizations and how they learn what they 

need to operate successfully within this environment. This structured but open 

inquiry is the first exploratory step in a long term iterative process to refine a 

theory regarding the executive development of women, particularly executives of 

philanthropic organizations. 

From the literature and from experience, there are hints at possibilities of 

learning strategies used by women executives, but until the executives are asked 

and theory is allowed to emerge from the data, little is known about what women 

executives do in the challenging conditions of complex organizational and 
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community leadership. A grounded theory approach allows for the executives 

themselves to inform the research and knowledge base. 

Research Setting 

The research occurred with the participation of philanthropic organizations 

of South Florida (Palm Beach and Broward Counties) and the Pacific Northwest 

(King, Pierce, and Thurston Counties) that are led by women. The organizations 

varied widely from private family foundations and corporate foundations to public 

foundations such as Community Foundations. They also varied in size and 

purpose. These two locations offered rapidly growing business and economic 

forces and reflected pockets of the nation's considerable wealth and philanthropy. 

The two locations represented extreme geographical locations within the 

continental United States as well as considerable demographic, economic and 

cultural differences. Most of the philanthropic organizations were located in urban 

areas. Other factors in the selection of this setting include the accessibility to the 

researcher and ability to recruit participants. 

Sample 

The sample was a purposefully selected group of 22 women from the 

population of the 53% of philanthropic foundations throughout the U.S. run by 

women. Those selected were recruited from directories or referred by contacts 

within the two locations. Creswell (2006) suggests a sample of 20 to 30 

participants for a grounded theory study. Including two locations made it possible 

to fmd enough individuals who would fit the criteria and were willing to 

participate. 
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The participants had at least three years of experience as an executive 

(preferably, but not necessarily, in their current organization). The sample 

excluded executives who were family members of family foundations or family 

owned corporate foundations to avoid introducing other complicating factors and 

dynamics into the study. The participants were executives (or executive level in 

large foundations) who report to a board and have executive responsibilities. 

There were no age or education criteria. There was no criterion for size of 

foundation so some executives of small foundations were the only staff of the 

foundation. There was an attempt to recruit executives from a wide variety of 

foundation structures. 

The participants were recruited through contacts within the philanthropic 

community in both locations. Although cold calls (without introduction) to recruit 

participants were attempted, there were no responses to requests for participation 

without an intermediary. When the contact was made and the criteria for 

participation met (with exceptions noted above), an appointment for the interview 

was confirmed. 

Data Collection 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) warn that "data collected according to a 

preplanned routine are more likely to force the analyst into irrelevant directions 

and harmful pitfalls" (p. 48) and that "further collection cannot be planned in 

advance of the emerging theory" (p. 47). Creswell (2003) suggests that "data 

collecting steps include setting the boundaries for the study, collecting 

information through unstructured (or semi-structured) observations and 
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interviews, document, and visual materials, as well as establishing the protocol for 

recording information" (p. 185). The types of data collected for this study 

included interviews, observations, documents, and the results from the Learning 

Preference Assessment. 

After providing consent (Appendix A), participants were interviewed 

(Appendix B) by the researcher and completed a measure of self-directed learning 

readiness (Guglielmino, 1978). Document review and observation completed the 

data gathering. An observation guide (Appendix C) was also developed to assist 

with contextual notes (environment, interactions, dress conventions, mood and 

activity level) which allowed for thick, rich data in the narrative. A consent form 

(Appendix A) was developed to assure the participant's understanding of the 

project and confirm their willingness to participate. 

Interview 

The interview protocol (Appendix B), developed by the researcher, 

included questions to collect descriptive data as well as questions to promote 

discussion of the development of the executives. The interview protocol consisted 

of seven open-ended questions to explore the views of women executives on 

challenges, leadership style, pivotal life experiences, influential people, informal 

learning, and specific learning methods. The interview questions were not 

provided to the participants prior to the interview. The interview was conducted 

by the researcher and audio-taped. The interviews occurred in the participants' 

offices or in a location of their choice and took about one hour. 
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An observation guide (Appendix C) was developed to assist with 

contextual notes (environment, interactions, dress conventions, mood and activity 

level) which allowed for a more thorough description. The observation guide was 

completed immediately after the interview. The recorded interview data was 

transcribed verbatim as soon as possible following the interview. Participant 

codes instead of names were used to label the transcriptions to assure 

confidentiality. 

Transcripts were forwarded to each participant for member checking. One 

responded with some corrections and revisions. Several responded to confirm the 

accuracy of the transcript and express appreciation for the opportunity to review 

the transcript. Some noted their surprise at how much they had talked and one 

noted that it was rather "amazing to see your words and thoughts on paper . . . 

sort of a summary of your life's deeds and works." The participants from South 

Florida were given the opportunity to review an early narrative summary from 

that portion of the sample. One responded approvingly to the authenticity of the 

description and conclusions. Several participants (at least two from each state) 

were invited to review the descriptions of foundations and the three narratives and 

comment on the plausibility of the three narratives. Six (at least two from each 

state) responded that the narratives were plausible and provided clarification on 

the distinctions between types of foundations. 

Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (Learning Preference Assessment) 

Guglielmino's SDLRS (1978) is a widely used 58 item, five point Likert 

scale instrument that measures a total score for self-directed learning readiness 
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(Appendix D). Although Field (1989) questioned the validity and reliability of the 

instrument, the issues were responded to and resolved (Guglielmino, Long & 

McCune, 1989). Delahaye and Choy (2000) report internal consistency to be 

satisfactory to excellent with coefficient alpha and split-half between .67 and .96. 

Test-retest reliability values have been reported as .82 and .79 (Delahaye & Choy, 

2000).Content, construct and criterion-related validity has been tested in a variety 

of ways in a number of studies confirming the validity of the instrument 

(Delahaye & Choy, 2000). 

Documents and Other Materials 

Biographical material or resumes were collected from the participants as 

well as any relevant press clippings. Websites of the foundations, when available, 

were reviewed. Annual reports, monographs, funding guidance, and brochures 

were collected at the time ofthe interview. Professional journals were reviewed to 

gain a deeper understanding of the milieu of philanthropic organizations 

(Appendix E). Field notes and analytic memos were generated at various points to 

record researcher impressions, questions, and ideas as they surfaced. 

Data Analysis 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) warn that "qualitative analysis involves a 

radically different way of thinking about data [and requires] a more flexible, less 

preplanned, and less controlled approach to research" (p. 59). Creswell (2003) 

notes coding the themes as the method of analysis and notes the importance of 

recognizing the reciprocal relationship between the data and the theory, which 

generates an iterative design. Glaser and Strauss (1967) outline a method of 
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theoretical sampling Qointly collecting, coding and analyzing data before deciding 

what to collect next and where to find it). They describe four stages of the 

constant comparative method, which include comparing incidents to categories, 

integrating categories, delimiting the theory, and writing the theory. Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) further defme the steps of analysis that provided the outline for the 

conduct of this study. 

The interview transcripts (raw data) were reviewed, coded, and analyzed 

to detect important patterns, similarities and differences in responses from the 

interviews. There was a plan to follow the systematic and standard format for 

coding the data from the interviews (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). First, through open 

coding, categories of information were delineated. Properties, dimensions, and 

subcategories were explored. The next step, axial coding, provided a method for 

arranging or assembling the data in order to identify core phenomena, explore 

causal conditions, and identify strategies, context, intervening conditions and 

consequences. In this step, review of observations and documents shared by the 

participants such as biographies, resumes and annual reports provided a way of 

verifying the data and providing a richer context for the interpretation of the 

transcript data. In the third step (selective coding), the researcher found the 

narrative or story line that integrated the picture and presented conditional 

propositions or hypotheses. The data did not lend itself to another step in the 

analysis, which would have yielded a matrix to display relationships between 

various conditions and the core phenomena and categories. A theory was 
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generated that explains the conditions, actions or interactions, and consequences 

of the learning behavior of the participating executives. 

Categories were considered saturated when no additional data were found 

to develop the properties of the category (Glaser & Strauss, 1997). Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) note that "Sampling is completed when categories are saturated 

[but often continues] when persons discover that certain categories are not fully 

developed" (p. 214). Creswell (2006) adds to the discussion by noting that 

continued sampling is warranted until the category is saturated and the complexity 

of the theory is described. Further exploration in future studies is noted in the 

recommendations section of Chapter Five, although further exploration was not 

necessary to develop the theory. 

Validity 

The validity of the study was enhanced by standard practices such as 

member checking and triangulation. Member checking refers to the practice of 

"taking the final report or specific descriptions or themes back to participants and 

determining whether these participants feel that they are accurate" (Creswell, 

2003, p. 196). Participants were given the opportunity to review both their 

interview transcripts and the narrative for accuracy and plausibility. Different data 

sources (Learning Preference Assessment results, interview transcripts, 

observations, resumes) were used to triangulate the data to build a coherent 

justification for emerging themes. Researcher bias was clarified when certain 

interpretations emerged that were subject to biases. When contrary information 

emerged, that negative or discrepant information was discussed. Members of the 
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committee raised questions throughout the project. A peer debriefing along with 

code checking provided review of the fmdings and analysis and generated 

questions for clarification. 

Beyond member checking of the transcripts and interpretations there was a 

peer/colleague examination of the plausibility of the fmdings and conclusions. A 

colleague with graduate degrees in education and business, research experience at 

a university medical center, and more than a dozen years of experience as an 

executive of a statewide non-profit agency agreed to code the transcripts to 

compare with the researcher's coding. This strengthened the validity of the 

definitions and application of the codes. Documents related to the participants, 

such as letters, biographies, and news items were reviewed following the 

interviews to provide context for the interpretation of the interviews and assess 

and validate other patterns. Also, observations from the interviews were reviewed 

to provide contextual information to assist with analysis and interpretation. 

The data from the Learning Preference Assessment was used as a 

descriptor of the participants and segmented into categories of average, above 

average and high scores. The constant comparative method was employed to 

guide comparison of incidents of coded themes to categories, integrating 

categories, and developing the theory. When apparent conflicts were noticed 

through joint coding and analysis of the data, memos were generated to record 

ideas and discrepancies in order to refme the analysis and the theory. 

Triangulation, member checking and code checking enhanced the validity 

of the fmdings. The various sources of data provided different lenses to view the 
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perceptions of the participants on executive development. Triangulation of the 

data from various sources (Learning Preference Assessment, documents, 

observations, interviews and other descriptive information) allowed several 

perspectives to be examined for inconsistencies in the data. Beyond member 

checking to test the accuracy of the transcription, analysis and interpretation of 

the interview data, field notes and analytic memos recorded questions and 

inconsistencies. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

This study focused on women executives of foundations in two geographic 

areas of the country. Any generalizations are delimited to that specific population. 

The fmdings cannot be generalized to women executives from other sectors such 

as public agencies or other non-profits and especially the corporate sector. These 

findings are not generalizable to male executives. The findings cannot be 

generalized to other parts of the country. 

There are limitations to the methods and especially the use of interviews. 

Creswell (2003) notes that interview responses are filtered through the views of 

the participants; interviews take place in a designated setting rather than a natural 

work environment; the presence of the interviewer may bias responses; and 

participants are not likely to be equally articulate and perceptive. Since the 

researcher participated in the study, the researcher's experience and bias may 

have influenced the data collection and analysis. 
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Significance and Potential Contribution 

The study has significance for the design of executive development 

programs and executive support systems. If it is true, as the literature suggests, 

that women leaders are different from men in how they learn and lead, and that 

the 21st century requires a new kind of leader that operates in complex systems 

with transformational learning and leading, this study offered the potential to 

articulate successful learning strategies that have not previously been widely used 

or recognized as effective. There are possible implications for adult education or 

the professional development of women executives. Implicit in this approach is 

the assumption that learning and leading may no longer be considered separate 

functions (Brown & Posner, 200 I; Straka, 1999). 

Locating the Researcher 

The researcher has over 30 years experience as a manager of various 

projects (research, training, change), is a trained and experienced facilitator, and 

has provided organizational development consultation to a wide variety of private, 

public and non-profit organizations. The researcher has conducted board and staff 

training and retreats in the non-profit sector, but has limited experience with 

philanthropic organizations. The researcher has assisted foundation executives by 

facilitating community planning projects. 

The researcher is an instrument of the study and may know some of the 

participants from previous experience. The researcher lived in both locations for 

the study with a minimum of five years in each location and may have biases 

about the styles and culture of each location. From the literature and experience, 
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the researcher is inclined to believe that adult learning is influenced by one' s 

readiness for self-directed learning; is enhanced and generated through 

conversation; and is collaborative. 

The researcher has four years of expenence conducting quantitative 

research at a university medical center as well as two years of quantitative 

research experience with a social service department and may be inclined to think 

more rigidly and quantitatively about the conduct of a study. Also, the researcher 

is a neophyte with this method of research. 

Ethical Considerations 

Participants had the opportunity to confirm their informed consent with 

review of the consent form which outlined the title, purpose, selection process, 

procedures, risks, benefits, confidentiality, and contact information for the 

investigator, among other items. The consent statement included the participant's 

signature indicating willingness to participate and have the interview audio-taped. 

It was clear that the participants had the option to withdraw at any time. 

All results have been kept confidential and secure and only the people 

working on the study will see the data unless required by law. Materials were 

coded without the participant' s name. The tapes will be kept in a locked file for 

one year after the study and then destroyed. Participants may request a copy of the 

completed study. The confidentiality of each participant was assured by coding 

the documents (interview forms, resumes and SDLRS results) without any names 

or descriptive information that would provide identification within the narrative. 
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Member checking allowed the participants the opportunity to delete information 

(none did). 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presents the purpose of this research, the design, the setting, 

the sample, and the data collection and analysis methods as well as significance 

and researcher and ethical considerations. The limitations and delimitations are 

outlined and possible biases and limitations of the researcher are highlighted. This 

qualitative grounded theory study included a purposeful sample of 22 women 

executives of philanthropic organizations with at least three years of experience 

who were identified by referral or directories. In this grounded theory study, data 

were coded and analyzed to yield a theory on the adult learning for leading of the 

participants. Chapter Four will present the results of this research. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Description ofF oundations, Locations, Participants, and Self-Directed Learning 

The findings of this investigation of learning for leading among women 

executives of philanthropic organizations are situated within a context of the 

organizations (foundations), the locations, the participants and the participants' 

readiness for self-directed learning. Before discussion of the research results 

regarding the informal learning of the executives, brief descriptive findings on 

foundations, the geographic locations, the participants and self-directed learning 

provide necessary background. 

Foundations 

The organizations represented by the participants varied widely in size, 

purpose, and structure. The staffing varied from a part-time executive with some 

administrative assistance administering a family foundation to a larger community 

foundation with a staff of 27 distributing $40,000,000 annually to a very large 

family foundation with a staff of over 300. The size of the annual granting 

budgets varied from $200,000 to $40,000,000 (excluding one inordinately large 

outlier). Nine private independent foundations (one corporate foundation, six 

family foundations and two independent foundations) fund charitable, 

philanthropic, and social innovation efforts. Another nine foundations represented 
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operating foundations; they raise funds and use the bulk of their resources to 

support specific programs such as health (hospitals), education (public school, 

colleges and universities), other public institutions (libraries) or specific causes. 

Four were public foundations such as community foundations; they raise, 

consolidate, and manage contributions from a number of sources and award grants 

to efforts within a specific location. 

Locations 

The two locations represent two opposite corners of the country as well as 

historical, topographical, cultural, economic, and population differences. The 

terrain, the weather, the presence of a major city (and related economic activity) 

and a somewhat different political environment distinguish the Washington 

sample location from the Florida location. Seattle is headquarters to a number of 

large corporations such as Amazon, Costco, Microsoft, Nordstrom, and Starbucks 

among others. Currently, the four top elected officials in the Washington state 

location are women (Governor, both U.S. Senators and the state Superintendent of 

Public Instruction). The South Florida location has hosted manufacturing 

installations (Pratt & Whitney, Motorola and IBM) and currently is home to 

Scripps Florida. 

All five cities included in the study are port cities with either Pacific Rim 

or Caribbean and Latin American trade ties. Both areas have recent histories of 

recovering from natural disasters with hurricanes in Florida and earthquakes and 

active volcanoes in Washington. The cultural resources in both areas are healthy 

and both are homes to public and private universities. Table 1 outlines the 
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population differences among the five counties m the two states where 

participants operate. 

Table 1. Populations of the Cities and Counties (2006, U.S. Census Bureau) 

Ft. Lauderdale/Broward 
West Palm Beach/Palm Beach 

Olympia!Thurston 
Seattle/King 
Tacoma/Pierce 

City Population County Population 

163,000 
80,000 

45,000 
575,000 
196,000 

Participants 

1,800,000 
1,300,000 

235,000 
1,800,000 

767,000 

The participants included 22 women executives of philanthropic 

organizations. The participants all had more than three years experience leading 

organizations; the experience in their current organizations ranged from 18 

months to 19 years. Three had less than three years with their current organization 

and two had either recently retired from or left their organizations. All but one 

had the title of Executive Director. The exception was a high ranking manager in 

a very large foundation included to gain that perspective. 

The age of participants ranged from 39 to 67 years and the education 

ranged from some college credits (1), to baccalaureate degrees (13), master's 

degrees (5), law degrees (2) and one doctoral candidate. Two participants 

represented minority populations. Twenty (91 %) of the participants indicated a 

high (50%) or above average ( 41%) readiness for self-directed learning as 

measured by the Learning Preference Assessment (LP A). It is worthwhile noting 

that half (11 of 22) the participants had some business experience (management, 

67 



accounting, banking) while most of the others came with experience m non-

profits or the public sector. 

Most of the interviews were conducted in the participants' offices or 

nearby conference rooms; one interview occurred in the participant' s home. 

Offices reflected the workload with papers, reports, and binders and included 

business and technological resources, bookcases, desks, a seating area and 

cabinets. The offices reflected the occupant with family pictures, art, posters, and 

awards. Most of the participants dressed in business casual mode with a few 

dressing in business suits. They did not appear stressed or hurried. They were 

attentive to the interview and generally not distracted or interrupted. 

Table 2 displays the composition of the sample by region and 

demonstrates the similarities between the sub-samples in each region with regard 

to learning approach, age, education, and experience. Other than size of 

foundations, the means (age, education, experience, and LPA score) of the two 

sites are quite similar across locations. 

Table 2. Sample Description by Region 
FL Mean (N= IO) WA Mean (N= l2) Total 

Group Mean (N=22) 
LPA Score 249.0 247.5 248.2 

Age 49.8 53 .7 51.9 

Education* 2.5 2.6 2.5 

Tenure (years) 7.1 6.8 6.9 

Grant Budget $1.425M $4.95M" $3.271M" 

Staff Size 2.3 9.4" 6.0" 

* Education was rated on a scale of I to 4 with 2=bachelors, 3 = masters & 4 = doctorate 
" Removed an outlier organization of inordinate magnitude 
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The major difference between regions is the size of the foundations. Florida is 

represented by more small (measured by staff size) family foundations (5) who 

distribute a total of $3.6M ($200K to $1.3M) with a staff of one or two persons. 

In contrast, the smallest of the two family foundations in the Washington sample 

distributes $5M a year with a staff of five. Both areas have access to professional 

association resources for philanthropic organizations including local donors' 

groups, informal networks, and national organizations. 

Self-Directed Learning 

The Learning Preference Assessment (LP A) provided descriptive 

information about the sample and was not part of the grounded theory process. 

However, the results affirm that the participants in the study are likely to initiate 

their learning. The Learning Preference Assessment scores demonstrated above 

average and high readiness for self-directed learning. The mean score of this 

group was 248.2, well above average. The mean for this sample was lower than 

the scores found by Guglielmino (1996) when studying top female corporate 

executives (257.8), but in line with the scores of top male entrepreneurs (248.6, 

Guglielmino & Guglielmino, 1994). Half of the participants scored in the high 

range and only three scored in the average range. 

Comparing the LP A scores to other factors, the scores appear to be 

positively related to education (the higher the score, the more likely the 

participant had an advanced degree) and negatively related to tenure on the job 

(those with lower scores stayed at the same job longer). The scores did not appear 

related to age, budget size, or location. The researcher observed that those with 
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the lowest scores tended to be in positions eliciting more reactive administrative 

behaviors rather than proactive leadership behaviors. 

Although the coding was directed at other categories, the transcripts also 

reflected plentiful evidence of initiative, persistence, curiosity, desire to learn and 

a goal orientation, all of which are characteristics of self-directed learning 

(Guglielmino, 1978). Persons with high levels of readiness for self-directed 

learning usually prefer to determine their learning needs and plan and implement 

their own learning and tend to perform well in jobs requiring high degrees of 

problem solving, creativity, and change. One participant noted that, 

I knew I was curious, but until reflecting on how much of what I 
do is not so much skill based, more of an internal curiosity. I'm 
just happy that my brain works in such a way that I have the skills 
to keep up. That was kind of an epiphany moment for me - I really 
am curious. Perhaps they hired me for my curiosity. 

Another added, "I have a very strong curiosity about everything. . . . I have this (I 

don't know where it comes from) but I'm very curious, very curious. I taught 

myself how to do accounting." Persistence was evident with another participant 

when she said, 

The other was just straight perseverance - that there is a part of me 
that doesn't like things not to happen. You've got your ego 
invested. You've got the belief that you can do this. It's not going 
to be hard; you've just got to work hard. The problem really isn't 
that difficult, but you have to keep working hard at it, and work 
hard at it, and work hard at it. 

Yet another reflected initiative, goal orientation, and desire to learn when she 

described the learning elicited during an adventurous time in Africa. 

Going to Tanzania and learning- figuring out how to learn Swahili 
(because the original plan didn't work). And figuring out 
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everything from how to not die, for health concerns ... . So we had 
to figure pretty much everything out. And little things, like just 
how to jerry-rig things. I've never been mechanical, but making do 
with what you have and making things - like how to bake 
brownies in a double boiler on a Jiko stove. 

Another participant described her research as 

Talking to and meeting with people that have the background and 
the knowledge or the information that I needed to know and learn, 
and using them as a resource, and sometimes they didn't even 
know necessarily that I was using them as a resource. 

Table 3 displays a possible relationship between categories of scores 

(average, above average, and high) and education (positive) and tenure in one 's 

position (negative). The higher the score, the more likely the participant had an 

advanced degree. The lower the score, the more likely the participants were to 

stay in one job longer. There does not appear to be any relationship between 

scores and age, budget size, or location. 

Table 3. Learning Preference Assessment Score by Descriptor 
LP A Score Mean Age Education 

Average (N=3) 
Above Average (N=8) 
High (N=ll) 

223.3 
240.5 
261.6 

52.3 
56.6 
48.4 

2.0 
2.38 
2.64 

Tenure 

9.3 
7.2 
6.1 

Note: Trends only, sample not large enough (power) to determine significance 

The high levels of readiness for self-directed learning among the study 

participants were evidenced in their practice of seeing problems as challenges and 

setting out to learn what they needed to know in order to address them. 

Overview of Data Analysis Process 

Qualitative research employing the grounded theory method is an iterative 

process and phases are not as clearly delineated as the following description might 
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imply. However, the phases of data collection and analysis are described to give 

an overview of not only the results, but the process involved. After recruitment of 

the sample and collection of data (interviewing, transcribing), three steps of 

analysis followed, leading to a theory proposition. The analysis followed the steps 

proposed in the sequence outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1998) which includes 

open coding, axial coding and selective coding. 

In the open coding phase, the codes emerged iteratively. The first codes 

were generated after the first four interviews. After more interviews, codes were 

added and some of the original codes were deleted. During the axial coding phase, 

themes and patterns were arranged to determine interactions and relationships. 

This was also an iterative process since the first attempts at this task were 

confused by the researcher' s acceptance of the espoused theory of "learning by 

doing," and not noting the sequence of strategies (use of mentors early in one' s 

career). In the third phase, selective coding, narratives illustrating three typical 

challenging relationships were developed. In the last phase, a theoretical 

proposition outlining the conditions, learning actions and interactions and 

consequences was developed. As noted by Creswell (2006), Miles and Huberman 

( 1994) and Strauss and Corbin ( 1998), those steps are not always clearly 

delineated in real life applications but Table 4 provides an overview of the steps 

and the products of those steps that provide some order to the process. 

72 



Table 4 . Outline of Data Analysis Process 

1. Open Coding - Codes emerged from 22 interviews, 1 77 pages of transcript ( 17 

initial emergent codes and 9 additional codes) 

2. Axial Coding - Interconnection of Categories and Themes 

Categories: Context Strategies Challenges Consequences 

Themes: Ambiguity Conversation Organizational SkillsN oice 

Collaboration Mentors/Models 

VisionNalues Resources 

Structure Learn by doing 

Environmental Influence 

Achievement 

Opportunities 

Job Change 

3. Selective Coding Code Reduction (combine, eliminate) 

Testing Themes (return to transcripts, observations, descriptive data, 

documents, code checking and triangulation with observations, 

documents, field notes, analytic memos and descriptive data) 

Central Category: Learn by doing through conversation 

4. Theoretical Proposition: 

Description of conditions, actions/interactions and consequences that lead to 

the proposed theory. 

Results Emerging from Open Coding 

After four interviews were completed in one of the locations, the 

researcher started to develop a short list of possible codes. Since all four 

interviews were with participants representing small private independent 

foundations, it was determined that the sample was too limited and homogenous 

to generate and defme open codes and conceptual categories. Due to compressed 

scheduling in the remote location, 12 interviews were completed within a week, 
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which limited the interaction between the data collection and coding and analysis. 

Interviews in Florida progressed at a slower pace. When 18 interviews were 

completed (but not yet transcribed) open coding yielded a more thorough list of 

codes and categories. Building on and testing ideas that emerged with the 

different sub-sample allowed the researcher to narrow the focus and eliminate 

some codes. Table 5 outlines the first approach to understanding the patterns and 

themes emerging from the interviews and transcripts as participants described 

both the environment for their work and informal learning strategies. The number 

indicates the number of participants who mentioned that element. 

Table 5. Initial Categories and Codes: Themes Emerging from Transcripts 

Contextual Descriptors: 

Ambiguity and Risk (new frontiers, initiatives, new practices) 17 
Connecting/Networking 10 
Job Surprise (conditions different than expected) 7 
Leading without Authority (especially in community-wide efforts)* 6 
Not Your Money (attitude)* 3 
Vision and Values 13 

Learning Strategies: 

Collaboration (before and after specific question)* 12 before and 21 after 
Conversation (before and after specific question) 
Learn by Doing 

18 before and 15 after 
22 

Mentors 
Models (both positive and negative) 
Personal Development (voice/confidence)* 
Persistence and Tenacity* 
Resources (association workshops, journals, books, internet etc.) 
Volunteer Experience (especially on boards)* 

* Later, some categories were moved, combined or eliminated during select 
coding based on frequency and redundancy. 
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The codes that described the context category were defined and those 

definitions were revised as new properties emerged from further theoretical 

sampling. The definitions of these codes come from the descriptions generated by 

the participants. Ambiguity and risk referred to the innovation required in this job 

which called for the executives to be involved with initiatives that had never been 

done before. Connecting/Networking described a context in which the executives 

were likely to be in contact or initiate regular contact with colleagues, grantees, 

donors, community leaders, and media representatives. Job surprise and leading 

without authority referred to situations executives found themselves in either upon 

taking a new position that turned out to be more complicated than presented, or 

leading a new community initiative that engaged several organizations or 

constituencies. Vision, values and beliefs referred to the strong statement of vision 

and values from the executives, the nature of values-driven organizations (i.e. the 

executive assuring that the investments and contributions reflected the family ' s or 

foundation ' s values), and the need for a common vision for initiatives that 

involved several agencies. The collaboration code was moved to describe the 

context when theoretical sampling revealed that participants did not regard 

collaboration as a learning strategy, but rather a part of managing in a complex 

environment. 

The codes reflecting learning strategies were defined and properties were 

added with theoretical sampling until codes were saturated. Conversation was 

coded in two segments to distinguish when the topic was brought up 

spontaneously and when it was approached after specific questioning. All 
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participants described learning by doing as their method of learning what was 

necessary to do their job. When asked about people that influenced their 

development as executives, they noted the role of mentors and models, especially 

early in their careers. Personal development referred to experiences and training 

that contributed to the development of their authentic voice and confidence in 

their self-expression and was sometimes related to clarifying their values and 

assuring alignment of the values with their work. They used resources throughout 

their careers but were more likely to take workshops early in their careers and be 

more discriminating about training opportunities currently. Persistence and 

tenacity and volunteer experience were later incorporated with personal 

development. 

The transcripts were coded by the researcher using the codes listed in 

Table 5 (contextual descriptors and learning strategies). A colleague with two 

graduate degrees (education and business), experience in research at a university 

medical center, and more than a dozen years experience as an executive of a 

statewide non-profit organization agreed to serve as a code checker to test the 

clarity and reliability of these codes. The researcher and the code checker 

discussed the coding process at length on three occasions (more than ten hours) as 

coding proceeded to assess agreement on definitions of the codes as well as 

frequency of application of the codes. In general there was conceptual agreement 

on the defmition and application of the codes (with some confusion about the 

distinction between mentors and models) and less agreement on the frequency of 

coding due to variations of coding methods (line by line vs. paragraph by 
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paragraph). Discussion with the code checker also generated insights about which 

codes might overlap or be redundant. 

As suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994), frequency counts were 

tabulated for these codes to determine the strength and patterns of the category or 

the property reflected by the codes. Categories of learning strategies appeared to 

be saturated, with no new information emerging during coding. In the category of 

contextual descriptors, properties of ambiguity, connecting, and vision/values 

were saturated, but the codes did not yield sufficient information about other 

conditions or consequences. 

As mentioned earlier, further analysis after completing the data collection 

m Washington led to moving, combining, and eliminating some codes and 

generating new codes to query the data. For example, with two exceptions, the 

participants did not discuss collaboration as a learning method, but rather as a 

requirement of managing within the environment, so it was moved from the 

learning strategy category to the category of contextual descriptors. The concern 

expressed by three participants about executives taking on the attitude that the 

foundation money was theirs ('not your money' code) did not occur enough to 

become an important property within this sample, although it was mentioned as 

an issue among program officers nationally in a survey of grantees conducted by 

the Center for Effective Philanthropy (Bolduc, Buchanan, & Buteau, 2007). 

Leading without authority was a much more pronounced property among 

executives of small foundations and not referred to by executives with large staff 

compositions. Personal development (confidence and voice) was usually talked 
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about as something that happened earlier in their career and started to merge with 

a deepening sense of personal values (including persistence and tenacity) as more 

data were collected. Also, in reviewing the frequency, it was disappointing to 

notice that only half the participants serve on other boards to learn and gain 

perspectives through those volunteer experiences. 

Discoveries about the complexity of the workplace environment and 

questions about causes and consequences yielded a second list of codes to 

consider before the next step in the analysis could be entered. The first set of 

codes reflected the researcher' s interest in informal adult learning and the 

influence of the environment. With the evolution of the researcher' s thinking 

about theory generation, a second set of codes was developed to be able to query 

the data about conditions and consequences. A second round of coding and 

theoretical sampling (reviewing the data with a new set of lenses) yielded more 

information about the complex conditions that generate the need for informal 

learning among executives. Categories reached saturation, meaning that "no new 

information seems to emerge during coding" (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 136). 

Table 6 outlines the additional codes to explore the structural challenges noted by 

the participants as well as the consequences of their learning strategies. The 

number indicates the number of participants who mentioned the category. 
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Table 6. Additional Categories: Refmed Coding Based on Questions and Model 

Challenges and Resources: 

Board (overzealous new board members or new chairs, 12 
shifts in direction) 

Community (engaging partners for joint initiatives, engaging 13 
Donors; engaging, coaching and redirecting grantees) 

Peers and Colleagues (engaging fellow executives or other 1 7 
associates) 

Reorganization (includes new organization, rapid growth) 12 
Staffing (performance, inherited under-performing staff, 11 

Consequences: 

downsizing, succession planning, administrative support, 
redirecting during reorganization) 

Acquired Skills and Leadership Perspectives l 0 
Extended Opportunities and Expanded Influence 7 
Potential Job Loss (and avoidance) 7 
Satisfaction of Accomplishment 10 

Beyond the contextual descriptions in the first round of coding, challenges 

and resources occurred in several organizational segments. Board challenges 

included demands for more accelerated progress, new board members with 

unrealistic expectations, new officers with new demands, and a board-initiated 

shift in direction. Community challenges usually referred to joint initiatives across 

organizations but also referred to challenges with grantees and donor 

development. Note the strength of the category of "peers and colleagues" with 17 

of the 22 participants speaking of that category of relationships, usually as a 

resource. Reorganization refers to the organizational challenges of such things as 

start up ("I was handed a cardboard box and they said, 'here you go, start a 

foundation." '); downsizing; changing policies and procedures from previous 

executive' s practices; and rapid growth. Staffmg referred to a wide variety of 
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challenges including poor perforn1ance, lack of appropriate policies, and 

terminations. 

The consequences of the actions of executives included learning (acquired 

skills and leadership perspectives); magnified influence (extended opportunities 

and expanded influence); maintenance of one's position; and accomplishment. 

The participants noted all of these in recapping the results of their resolution of 

challenging situations. 

Results from Axial Coding 

Strauss and Corbin ( 1998) note that "research rarely proceeds completely 

as planned" (p. 32) and this researcher' s early attempts at axial coding 

demonstrated the truth of this observation. Creswell (2006) describes axial coding 

as assembling the data in new ways to describe the context, identify core 

phenomena, specify strategies, and explore conditions and consequences. Early 

axial coding yielded a description of a context of ambiguity and collaboration 

(connecting, networking and partnership) within and among vision-driven 

organizations. The informal adult learning strategies specified in this early model 

included "learning by doing," conversation, mentors, models (both positive and 

negative) and other resources (such as associations, journals, books and the 

internet) with the core phenomenon as learning by doing which bridged the gap 

between learning and the context. Each participant noted that the learning was in 

the doing (both successes and mistakes) with phrases such as "dive in ... 

everything is a learning opportunity," "it was all learning," and "until you really 

delve into that, I couldn't answer the question." 
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This model was based on an overzealous interpretation of frequency 

counts and did not take into account other structural conditions that complicate 

the work of foundation executives and developmental sequences in using different 

learning strategies as well as the need to identify an action or interaction with the 

conditions. The theory espoused by the participants, " learning by doing," did 

describe the interaction between the participant and her work, but did not reflect 

the properties of conscious effort or deliberate action. 

Upon secondary examination, it became apparent that when participants 

talked of mentors, they were usually referring to an experience earlier in their 

careers when someone took an interest in their development, provided guidance, 

and sponsored their participation in challenging experiences or learning 

opportunities. One participant noted when referring to an early supervisor, "she 

saw something in me . .. she saw my skills and abilities and really helped me." 

Another participant noted that a mentor "told me that if I really wanted to move 

on and move up, I' d need to take business courses" to understand the basics of 

accounting and management. Her comment demonstrated both mentoring and 

taking classes as learning resources at this middle management phase of her 

career. Another participant still meets regularly with her former mentor, but the 

conversation has evolved over time to a mutually beneficial exchange between 

colleagues. The models mentioned were either theoretical (for example, from 

reading biographies) or real life (for example a relative, teacher, or supervisor) 

who provided insight or inspiration in critical times, but not a current presence in 

the executives' environments. One participant noted that she still sometimes 
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reflects "How might that person do this?" The mentors and models were both men 

and women. The use of mentors and models is not a current learning strategy for 

these executives, but something that was useful earlier in their careers. 

As categories and properties were consolidated and some earlier coded 

properties were eliminated using the criteria of frequency, general application 

across the sample, relationship to other categories (context, conditions and 

consequences), and possible contribution to building a theory, the focus continued 

to narrow. Through this analysis, a broader picture of the context, conditions, and 

relationships of the work of foundation executives became clearer. The critical 

nature of learning conversations emerged. Figure 1 illustrates the core phenomena 

of conversing, learning, and leading as the action contributing to success given the 

context, conditions, and structure of the work. 

Context: 
(ambiguity, 
complexity) 

Causal Conditions: 
(threat, challenge, 
opportunity, 
curiosity) 

Intervening Conditions: 
Structural (board, staff, 
community, size, type) 
Personal (age, education) 

Conversing 
Learning 
Leading Consequences: 

learning, 
achievement, 
influence, 
opportunity, 
credibility, 
survival 

Figure I. Axial arrangement of relationships between context, conditions, action, 
and consequences. 

82 



In the context of ambiguity and complexity, when circumstances change (such as 

through threat or opportunity), the executive engages the board, staff, and/or 

community in learning conversations to achieve optimal results. 

Figure 2 displays the complex set of relationships the foundation executive 

navigates depending on the size and type of foundation she leads. Each 

connection with board, staff, community, and colleagues represents multiple 

relationships. The role of the executive requires attention to the complexity and 

dynamic nature of the relationships. 

Executive 
Director 

Staff 

Colleagues 
and peers 

Figure 2. Complex environment: Multiple categories of relationships. 

If the executive runs an operating or public foundation, the community 

includes donors as well as grantees and other community partners and influencers. 

While the diagram captures categories of leadership relationships, it does not 

capture the complexity within each of those categories. One participant with a 

background in business noted, "the complexity of the leadership roles in non-
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profits was something that I was really interested in, because of the complexity of 

board relationships." Two others from business noted the need to develop 

patience when they made the change to this slower moving, consensus-driven 

environment. Each of the categories represents multiple relationships to be 

nurtured, navigated, and managed in the context of vision, partnership, and the 

ambiguity of new initiatives. Three of the categories (community, board, and 

staff) probably show up in the executive' s job description. The fourth category 

(colleagues and peers) is developed individually by the executive as a resource for 

her learning. 

In reviewing the data, the researcher noted that, while every participant 

talked about learning by doing, what they actually did when confronted with 

challenges was to initiate conversations with a variety of sources including 

colleagues and peers, staff, board members, and community resources, depending 

upon the nature of the problem. The original attempt at developing a conceptual 

framework which resulted in the theme of learning by doing needed to be revised 

to be more specific operationally. Upon further inquiry of the data, it appeared 

that executives confronted challenges by initiating conversations with key people 

in the environment. 

What the participants meant by learning by doing was the action of 

identifying a real issue in the workplace and exploring that issue through 

conversations with appropriate people to gain information, develop perspective, 

and generate possible solutions. Although they may research the issue using other 

resources such as the internet, books or consultation with an expert, they 
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conversed with their colleagues and peers to synthesize their learning, test 

theories or explore meaning. The conversations occurred at several levels 

including gathering information, surveying opinions, exploring ideas, and 

ultimately building consensus (within their organizations or in the community). 

Table 7 provides some quotes from these conversations (actions). The 

conversations occurred at multiple levels as demonstrated by the quotes. 

Table 7. Kinds of Conversations with Illustrative Quotes 

Gathering Information 

Surveying Opinions 

Exploring Ideas 

Building Consensus 

"So I talked to some of my peers about succession 
planning, and how they'd approached it." 

"Everyone just had their own unique viewpoint, ... 
just to interview people in the community and get 
the lay of the land." 

"So we're going to just brainstorm how to use this 
'fitness function."' 

"It was a very collaborative kind of effort, of people 
who really wanted to move this forward, people 
who were afraid to do it, and so it was really trying 
to figure out how everyone could overcome that 
fear and keep it moving." 

Results Emerging from Selective Coding 

In selective coding, the researcher establishes the story that integrates the 

categories identified through axial coding (Creswell, 2006). The researcher 

reviewed the observations, documents (over 300 pages of annual reports, 

monographs, funding guidance, resumes and internet pages), field notes and 

analytic memos to verify the emerging fmdings in the transcripts and build a 
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picture. The researcher also reviewed copies of the Stanford Social Innovation 

Review, the Chronicle of Philanthropy, the Palm Beach Daily News (the "shiny 

sheet") and the Notables section of the Palm Beach Post to understand the larger 

issues of philanthropy (nationally) and the local fundraising environment in 

Florida. 

In order to capture the complexity of the environment, three narratives 

representing composites of participant stories were developed to illustrate 

learning responses to challenges within the key relationships (staff, board and 

community). Although the executives learned from many sources, the most 

prevalent learning activity was a conversation with peers and colleagues. The 

three narratives, "Learning through staffing challenges," "Learning through board 

relations," and "Learning through community initiatives" follow. 

Learning Through Staffing Challenges 

Staffing challenges were most apparent when an executive took the reins 

of an organization with entrenched structures, habits and culture. Sometimes this 

included poor structure (no policies or performance measures), eroding financial 

resources requiring reorganization or layoffs, staff habits, procedures that were 

ineffective, and an atmosphere of generalized anxiety over feared changes and 

loss. 

Carmen was aware that the new position would be a challenging change, 

but she was disappointed that the board had not warned her of the financial threats 

and the poorly performing staff. Her first response was to handle the technical 

problems of managing the finances (increasing revenues, reducing costs and 
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managing assets) and instituting "a new era of accountability and performance" 

with performance measures and personnel evaluations. There was some staff 

attrition immediately as some staff chose to leave and others clearly needed to be 

terminated. 

To proceed, Carmen organized a small "thought group" of some of the 

leaders within the staff to address how issues would be explored and decisions 

made and announced. This provided time for reflection and conversation that was 

characterized as time to "swivel the chair and look inward [at the organization] 

for just a moment." There was a considerable amount of conversation and 

"balancing lots of anxieties from different levels about this." Carmen learned a 

great deal about patience and grace and acquired an appreciation for "diversity of 

styles" and the available "intellectual capital" within the organization. On the 

other hand, there was some urgency to move ahead and Carmen was not afraid to 

make the tough decisions when necessary. After hearing staff recommendations, 

she was able to "call the question." She added that "at the end of the day, it is 

what it is folks! Let's move on here." 

After a time of forward movement, there were two staff members that 

were still performing marginally. Carmen then "sought out people's advice" and 

"talked with some peers." She sought perspectives from friends at her level in 

business and also colleagues from other similar organizations. Over time, with 

varying and conflicting pieces of advice, she crafted an approach that resulted in 

the two staff persons leaving the organization. She learned to trust her "gut 

instincts" and take her time to achieve the best result. 
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So the transition was a "really big challenge and successful; in the end it 

was very successful." The organization is strong, productive and growing. 

Furthermore, Carmen notes that there is room for mistakes and camaraderie with 

the team that remains. 

What we say around here is that ' if you don' t make any mistakes, 
you' re not trying hard enough.' So what we try not to do is make 
the same mistake twice. But making mistakes is fine. That' s how 
we learn .. . . We try to have fun ... We always laugh through our 
staff meetings. We find humor in a lot of things. . . A lot of it is 
like a stress releaser .... I want people to get along. 

To address various staffing challenges, Carmen used conversations with 

colleagues and staff to identify issues, explore options and craft plans for moving 

the organization forward. This resulted in building a diverse high performing team 

that learns from and laughs at mistakes. 

Learning Through Board Relations 

In business, non-profits and public agencies, the executives must g1ve 

careful attention and effort to the communication and trust with the governing 

body to be effective in their jobs. Foundation boards are likely to be made up of 

high-powered leaders from the community or family members with specific 

values and agendas for improving the community. 

Jo Ann had enjoyed a long tenure with the foundation that she led and 

reported that for many years her board was "trusting and trustworthy, responsible, 

thoughtful and caring." Board members had supported her proposals and offered 

valuable perspectives and feedback and tended to their fiduciary responsibilities. 

When they didn't feel that they were getting the full picture, they asked good 
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questions. She reported an experience of alignment that is unusual in the non

profit world. She had experience volunteering as a board member herself and 

understood the role of the board and the complexities involved from that 

perspective. She noted the importance of "talking to people and asking people 

about their experience, advice, perceptions" and added that "the hardest part of 

this work is getting out of the office and with board members." Sometimes 

factions would evolve over an issue, but the dynamics were healthy and the board 

could move ahead. Board members entertained and supported innovative 

collaborative community efforts that involved other foundations and agencies. 

Over a period of a couple of years, challenges from a new board member 

and eventually a new board chair eroded that trust and communication between Jo 

Ann and the board. She described the new board member as a young business 

person who was new to the community and new to non-profit work. He was 

trying to establish himself in the community among his peers. He had a lot of 

initiative and was respected by the other board members in the beginning. He was 

accustomed to taking charge and giving direction and expected the executive to 

follow his orders rather than considering her perspective or acknowledging her 

experience and standing with the board. When provoked, he resorted to electronic 

communication and sent vitriolic and caustic e-mail messages to her with copies 

to the rest of the board. Other times, ranting e-mails were sent to the board chair 

or committee chairs and copied to her so that she would understand the depth of 

his anger and impatience. 
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After conversations and reflection with colleagut:s, Jo Ann engaged a 

consultant to facilitate a conversation with the full board. A retreat was planned to 

allow a broad conversation to explore discovery questions. With this approach, all 

board members could refresh their understanding of "what they do and do not 

know about the organization." Engaging the full board in a face to face 

conversation confirmed the function of the board and defined direction for an 

upcoming strategic planning process. The new board member was given a 

leadership position on a specific effort and achieved some modest success which 

allowed him to resign from the board on a good note. Jo Ann noted that the 

outcome of the experience was that she learned to maintain more frequent and in

depth communication with board members (something that she had relaxed her 

efforts at over time). She also learned to involve them more in planning and 

decision making and noted that she survived the challenge and maintained her 

position. 

As if on schedule, another challenge emerged when a veteran board 

member became more engaged and ascended to the chair role. The new chairman 

started challenging Jo Ann's style. The board chair thought that she was too 

aggressive, moved too fast, and provided too much direction to the board. She had 

conversations with colleagues in the community who encouraged her to be more 

patient with his deliberate and analytic style that required more information. 

Through these conversations she recognized that she was entrepreneurial and 

comfortable with the ambiguity of starting new initiatives. She noted, "we can't 

say we did it wrong, because it hasn't been done before," but he was more 
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cautious and conservative m his approach. After some period of irying to 

reconcile the differences, she started a succession planning process that required 

more conversations with colleagues who had experience with the process, with 

board members interested in the stability of the organization, and with staff 

members who might be interested in moving into the leadership position. Over a 

period of about 18 months, Jo Ann navigated a successful transition to a new job 

with another organization. 

This scenario outlines a variety of board successes and challenges that 

required learning responses from the executive. The executive engaged in 

individual and group conversations to explore possibilities. The conversations 

resulted in successful transitions within the organization and in the executive's 

career. 

Learning Through Community Initiatives 

Relationships within the community include the relationships with 

grantees (participative planning and oversight), donors (in the case of operating 

and public foundations) and other partners in the community. Sometimes a 

collaborative initiative in the community might include all kinds of community 

partners (donors, grantees, other foundations, government, non-profit 

organizations, other leaders, interested parties and the media) working on the 

same issue. When working in the community, the executive is operating without 

formal authority and may find herself in a leadership position. The challenge is 

how to engage partners and move an initiative forward ; or, as one participant 
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described, "trying to get others lo do the work when I really have no formal 

authority to get them to do it." 

After participation with a large scale community assessment effort that 

explored a wide variety of issues such as health, education, economic 

development, community development, arts, and environmental issues, Paula, an 

executive of a family foundation, knew that she wanted to explore the possibilities 

of partnership in the education area. This area reflected the values of her board as 

well as the history of giving and advocacy from the foundation that she 

represented. She attended an initial meeting involving representatives from public 

entities (state and local government and public schools), non-profit agencies, and 

the funding community (corporate, family and public foundations) that was not 

productive. The meeting included some elected officials and high powered board 

members from the corporate community who left disillusioned. Some participants 

were passive or hostile and there was no focus, direction or common ground. The 

effort was at risk of fading before it got any traction. She described this state of 

exploring unknown territory as "we didn't know what we didn't know." 

Paula wanted to learn what would spark an interest and motivate others to 

move ahead or to develop a vision of something that would make a difference. 

First she initiated individual conversations with a range of participants. She asked 

them to lunch or coffee to have a casual conversation to explore their interests, 

motivations, contributions and visions. She described meeting with "key people 

here and there, to kind of get perspectives ... I look at it as homework and lit 

review. This is my lit review." In this way she started to understand people's 
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agendas and intentions and identify the "bomb throwers" who might hijack the 

agenda or blindside the effort. She said she was aware of the "politics, but 

ultimately when you have something that everyone cares about, which in this case 

is children, they will work together." She added, "another thing that I have 

learned is that if you get people to target in on what's really important, in this 

case, the children, they will work together." 

She also spoke with colleagues and peers to assess her interaction with the 

process and gain perspective. She noted that they would question, '"How that's 

going to play?' Or say, 'Oh, have you thought about this?' or 'Did you know 

someone is doing X, Y and Z?' Or, 'You better look at A, Band C if you want to 

do that."' She mentioned that she learns well by "thinking with other people out 

loud ... bouncing ideas and thoughts off others." These were learning 

conversations about new initiatives that had never been done before and testing 

talents that she had not exercised before. She added "I don't want someone to 

give me necessarily the answer to a problem. But I want them to listen to me and 

then say, 'Well, have you thought about this or that?'" She noted the variety of 

input with, "Some people help give me a softer edge when I approach certain 

things. Other people help give me a tougher edge which I need. I need the tough 

people in my life too, who can ask really hard questions." 

Earlier in her career she had been very comfortable working "under the 

radar" and "behind the scenes." But in this case, she started to take on the role of 

the facilitator and noted that "I've learned that I do have a leadership role to play 

in this community" but it involves "risk" and "courage." She discovered that she 
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was good at "keeping an even balance at tht: table" and "keeping the vision." This 

was "a big life lesson in facilitative leadership" and there were times when she 

felt out on a limb and went home reporting "I'm probably going to get fired 

today." She learned to "just lead," to put "outcomes before politics," which was 

risky. 

Through the conversations with representatives in the community, peers, 

and colleagues, and convening larger conversations, she learned that, "essentially, 

it's my job to get others perhaps to do their jobs differently, and to think 

differently and to want to do that kind of work with a certain vision in mind." The 

money from the foundation "is there to be used by the community . . . to be used 

for the public good." But the role of the executive extends to "doing good work" 

and providing the leadership glue on selected efforts that identify gaps and 

redundancies in the community at large and develop a cohesive plan to improve 

effectiveness. In reporting the consequences and results of this effort, she noted 

that "They're actually working together and the process worked because the 

foundation convened the conversation." She characterized it as "the lynchpin kind 

of thing, connecting the dots." 

Through ambiguous risky conditions with a wide range of community 

partners, Paula used conversations with community representatives to study the 

political environment, the needs, the obstacles, and possible strategies. She used 

conversations with colleagues to clarify issues, test assumptions, plan strategy and 

gain confidence in her abilities and direction. She extended her efforts to hosting 
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larger community conversations to develop the vision and strategies needed to 

execute a successful effort. (And she didn't get fired.) 

Theoretical Proposition 

The dilemmas, conversations, and achievements of Carmen, Jo Ann and 

Paula represented conditions, actions and consequences. One participant 

summarized her response to the ambiguity and complexity of the condition as 

being "a committed lifelong student of organizational leadership ... it is a pretty 

dynamic thing ... not easy. And there's no real rule book for it." She added that 

she 

just made it a point to contact people and take them out to lunch 
and just talk to them about their work and ideas and talk about 
things . . . issues; and people usually appreciate it because 
everyone can feel isolated; so that kind of networking is a really 
good thing for substance as well as for [connection]. 

The consequences varied, but the action of conversing led to learning, 

accomplishment, expanded opportunities, job survival and sometimes moving on 

to new positions. 

Women executive directors of foundations work in an environment that is 

characterized by ambiguity, risk, partnership (at various levels) and driven by 

vision and values. Beyond their formal education, their professional development 

has included taking advantage of informal learning resources, mentors and models 

along their career paths. However, most of all , they converse with their peers and 

colleagues individually and sometimes in groups that they have organized. They 

also converse with board members, staff and community members. These 

conversations provide the primary learning necessary to accomplish what is 
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The three narrative stories from the selective coding section illustrate the 

conditions, the action of the executives, and the consequences of their learning. 

Paula performed her "lit review" by gathering information and surveying 

opinions. All three explored ideas and perspectives to understand all facets of the 

issues. All three facilitated consensus building whether it was in the external 

community, among board members or within the staff. One participant noted at 

the end of her interview that she didn't "think that what we talked about today is 

unique to the foundation world; I think it's unique to women leaders." 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter Four opened with a description of the size and structure of the 

participants' foundations, the two locations of the study, the participants of the 

study, and their self-directed learning readiness. The chapter outlined the iterative 

process of the study and findings at each stage with lists of codes from the open 

coding stage; categories, relationships, and core phenomena arranged in the axial 

coding stage; and three narratives illustrating the theoretical proposition from the 

selective coding stage. The actual theory is presented through a logic diagram 

(Creswell, 2006) that illustrates the elements identified through the narrative 

story. The theory states that facing new challenges within their organizations or in 

the environment, experienced women executives convene conversations with 

colleagues, board members, staff, and others to learn what they need to know to 

lead. Chapter Five will share conclusions and recommendations for practice and 

further research. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions and Discussion 

Several important points relative to adult education and human resources 

development emerged from this study. First, in today' s work environment, 

learning and leading are inextricable processes of exploration and discovery. 

Second, the participants ' learning needs and processes changed over the course of 

their careers from needing technical information to honing or exercising 

conceptual skills through conversation. Third, the participating executives learned 

through conversation. The women executives developed from engaging in 

individual conversations to organizing and convening larger conversations among 

colleagues and in the community, thereby magnifying their leadership and 

learning potential. Finally, women executives of philanthropic organizations are 

self-directed, active learners; they work in complex and dynamically changing 

environments that require constant learning to achieve goals and maintain their 

positions. They navigate complex sets of relationships to accomplish their work. 

In this environment, filled with paradox, ambiguity, and contradiction, they 

initiate and convene learning conversations to explore and discover their direction 

to achieve results. 
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The two research questions that were addressed by this study included: 

1. How do women executives of philanthropic organizations learn what they 

need in order to perform successfully as leaders in their positions? 

2. What informal learning strategies do women executives of philanthropic 

organizations use to develop the necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

to perform successfully as leaders in their positions? 

Answering the Research Questions 

The answer to the research questions is that facing new challenges within 

their organizations or in the environment, experienced women executives of 

philanthropic organizations convene conversations with colleagues, board 

members, staff and others to gather information (facts and opinion), explore ideas, 

and build consensus in order to extend their learning, accomplishment, and 

survival. The women in this study used a variety of learning strategies such as 

mentors, workshops, and other resources at various times throughout their careers 

with conversation as the primary choice for developing their conceptual skills to 

respond to complex ambiguous situations at the executive level. 

The results of this current study suggest that a "naturally occumng 

experience" (Brown & Posner, 2001 , p. 280) in the work place is conversation, a 

key element in the complex learning process. The complex environment of the 

participants' work requires continuous learning, usually through conversation. 

The findings suggest that program and curriculum planning for executive 

development and support embed programming within the participants' work, use 
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conversation as the primary medium, and encourage the participants to develop 

their own conversation resources. 

Learning and Leading: Inextricable Processes 

The context of the work of women executives of philanthropic 

organizations requires constant learning that is embedded within leading. Like 

explorers throughout history, they had some maps and guidance; but these were 

insufficient. They were leading into unknown territory, and had to continue 

learning and making adjustments as they progressed. Reflecting the ability to 

handle ambiguity and complexity and continue to move forward with incomplete 

information, explorers and the participants of this study were constantly tested. 

Responses noted in Chapter Four reinforced the participants' view that the 

learning was in the doing (both successes and mistakes) with phrases such as 

"dive in ... everything is a learning opportunity," "it was all learning," and "until 

you really delve into that, I couldn' t answer the question." Participants noted the 

value of mistakes and the importance of a productive attitude about mistakes. 

Operating in unknown territory requires a comfort with vulnerability and being 

wrong. 

The capacity to discuss and learn from the mistakes as well as a greater 

sense of humor about mistakes (and work) contributes to building a learning 

organization. Three participants from workplaces that appeared to have very 

positive climates articulated philosophies about the value of mistakes. A more 

conversational workplace that can address mistakes, fix them, and enjoy them will 

become a more effective learning organization. Levine et al. suggest that "you can 
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only have a conversation if you're not afraid to be wrong" (p. 123). Levine et al. 

(2000) add that 

being wrong is a lot funnier than being right. The right type of 
laughter - laughter at what the mistake reveals about our situation 
rather than laughter aimed at a person who dares to be human - is 
enormously liberating. In fact, laughter is the sound that 
knowledge makes when it's born. (p. 155) 

Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) note the need to allow for 

mistakes in one of their eleven assertions for a balanced approach to leadership; "I 

may make mistakes, and I may be inconsistent" (p. 128). 

Brown and Posner (200 1) conclude that "research over these past two 

decades underscores that the majority of leadership skills are learned from 

naturally occurring experiences in the work place" (p. 280). They go on to say 

that 

leadership is not learned but rather that it is learning. When we 
observe leaders at work, what we may really be observing is a 
learning process - and an exceedingly complex learning process at 
that. Leadership is closely connected with the concept of change, 
and change, ... is at the essence of the learning process. (p. 275) 

Mace ( 1950) came to the same conclusion in another era when he noted 

that, "What appears to be a not very profound conclusion of this study is that in 

the development of executives people learn by doing" (p. 92). He goes on to note 

that the learning from experience has more meaning when there is no need to 

adapt the skills learned in a classroom to real situations. 

The findings described the context of the executive position within 

foundations. The work of foundations is based in the vision and values of the 

family, corporation, or donors and, when most effective, is balanced on the 
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cutting edge of innovation. Working in this ambiguous environment reqmres 

constant learning. Perhaps Whyte (1994) was referring to this enmeshment of 

working, learning, personal development, and leading with his description of 

work. 

Work is the very fire where we are baked to perfection, and like 
the master_ of the fire itself, we add the essential ingredient and 
fulfillment when we walk into the flames ourselves and fuel the 
transformation of ordinary, everyday forms into the exquisite and 
the rare. (p. 115) 

Learning Needs and Strategies: Change Throughout Careers 

Early Career Learning Needs and Strategies 

The learning needs of participants changed over the course of their 

careers. How they responded to those needs also changed. Early in their careers 

they were more likely to enroll in workshops or engage a mentor to assist with the 

development of their technical skills. Early in their careers, participants need 

more technical knowledge about such things as financial requirements, legal 

requirements, human resources policies and procedures, and funding guidance. To 

satisfy this learning need they enrolled in workshops or classes offered by an 

association or engaged and relied upon a mentor to show them the ropes in order 

to become proficient or competent. They also found books or articles, researched 

topics on the internet, or called experts. 

When field testing the first interview protocol (which was more of a 

survey), the researcher noticed that participants outlined the many technical skills 

that they needed to acquire in their first positions. As noted in Chapter Four, one 

participant in this study noted that a mentor "told me that if I really wanted to 
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move on and move up, I'd need to take business courses" to understand the basics 

of accounting and management. Her comment demonstrated both mentoring and 

taking classes as learning resources at this middle management phase of her 

career. Also, during the course of their careers, participants noted the importance 

of personal development and things they did to develop their interpersonal and 

communication skills such as joining a speaking group or volunteering for 

something that stretched their vtswn and confidence. They also spoke of 

developing a stronger sense of their own values as well as other characteristics 

such as persistence and patience through their experience. 

Later Career Learning Needs and Strategies 

Later in their careers, the participants had mastered the technical skills 

needed or had staff to handle those tasks. The learning needs at this stage are 

much more related to problem solving in ambiguous situations where there is no 

prescribed answer or solution. This requires conceptual, reflective, and dialogue 

skills. At this point in their careers, the participants no longer had mentors to 

impart information and wisdom, but rather had developed a cadre of resources 

from among their colleagues to engage in conversation that had reciprocal benefit 

to the participants. They might consult with colleagues on an as needed basis, but 

were more likely to schedule a regular time to meet. They might consult 

individually or in organized groups that emerged in both locations. The 

participants acquired and engaged a complex network of resources to meet their 

changing needs and to respond to the complexity and ambiguity of their positions. 
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They arranged opportunities to "think out loud" and explore issues, challenges, 

and opportunities. These conversations became an integral part of their work. 

This transition in learning needs and strategies noted by the participants in 

this study concurs with Katz ' s (1955) observations of the importance of technical 

skills early in one' s management career, the emergence of the importance of 

conceptual skills for executive level performance, and the need for human 

(interpersonal) skills throughout one' s career. Conceptual skills (the ability to 

work with abstraction) are required and critical at the executive level. Kegan 

(1994) includes the capacity to accommodate paradox, ambiguity and 

contradiction among the necessary conceptual skills for adults to function at this 

level. Similar to Katz' s model, Bierema (1999) noted three stages of career 

development among women and characterized the first stage with training and 

mentoring, the second stage with affiliation with professional organizations and 

the third stage as "deeply reflective and highly collaborative" (p.l 09). The 

participants in this study were very reflective and engaged staff, board members, 

community members and colleagues in learning conversations. 

The participants arranged multiple learning groups for themselves that 

yielded reciprocal benefits for all partners. They moved from having mentors to 

engaging in multiple learning partnerships. Dahle (1998) describes a shift in 

approaches to learning that alters the notion of mentoring from the traditional 

sense of one mentor who is senior to the protege to many conversations among 

colleagues. This shift from senior to colleague in the kind of mentoring that 

occurs may reflect the different needs at different stages of one's career. Dahle 
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describes a diversified "mentor portfolio" (p. 188) that taps the iaienis of peers 

and "anyone from anywhere inside or outside of the organization" (p. 188). She 

goes on to describe grassroots programs as well as commercialized ventures to 

link women to peer mentors. The participants in this study reflected the 

grassroots and self-initiated approach to garnering the learning resources 

necessary to succeed. 

Conversation: The Primary Medium for Executive Learning 

Conceptual skills are honed and exercised through conversation. The 

executives of this study connect with colleagues and peers for conversation and 

dialogue to learn what they need to know to navigate ambiguity, solve problems, 

and make decisions. The unpredictable thinking aloud exercised the conceptual 

and interpretive skills of the executives as well as led to solutions. When done 

effectively, the results are achievement, learning, and the capacity to maintain 

their position or move to another with greater scope and influence. Managers and 

supervisors with industrial age training may see conversation as a distraction from 

productivity, but the participants recognized that conversation is the work. 

The interview transcripts repeatedly contributed evidence that connecting, 

networking, and conversation played an important role in the current informal 

learning (and leading) of the participants in the study. Eighteen of twenty-two 

participants brought up the subject of conversations as a learning tool before it 

was introduced as part of the interview. Participants described individual 

conversations with colleagues; organizing regular conversations among 

colleagues; conversations with the board or organized affinity groups; 
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conversations with multiple people in the community to gam insight into a 

particular problem; and conversations to build consensus with the community. 

Two of the participants, one with a graduate degree in business and one 

with a law degree, spoke directly about finding information from a variety of 

sources but preferring to discuss, "think out loud," "bounce ideas off others," and 

"dialogue to wrestle with new ideas." Gilligan (1982) and Belenky et al. (I 986) 

note that the non-linear learning style of women may contribute to conversation as 

a major learning medium to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate situations. 

The participants in this current study initiated their own individual 

conversations, made use of organized conversations, and organized their own 

conversation groups. The women participating in this study reflect the importance 

of conversation to learning in a leadership position .. The conversations gathered 

information (facts and opinion), explored ideas, and built consensus both within 

and beyond the organization. Participants espoused a theory of learning, learning 

by doing, but what they did was call a colleague and engage in learning 

conversations. Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) speak of conversation as a 

"participatory way of thinking" and as a "more generative language" (p. 120). 

They also note the need for "genuine connection and affiliation" (p. 124) and 

success at forming "authentic relationships" (p. 11 2) as necessary to survive and 

grow in critical conditions. The evidence from this study reaffirms themes in the 

literature about women's learning, communication and decision making. As noted 

by Belenky et al. (1986), connection, conversation, and collaboration have a role 

in developing voice as well as constructing knowledge. Tannen (1990, 1994) 
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noted the direction of women's communication ioward connection rather than 

competition. Gilligan (1982) asserted that women were more interdependent and 

connected in their decision making. Citing transformational learning and critical 

theorists, Merriam and Caffarella ( 1999) suggest that reflection and discourse 

play an important role in constructing knowledge. Wheatley (2002) and Brown 

(200 I) suggest conversation as a way to construct and expand knowledge. 

At a more psychobiological level, Taylor, Klein, Lewis, Gruenewald, 

Gurung, and Updegraff (2000) noted a pattern and articulated a model or theory 

of responses to stress among women that they called "tend-and-befriend." They 

contrast the formerly identified response to stress, the traditional "fight-or-flight" 

response, with the response they noted among women. They define tending as 

"nurturant activities designed to protect the self and offspring that promote safety 

and reduce distress" (p. 411) and define befriending as "the creation and 

maintenance of social networks that may aid" (p. 411) in promoting safety and 

reducing distress. With considerable evidence from both human and animal 

studies, they refer to a "biobehavioral mechanism" (p. 413) that underlies the 

tend-and-befriend pattern of response. Perhaps when the women executives 

respond to a challenge by calling a colleague, it is related to this tend-and

befriend pattern at a conceptual level. 

Conversations Generate Broader Conversations 

The participants organized their own conditions for learning, sometimes 

informally through individual conversations, sometimes in groups through 

associations (affinity groups) and sometimes by forming forums for learning 
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conversations. It is important to note that while many of the colleagues called 

upon for learning conversations were women, this was not exclusively the domain 

of women. Male colleagues were also called upon. Those participants that 

organized and participated in regular conversations among colleagues were 

reflecting what Lave and Wenger (1991) called communities of practice. 

Senge ( 1990) describes the learning organization that reqmres 

conversation. These women formed their own learning organization and 

magnified the learning across organizations. Wheatley and Frieze (personal 

communication, December 20, 2006) describe the "lifecycle of emergence" as a 

framework for how systems "begin as networks, shift to intentional communities 

of practice, and evolve into powerful systems of influence." They go on to say 

that "emergence is nature's way of creating radical change and taking things to 

scale." 

By forming new forums for conversation and exchange, some of these 

executives bridged to the larger community and demonstrated the establishment 

of intentional communities of practice. The conversation might start at an 

individual to individual level within an organization (micro level), progress to a 

conversation across organizations (macro level), and ultimately engage 

community leaders, the general public and the media (mega level). The 

participants also took the learning conversation to scale in the community when 

they learned to facilitate larger community conversations. Those in philanthropy 

know, as Acketman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) note, that "it is a powerful act 

of leadership to wait, listen, and not solve the public problem, but rather serve to 
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support the community m O\\-mng the problem and struggling to confront it 

collectively" (p. 33). The executives who participated in or led public 

conversations about community problems and plans demonstrated taking the 

notion of conversation to scale. In the foundation world, this is reflected in what 

Friedman (2005) describes as horizontal collaboration to define solutions used by 

the Gates Foundation. The process requires conversation. 

Conversations Among Men and in Corporations 

Although this study focused on women executives of philanthropic 

organizations, a natural question emerges about whether men might use the 

strategy of conversation for learning and if this phenomenon occurs within 

corporations. Men are among the theorists of generative conversations (Lester, 

Piore & Malek, 1998; Lester & Piore, 2004; Senge et al. 2004) and providers of 

information and materials on conversation (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, & 

Switzler, 2002). Lester et al. (1998) note that the "interpretive manager, unlike the 

analytical manager, embraces ambiguity and improvisation as essential to 

innovation" (p. 89). They also suggest that executives "identify a_nd bring together 

individuals within and outside the company who might have something 

interesting to say to one another" (p. 96) in order to stay aware of technological, 

regulatory, economic, and competitive developments. 

The interpretative dimension (Lester & Piore, 2004) refers to the 

capability of bringing people of different backgrounds (design, marketing, 

customers) together to talk about new products and explore the ambiguity related 

to new ventures. Lester and Piore note that "ambiguity is the critical resource out 
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of which new ideas emerge" (p. 54) and applaud "open-ended, unpredictable 

conversation" (P. 54). For developing the skills to foster that kind of conversation, 

they use the metaphor of hosting a party; with the steps of choosing the guests, 

initiating the conversation, keeping the conversation going, and refreshing the 

conversation. 

Perhaps the best evidence of men in corporations usmg conversation 

appears in the web log of an IBM executive with a doctorate in physics 

(Wladawsky-Berger, 2007) about conversations with a valued colleague with 

entries such as 

Bouncing ideas off him and thinking aloud about whatever was 
going through my mind at the time . . . For years, whenever I 
would come up with a new idea, no matter how harebrained, 
convoluted or bizarre, I always had Marty to help me think it 
through. After a while, the idea would start to take shape through 
our back and forth conversations. It would become structured, 
organized- and even elegant, if I may say so. For Marty and me, 
thinking aloud was a process of discovery, to see if we could 
somehow find what it was that I was so excited about, and whether 
there was a little jewel amidst all the surrounding gorp that we 
could dig up, polish and build a whole new way of thinking and 
talking about a subject . . . And once you get used to exercising 
your brain by thinking aloud, why stop at items related to work? 
[He added politics, sports, technology, and religion.] Why not? If 
what you were really doing was going deep inside your mind to try 
to uncover what was there, how you really felt about a subject, 
and how best to communicate it to everyone around you, few 
things should be off limits .... We would spend our time finding 
common ground - where the most universal ideas and easiest to 
communicate points of view would be found. 

Indeed, high tech and marketing gurus (Levine, et al., 2000) tell us that 

"conversation forms the basis ofbusiness" (p. v). 
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Self-Directed Learning Readiness: Learning Preference 

The participants demonstrated higher than average scores on the Learning 

Preference Assessment. They spoke of initiative, persistence, curiosity, desire to 

learn and a goal orientation, all of which are characteristics of self-directed 

learning (Guglielmino, 1978). The mean score compares favorably with studies of 

top female corporate executives (Guglielmino, 1996) and top male entrepreneurs 

(Guglielmino & Guglielmino, 1994). Half the participants' scores were in the 

high range with only three in the average range. As noted in Chapter Four, many 

participant quotes referred to self-directed learning. Facing the ambiguity and 

complexity inherent in the executive position, one participant described herself as 

"a committed lifelong student of organizational leadership." 

Other Learning Resources 

Participants also spoke of accessing other learning resources such as 

mentors, books, the internet and conferences, workshops, and journals available 

through associations. Although they use the internet daily, the value of mentors 

and other resources was more apparent early in their careers. Contrary to the 

researcher's bias and expectation, participants only spoke of collaboration as a 

necessary management activity rather than a learning activity. A few spoke of 

learning through volunteer activity, particularly serving on other non-profit 

boards. Many spoke of models and a few spoke of personal development 

opportunities that provided guidance and inspiration and enhanced their self

knowledge (values) and self-confidence earlier in their careers. 
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Recommendations 

Although this research focused on women executives of philanthropic 

organizations and the recommendations are most appropriate for that population, 

the recommendations may apply to women executives in general and to 

organizations in other sectors. Perhaps the best qualifier came from one of the 

participants (with experience in both the business and foundation sectors) when 

she added at the end of the interview, "I don' t think that what we talked about 

today is unique to the foundation world; I think it's unique to women leaders." 

The web log entry of a corporate man suggests that the phenomenon of learning 

conversations is not restricted to women leaders either. Most importantly, adult 

educators must think beyond the delivery of traditional training and education and 

look at how adults learn in their natural workplace environment; this research 

suggests the value of encouraging conversation in the practice of executive 

development and support. 

Recommendations for Practice 

Executive support programs should have at least three key elements. The 

results of this study suggest that executive development and support programs use 

the participants' workplace challenges as a laboratory for learning. The results 

also suggest that programs that engage participants in conversations that are 

reflective, generative, and interpretive foster the conceptual development 

necessary to navigate the challenges. Finally, programs that engage participants in 

community initiatives that are realistic, meaningful, and relevant to the work of 

their organizations provide an effective strategy for becoming a facilitative leader 
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of larger scale efforts. Associations, universities or other organizations can initiate 

or supplement the efforts of existing groups to provide forums for colleague to 

colleague exchange. 

Workplace Based Learning 

The first recommendation for practice is to design programs that support 

executive development within the executives' current workplace challenges. The 

current challenges provide the laboratory for learning which might be supported 

by affinity groups or individual consultation. The learning material is derived 

from the participant rather than from any program or curriculum topics. 

Engagement in Conversation in the Workplace 

The second recommendation for practice IS to notice, appreciate, and 

encourage the effectiveness of conversation as a learning method at every level of 

organization, staff, board, and community and to foster opportunities for 

exchange. This defies all the conventional wisdom from another generation where 

the elementary school or the local library prohibited talking to your neighbor or 

industrial age managers and supervisors have a very concrete (or technical) rather 

than abstract (or conceptual) understanding of productivity. The popularity of the 

notion of learning organizations supports the practice of conversation to explore 

and address issues, but in many settings, it is still not done effectively and 

sometimes prohibited. This also means creating informal forums for authentic 

conversation. This doesn 't mean more large scale meetings that are often devoid 

of meaningful authentic conversation, but rather creative opportunities for 
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exchange at all levels, such as Brown & Isaac's (2005) suggestions for forum or 

other suitable ground rules. 

Levine et al. (2000) comment on creating an atmosphere for authentic 

conversation by noting that "companies need to lighten up and take themselves 

less seriously. They need to get a sense of humor" (p. xiii). They go on to say that 

"Conversations are where ideas happen and partnerships are formed. Sometimes 

they create commitments, but more often they' re pulling people through fields of 

common interest with no known destination" (p. 123). Lester and Piore (2004) 

suggest the development of hosting skills, learning how to introduce people, Jet 

them know what they have in common and what they might gain from speaking 

with each other. 

In order to support the conceptual skills to deal with abstraction, paradox, 

ambiguity, and contradiction, executives must engage in conversation to extend 

their continuous adult learning. Conversation also includes talking about 

mistakes. Productive conversations with staff about mistakes can normalize 

mistakes and provide useful and valuable learning opportunities for everyone. 

When authentic conversation becomes the mode, mistakes do not need to be 

swept under the rug but can provide learning opportunities. 

Engagement in Conversation Across Organizations 

The third recommendation for practice is to support and enhance existing 

conversation forums for executives sponsored by associations (local and national) 

or organized by groups of colleagues informally. Support for conversation across 

organizations defies conventional business wisdom about the need for secrecy in a 
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competitive environment, although businesses are also becoming more 

communicative across organizations and have always practiced the informal 

conversation available on the golf course. The new executive that is not yet 

connected to colleagues and peers in informal ways can be engaged through more 

formalized forums provided by associations. Veteran executives may find that 

programs and opportunities of associations have become stale, and must revitalize 

them with new forums and resources with conversations about current issues. 

Executives that experience the isolation of the position can be encouraged to join 

or start a conversation forum. Universities can form or enhance the programs for 

non-profit management to support informal conversational forums. 

Tierney (2006) warns that "one of the biggest challenges facing non

profits today is their dearth of strong leaders - a problem that's only going to get 

worse as the sector expands and baby boom executives retire" (p. 26). He goes on 

to suggest that the gap might be filled by "finding and recruiting new leaders from 

a wide range of groups, including business, the military, and the growing pool of 

retirees" (p. 26). Associations will be challenged to respond to a new influx of 

executives and need to think about effective ways to orient new executives 

through providing forums for conversation. Half of this sample of participants 

arrived from business. 

Recommendationsfor Research 

The findings of this study raise many questions. First, does the theory hold 

true when tested with other populations? Second, what other information is 

necessary to gather to fill in details? There are other questions that fall more in the 
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realm of adult educational psychoiogy. If adult women executives learn through 

conversation, does one need to be good at conversation to employ this method of 

adult learning? What skills are necessary to be good at conversation? Does it take 

vulnerability, openness, a sense of wonder, a willingness to be wrong to excel at 

conversation? If so, how does one develop those traits? Are executives more 

likely to be good at conversation? But the first and most important 

recommendation ts to test this theory with a broader sample to determine its 

validity. 

Other recommendations for research include further research with the 

existing data, research which follows-up with the existing sample, and research 

with extended samples to replicate the study and validate the findings. 

Further Research with Existing Data 

There are several opportunities to extend the research with the existing 

data. First, because this study was focused on the informal learning methods of 

executives, there were several themes in the data that were not explored during 

analysis. One possibility is to code the data using the characteristics of self

directed learning and see which emerge from this sample. Another possibility is to 

examine other themes such as pivotal life experiences and influential people 

(mentors and models) to discover other stories. 

Follow-up with the Existing Sample 

There are some follow-up questions for the existing sample regarding the 

level of consciousness of learning and motivation for learning. Answers to more 

specific questions or probes could refine the theory. Some highly self-directed 
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participants were extremely aware of their methods and motives for convening 

learning conversations. Other participants were far less conscious of their 

learning methods or reasons for continuous learning and spoke of the 

phenomenon more vaguely as just part of doing the job. For some it seems such a 

natural way of learning that, without any reflection, they are not even aware of the 

learning that is happening. Crafting questions to discover participants ' awareness 

of their methods and motives might offer valuable information for increasing the 

effectiveness of these learning opportunities and designing programs or curricula. 

Also, half of the participants moved into their positions from business or 

corporate positions. While some offered insight into the greatest challenge 

(usually more patience), further study would yield valuable information for 

developing programs that would help others make the transition from business to 

the non-profit and foundation sector. Since 1990, the number of graduate 

programs in non-profit management in the U.S. has grown from 17 to 90 with 

more than 240 programs offering courses and certificates (Tierney, 2006). Insight 

into the transition from business or other sectors (military or professional 

practice) would strengthen these programs. 

Replication with New Samples 

This work could be replicated in other parts of the country with similar 

(size and structure) foundations to test the validity of the theory and perhaps 

expand the generalizability. The study could be expanded to include large 

foundations doing multinational work that are currently led by women such as the 

Ford, Gates and Rockefeller Foundations. The theory could be tested in 
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contrasting circumstances such as with women executives from other sectors such 

as the public sector or the corporate sector or male executives of foundations. The 

web log of the IBM executive refers to the deep value of conversation within 

corporations and among men, which could be explored further. 

Closing Thoughts 

The women executives of this study reflect the primacy and power of a 

long established natural method or strategy of learning through conversation. The 

executives of foundations engage in conversations with jour sectors; staff, board, 

community partners, and very importantly their community of practice including 

colleagues and peers. This learning is inextricable from leading and was thought 

of by the participants as "learning by doing." Those who are adept at conversation 

through connecting and networking have greater access to information and 

community perspectives and will be more successful. The learning occurs in real 

time as needed and provides valuable information and insight for navigating 

ambiguous situations, solving problems, and making decisions. 

Leadership development programs for adults, in this sector and in other 

sectors, could be enhanced by including both the practice of conversation and the 

skills necessary to initiate conversation in the design of their programs. Whether 

in graduate programs in universities, association offerings, or grassroots learning 

groups, the power of informal conversation as the medium for learning should be 

central to the program and curriculum design. 
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APPENDIX A: Consent Form 

Title of Research Study: An Examination of Approaches to Leadership Self-Development of 
Women Executives of Philanthropic Organizations 

Investigators: Terry Liddell (Doctoral Student) 
Florida Atlantic University 
Dept. of Educational Leadership 

Dr. Lucy Guglielmino (Faculty) 
Florida Atlantic University 
Dept. of Educational Leadership 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to explore the self-development of women executives of 
philanthropic organizations to determine their approaches to learning for leading. 

Procedures: You have been selected as one of the 53% of philanthropic foundation executi ves 
who are women. Your participation in this study will involve completing a 58 item questionnaire, 
sharing brief biographical information (resume or vita) and participating in an interview. This 
should take about two hours at a place of your choice. This consent form authorizes the interview 
and an audio tape recording of the interview. All participants are asked the same questions and 
the audio-tapes and the subsequent transcription will be coded so that no one will be identified. 

Risks: Any risk, discomfort or inconvenience for the participant is minimal. The minimal risk is 
not greater than that ordinarily encountered in daily life. Your participation is voluntary and you 
are free to withdraw at any time. 

Benefits: The study will contribute to the understanding of executive development of women. It 
will benefit participants through providing time out to reflect on their own development. 

Data Collection and Storage: All results will be kept confidential and secure and only the 
people working on the study will see your data unless required by law. Materials will be coded 
without the participant's name. The tape will then be destroyed. All possible identifiers will be 
removed from the transcript and it will be kept in the locked file as part of baseline for 
comparison for future research. You may request a copy of the completed study. 

Contact Information: If you have questions related to your rights as a participant, the Office of 
Sponsored Research at Florida Atlantic University can be contacted at (56!) 297-2310. For other 
questions about the study, you may call Terry Liddell at (561) 758-4686 or the faculty 
investigator, Dr. Lucy Guglielmino at (772) 873-3348. 

Consent Statement: I have read or had read to me the preceding information describing this 
study. All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older, 
and I freely consent to participate. I agree to be interviewed and to have the interview tape 
recorded. I have received a copy of this statement and may receive a copy of the final study 
should I request it. 

Signature of Participant _ ___ ______ ______ Date ______ _ 

Signature of Investigator _______________ Date _____ _ 
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APPENDIX B: Interview Guide 

Descriptive Information: participant code number age _ __ _ 
education (level and major areas of study) ---
length of time in current position - - -----
size of annual budget size of staff 

Interview Questions: 

1. (SPECIFIC RECENT CHALLENGES IN WORK) Would you be willing to 
describe a particular leadership challenge or dilemma that you have faced in your 
work sometime in the pastfive years. Describe the situation and the steps you 
took to navigate it and what you learned from that experience. [Probe: Walk 
through each step, reconstruct what happened next. What did it mean to/for you? 
What views or assumptions about you or your work were changed as a result?] 

2. (STYLE) How would you describe your leadership or managerial style? What 
experiences or learning influenced the development of your unique style? [Probe: 
Is there a model, theory or name that describes your approach? Describe how your 
style might change in times of rapid change, ambiguous situations or under 
pressure.] 

3. (PIVOTAL LIFE EXPERIENCES) Many leaders describe some pivotal 
experience(s) in their lives that changed how they look at things. Would you 
describe any key experiences that may have occurred any time and in any area of 
your life? [Probe: This may be something seemingly insignificant, but important, 
an experience that provided a defining moment, after which your view of yourself 
and/or your role changed?] 

4. (PEOPLE) Beyond those already named, describe other key people (this may be 
people you know such as family, friends, mentors, supervisors, peers, staff, etc. or 
people that you don't know personally such as authors, poets, artists, musicians, 
speakers, athletes, etc.) that have influenced your thinking, your leadership 
approach, or managerial style. Who are they and how did they influence you? 

5. (INFORMAL EXECUTIVE LEARNING) Tell me how you learn what you need 
to know to function successfully in your position. [Probe: Describe informal 
learning opportunities that have been valuable to your development as an 
executive. They may include experiences, relationships, learning activities and 
resources, volunteer experiences, team projects, special assignments.] 

6. (SPECIFIC LEARNING METHODS) Tell me about some conversations (with 
colleagues, board members, staff, clients etc.) that played a role in your 
professional development, problem solving or making critical choices. What role 
does collaborative effort - both learning and working together - play in your 
professional development and growth? Describe examples. 

7. (CLOSING) What new thoughts, insights, connections, meanings or perspectives 
have taken shape as a result of this interview? What would you like to add to this 
conversation that has not been asked or discussed? 
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APPENDIX C: Observation Guide 

Date: 

Time (beginning and end): 

Place of interview or observation: 

Environment: (formal, orderly, casual, messy, spacious, noise level, activity level, 
interruptions, color, decor, windows and light, technology 
resources etc.) 

Observed interactions with others: (collegial, authoritative, authoritarian, mixed, 
other) 

Others present: 

Objects on desk or in room: (pictures, resources, toys) 

Conference table available in office (for interview)? 

Dress conventions: (casual, formal , business) 

Mood: (hurried, stressed, laid back, responsive) 

Activity level: (appropriate, distracted, jumping to answer calls) 

Nonverbal responses: noticeable body language, voice inflections, intensity, 
agitation or other expressions. 
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APPENDIXD: 

The Learning Preference Assessment 

Copyrighted instrument used with permission of the author 
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SDLAS-A 

Name ____________________________ __ 

Date of Testing ______________________ _ 

LEARNING PREFERENCE ASSESSMENT 
Instructions This is a questionnaire designed to gather data on learning preferences and attitudes 
towards learning. After reading each item, please indicate the degree to which you feel that statement 
is true of you . Please read each choice carefully and circle the number of the response which best 
expresses your feeling. 
There is no time limit for the questionnaire. Try not to spend too much. time on any one item, however. 

Your first reaction to the question will usually be the most accurate. 

RESPONSES 

ITEMS: 
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1. I'm looking forward to learning as long 
as I'm living. 2 3 4 5 

2. I know what I want to learn. 2 3 4 5 

3. When I see something that I don't under-
stand, I stay away from it. 

2 3 4 5 

4. If there is something I want to learn , I can 
figure out a way to learn it. 2 3 4 5 

5. I love to learn. 2 3 4 5 

6. It takes me a while to get started on new 
2 3 4 5 

projects. 

7. In a classroom. I expect the teacher to tell 2 
all class members exactly what to do at 

3 4 5 

all times. 

8. I believe that thinking about who you are , 
where you are, and where you are going 2 3 4 5 
should be a major part of every person's 
education . 

9. I don't work very well on my own. 2 3 4 5 
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10. If I discover a need for information that I 
2 don't have I know where to go to get it. 3 4 5 

11 . I can learn things on my own better than 2 3 4 5 
most people. 

12. Even if I have a great idea I can't seem to 2 3 4 5 develop a plan for making it work. 

13. In a learning experience, I prefer to take 
2 3 4 5 part in deciding what will be learned and 

how. 

14. Difficult study doesn't bother me if I'm 2 3 4 5 
interested in something. 

15. No one but me is truly responsible for 
what I learn . 

2 3 4 5 

16. I can tell whether I'm learning something 2 
well or not. 

3 4 5 

17. There are so many things I want to learn 
2 3 4 5 !hall wish that there were more hours in 

a day. 

18. If there is something I have decided to 
2 3 4 5 learn, I can find time for it, no matter how 

busy I am. 

19. Understanding what I read is a problem 2 3 4 5 
forme. 

20. If I don'tlearn, it's not my fault. 2 3 4 5 

21 . I know when I need to learn more about 2 
something . 

3 4 5 

22 If I can understand something well 
enough to get a good grade on a test, it 2 3 4 5 
doesn't bother me if I still have questions 
about it.' 

23. I think libraries are boring places . 2 3 4 5 

24. The people I admire most are always 2 3 4 5 learning new things . 
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25. I can think of many different ways to 2 3 4 5 learn about a new topic. 

26 . I try to relate what I am learning to my 2 3 4 5 
long-term goals. 

27 . I arn capable of learning for myself 2 3 4 5 
almost anything I might need to know. 

28. I really enjoy tracking down the answer 2 3 4 5 
to a question. 

29. I don't like dealing with questions where 2 3 4 5 
there is not one right answer. 

30. I have a lot of curiosity about things. 2 3 4 5 

31. I'll be glad when I'm finished learning . 2 3 4 5 

32. I'm not as interested in learning as some 2 3 4 5 
other people seem to be. 

33. I don't have any problem with basic 2 3 4 5 
study skills. 

34 . !like to try new things, even if I'm not 2 
sure how they will turn out. 

3 4 5 

35. I don't like it when people who really 
2 3 4 5 know what they're doing point out mis-

takes that I am making. 

36. I'm good at thinking of unusual ways to 2 3 4 5 
do things. 

37. !like to think about the future . 2 3 4 5 

38. I'm better than most people are at trying 2 3 4 5 to find out the things I need to know. 

39. I think of problems as challenges, not 2 3 4 5 
stopsigns . 

40. I can make myself do what I think I 2 3 4 5 
should. 
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41 . I'm happy with the way I investigate 2 3 4 5 
problems. 

42 . I become a leader in group learning 2 3 4 5 situations. 

43. I enjoy discussing ideas. 2 3 4 5 

44. I don't like challenging learning situations. 2 3 4 5 

45. I have a strong desire to learn new things. 2 3 4 5 

46. The more I learn. the more exciting the 
world becomes. 

2 3 4 5 

47. Learning is fun . 2 3 4 5 

48. It's better to stick with the learning meth-
2 3 4 5 ods that we know will work instead of 

always trying new ones. 

49. I want to learn more so that I can keep 2 3 4 5 
growing as a person . 

50. I am responsible for my learning - no 2 3 4 5 
one else is. 

51 . Learning how to learn is important to me. 2 3 4 5 

52. I will never be too old to learn new things. 2 3 4 5 

53. Constant learning is a bore . 2 3 4 5 

54 . Learning is a tool for life. 2 3 4 5 

55. I learn several new things on my own 2 3 4 5 
each year. 

56. Learning doesn't make any difference in 2 3 4 5 
my life . 

57. I am an effective learner in the classroom 2 3 4 5 
and on my own. 

58 . Learners are leaders. 2 3 4 5 

® 1977, Lucy M . Guglielmmo 
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APPENDIX E: Document List 

Annual reports 

Biographies and resumes 

Brochures and retrospective monographs 

Community needs assessments and planning documents 

Downloads from websites 

Field notes and analytic memos 

Interview transcripts (22 interviews; 1 77 pages) 

Trade journals (Chronicle of Philanthropy and the Stanford Social Innovation Review) 

Newspapers (Palm Beach Post Notables section and Palm Beach Daily News as well as 
other newspaper and magazine articles related to philanthropy and women's 
leadership) 
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