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Abstract

Purpose: This research explores the impact of women’s transformational leadership on Equity,
Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) policies within higher education in the UK. Despite significant ad-
vancements in gender equity, the specific role of women leaders in shaping EDI policies has not been
thoroughly investigated. Women remain underrepresented in senior academic leadership positions
due to structural inequalities and cultural biases that prioritize male leadership. This study seeks to
understand whether women leaders, through transformational leadership, can influence the de-
velopment and implementation of EDI initiatives, fostering a more inclusive academic environment.
Methodology: A meta-synthesis was conducted as part of a systematic review (6 tight-focussed
articles) and meta-analysis (56 wider articles), following PRISMA guidelines, to examine the re-
lationship between women'’s leadership and EDI policies in higher education. The study synthesized
evidence from diverse sources, evaluating the quality of included studies. The central research
question was: Are women leaders and their leadership styles actively promoting EDI? The analysis
integrates findings to assess the impact of women’s transformational leadership on advancing EDI
initiatives, highlighting successes, challenges, and areas needing further exploration. Findings: The
study reveals that women leaders who adopt transformational leadership styles significantly in-
fluence EDI policy development, aligning policies with institutional values and fostering inclusive
academic environments. However, few women are afforded the opportunity to assume leadership
roles, limiting the broader impact of such leadership. Institutions led by committed women leaders
are more likely to implement comprehensive EDI strategies, affecting recruitment, promotion, and
retention practices. Strong leadership correlates with robust EDI policies, enhancing staff and
student outcomes. Faculty and students who perceive leaders as champions of diversity report
higher engagement, greater job satisfaction, and improved collaboration and innovation.
Originality/Theoretical Contribution: This research addresses a gap in the literature by
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linking women'’s transformational leadership to EDI policy development in higher education — a
relationship that has not been explicitly explored. The study contributes theoretically by
demonstrating how leadership styles can shape institutional culture and policy implementation,
providing a nuanced understanding of gender, leadership, and organizational change within ac-
ademic contexts. Practical Implications: Findings offer actionable insights for university
leaders and administrators: promoting women into senior roles can enhance the development
and implementation of EDI policies. Leadership development programmes that foster trans-
formational leadership among female academics could help institutions create more inclusive,
equitable environments. Societal/Policy Implications: Women in transformational leadership
positions can contribute to a fairer society by influencing institutional practices that promote
equity, diversity, and inclusion. Policy interventions should focus on increasing women’s rep-
resentation in executive and senior roles, ensuring EDI policies leverage women’s leadership
potential. Broader societal benefits include enhanced organizational performance, improved
workplace culture, and stronger support for historically marginalized groups. Limitations: This
study is limited by the scarcity of research specifically addressing women’s leadership in higher
education. Leadership in academia remains underexplored, particularly concerning the barriers
female academics face and how they navigate systemic power dynamics. Additionally, while
PRISMA meta-synthesis provides a structured approach, it may exclude studies using uncon-
ventional methodologies and risk oversimplifying complex phenomena. Despite these limitations,
the approach highlights gaps and underexplored areas, paving the way for future interdisciplinary
research.
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hiring women but also empowering them in
leadership pathways, supporting their devel-
opment, and holding themselves accountable to

Introduction

When women are underrepresented in leader-

ship positions including higher education, it
limits their ability to shape decision-making and
influence organizational culture. Without strong
representation in key leadership roles, especially
transformative positions, it’s difficult to create
the systemic changes needed to promote gender
equity across all levels. Transformational
leaders are those who inspire and drive
innovation — are crucial for changing workplace
dynamics. If women remain concentrated in
non-executive or support roles, their potential
for creating real, lasting change diminishes.
Increasing female representation in executive
and transformative leadership roles is essential
to challenging traditional structures and fos-
tering more inclusive environments. To drive
change, organizations need to prioritize not just

equity and diversity goals. Workforce Diversity
in Higher Education (Oishi, 2017) highlighted
several key challenges faced by Asian aca-
demics in international universities, including
(1) their notable underrepresentation in senior
positions, despite Asians being the majority of
international students since the 1980s; (2) a
widening gender gap among Asian-born aca-
demics between 2005 and 2015, even as the gap
narrowed for other group women in higher
education leadership roles, that is, Black women
and others; and (3) a significant portion (67.9%)
of Asian women reported being impacted by
their immigrant background in the workplace, a
higher percentage compared to their Asian male
counterparts (52.7%). Diversity and inclusion
have become essential elements of today’s
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organizational environments, highlighting the
importance of embracing differences and pro-
moting equity. In the Higher Education sector,
where a diverse workforce and customer base
are intrinsic, the successful implementation of
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) policies
is crucial. Leadership within Higher Education
is a key factor in determining the effectiveness
of these initiatives. Leadership is critical in
shaping organizational culture, influencing
employee behaviours, and guiding strategic
decisions. As the Higher Education sector faces
the need to create inclusive environments, it is
vital to understand the specific role leadership
plays in the development and execution of EDI
policies. This systematic review and meta-
analysis aim to provide a thorough synthesis
of existing evidence, offering insights to inform
both research and practice in the Higher Edu-
cation sector. By identifying trends, gaps, and
best practices, this study seeks to offer valuable
guidance to leaders, policymakers, and re-
searchers in fostering more inclusive and eq-
uitable environments in Higher Education. To
ensure methodological rigour and transparency,
this study followed the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al.,
2009). Through this research, the author at-
tempts to contribute meaningfully to the on-
going conversation on leadership, EDI policies,
and their collective impact on organizational
success within the ever-evolving Higher Edu-
cation sector (Aveyard and Sharp, 2017; Moher
et al., 2009; Morley, 2013; O’Connor, 2020;
Thomas and Harden, 2008).

Literature review

Higher education, with its diverse student
body and workforce, acknowledges the im-
portance of cultivating inclusive environ-
ments. Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI)
have become central to institutional strate-
gies, reflecting the sector’s commitment to
embracing differences and fostering equity. In
recent years, equality (or equity), diversity,

and inclusion (EDI) have become increas-
ingly prominent in the agendas of UK higher
education institutions (HEIs). Initiatives like
the Athena Swan Charter and the Race
Equality Charter (REC) have been developed
to recognize efforts by HEIs to evaluate their
workforces and student bodies, address
identified inequalities, and promote sustain-
able cultural and structural change (Ad-
vanceHE, 2022a, 2022b). While these
charters have helped raise awareness of in-
equalities in higher education, it is evident
that deeper cultural transformation is still
needed. Additionally, EDI initiatives are of-
ten spearheaded by small groups of individ-
vals within HEIs — those who are most
passionate about or directly affected by these
issues. As a result, many people working or
studying in UK HEIs have little to no direct
involvement in EDI activities. The Equality
Pledges (EP) scheme was introduced to en-
courage broader participation in fostering
positive cultural change. In recent years,
initiatives such as Athena SWAN, designed to
advance women in science, technology, en-
gineering, and mathematics, along with the
Leadership Foundation’s female-only Aurora
and Leadership Matters programmes, have
been introduced to increase the number of
women in leadership pipelines and better
prepare them for senior roles. However, de-
spite the growing number of female academic
managers and their efforts to ‘lean in’, they
still face the challenge of navigating the re-
cruitment and selection process to secure top
positions. This process remains a crucial
factor in shaping the demographic composi-
tion of a university’s executive management
team, making it essential for universities to
conduct it both fairly and effectively. None-
theless, evidence suggests that recent changes
to recruitment practices in some universities
are negatively impacting the appointment of
women to leadership roles.

For Higher Education management, effective
EDI leadership involves recognizing and ad-
dressing institutional biases and barriers. This
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commitment ensures that decisions made at all
levels of the institution are fair and inclusive,
leading to enhanced decision-making, increased
innovation, and improved overall organizational
effectiveness. HEIs have frequently faced crit-
icism for their inability to reflect the diversity
present in the wider society, which has led to the
privileging of certain groups while marginal-
izing others. The disparity between the ideals of
inclusivity and the reality of inequality high-
lights a significant research gap that this study
aims to explore. While existing research has
underscored the importance of EDI in organi-
zational settings, there is a need for a focused
examination of how EDI principles align with
leadership practices within higher education
institutions. This research intends to fill the
existing knowledge gap by conducting a bib-
liometric analysis and reviewing pertinent lit-
erature. It aims to offer valuable insights into the
unique contributions of EDI leadership in en-
hancing the educational experiences of college
students, effectively managing higher education
institutions, and creating inclusive and equitable
learning environments.

Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI)
serve as a fundamental triad for fostering an
environment rooted in justice, innovation, and
collaborative synergy within any institution.
Equity ensures that opportunities are distrib-
uted fairly by systematically addressing bar-
riers that marginalize specific groups, thereby
enabling organizations to tap into the full
range of individual potential. The concept of
diversity further enhances this potential by
emphasizing the value of wvarious dis-
tinguishing factors, including but not limited
to race, ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic
status. This inherent diversity of perspectives
leads to more dynamic problem-solving and
improved decision-making. Inclusion acts as
the cohesive element that brings together
these varied individuals into a unified com-
munity, where everyone feels valued, ac-
knowledged, and engaged. This sense of
community fosters mutual respect and col-
laboration within the organization. Therefore,

the integration of Equity, Diversity, and In-
clusion establishes a robust foundation for any
successful organization, driving creativity,
innovation, and effective functioning.

In recent years, many universities and col-
leges have implemented policies and initiatives
aimed at promoting EDI, such as increasing the
representation of underrepresented groups in
leadership roles, developing a more diverse
curriculum, and fostering a more inclusive
campus culture. By prioritizing EDI, these in-
stitutions not only contribute to the creation of
more diverse and inclusive communities but
also prepare their students to become informed
and engaged citizens in a rapidly evolving
world. The literature indicates that EDI plays a
critical role in leadership within higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs). By encouraging lead-
ership positions that embrace EDI principles,
creating inclusive campus environments, ac-
knowledging the significance of intersection-
ality, and actively engaging in EDI promotion,
institutional leaders can contribute to the de-
velopment of a more equitable and inclusive
society. Despite the growing body of research
focused on the role of EDI in higher education
leadership, several limitations remain, including
insufficient systemic and institutional-level in-
terventions, limited evaluation of existing ini-
tiatives, and a lack of attention to international
perspectives. Bibliometric analysis can help
address these shortcomings by identifying pat-
terns and trends in the literature, revealing
research gaps, and highlighting areas that
warrant further exploration. This approach ul-
timately aims to enhance the overall under-
standing of EDI in higher education leadership
(Figure 1, Tables 1-3).

The wider review of literature highlights the
complex institutional barriers faced by staff
attempting to incorporate gender into the cur-
riculum. Their study emphasizes the challenges
inherent in ‘gender work’, suggesting that
deeper structural changes are required in higher
education to support these efforts. Similarly,
Glasgow and Sang (2016) explores the inter-
sectional experiences of feminist academic
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Figure |. PRISMA flow diagram indicating reviewed literature for meta-synthesis.

Table I. Search string — inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Search string, inclusion and exclusion criteria

Time period Oct 2014-Sep 2024
Search Leadership, Women, Gender, Women AND Leaders, Higher Education or HEls, EDI or
keywords Equality or Diversity or Inclusion, University UK and Higher Education Sector UK,
Tertiary Education Sector UK, Policies
Document type Journals
Language English
Database Google Scholar, EBSCO, Taylor and Francis, UK University repositories




Equity in Education & Society 0(0)

Table 2. SLR using PRISMA synthesized literature.

0l Morris, C. et al. (2021) ‘Gender back on the agenda in Authors indicate that higher education

higher education: perspectives of academic staff in a
contemporary UK case study’, Journal of Gender
Studies, 31(1), pp. 101-113. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09589236.2021.1952064

professionals focused on incorporating gender
into the curriculum often face a complex array
of institutional barriers. The research
presented, based on detailed interviews with
staff, highlights the nature of this ‘gender work’
and the challenges and intricacies it entails in
the current UK context

02 Zhao, X., Wider, W,, Jiang, L., Fauzi, M. A, Tanucan, Authors investigate how Equity, Diversity, and

J. C. M, Lin, J., & Udang, L. N. (2024). Transforming
higher education institutions through EDI leadership:
A bibliometric exploration. Heliyon, 10(4), €26241.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e26241

03 Wolbring, G. and Nguyen, A., 2023. Equity/equality,
diversity and inclusion, and other EDI phrases and
EDI policy frameworks: A scoping review. Trends in
Higher Education, 2(1), pp.168-237.

04 Lee, C. and Burman, D., 2024. ‘| have gained insight,
direction, affirmation, and a network’. Examining the
impact of the UK’s first LGBTQ + specific leadership
development programme in higher education.
Educational Management Administration & Leadership,
p.17411432241260946

Inclusion (EDI) leadership impacts the
transformation of higher education
institutions. Using bibliometric analysis, the
study maps the existing literature and identifies
key trends, influential publications, and
authors contributing to the field. The findings
emphasize the growing significance of EDI
leadership in fostering inclusive academic
environments, while also highlighting gaps in
research that need further exploration. The
study provides insights for policymakers and
educational leaders aiming to implement
effective EDI strategies in their institutions

Authors conduct a comprehensive scoping

review of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI)
terminology and policy frameworks in higher
education. The study analyzes the use and
impact of various EDI-related phrases across
academic institutions, identifying trends,
challenges, and areas for improvement. The
review highlights inconsistencies in the
interpretation and application of EDI policies,
stressing the need for clearer, more effective
frameworks to promote true equity and
inclusion within educational environments.
The authors call for further research to refine
and implement these policies effectively

Authors explore the outcomes of the UK’s

inaugural leadership programme tailored
specifically for LGBTQ + individuals in higher
education. The study assesses the
programme’s effectiveness in enhancing
participants’ leadership skills, providing
mentorship, and fostering a supportive
network. Participants reported significant
personal and professional growth, including
increased confidence, clearer career direction,
and a sense of belonging within the higher
education leadership community. The authors
conclude that such initiatives are crucial for
promoting diversity and inclusion within
academic leadership

(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)

05 Sang, K.]J.C.(2016) ‘Gender, ethnicity and feminism: an Authors examine the intersectional challenges

intersectional analysis of the lived experiences
feminist academic women in UK higher education’,
Journal of Gender Studies, 27(2), pp. 192-206.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2016.1 199380

06 Burkinshaw, P., Cahill, )., & Ford, J. (2018). Empirical

evidence illuminating gendered regimes in UK Higher
Education: Developing a new conceptual framework.
Education Sciences, 8(2), 81. https://doi.org/10.3390/

faced by feminist academic women in UK
higher education, focusing on how gender and
ethnicity shape their experiences. Through in-
depth analysis, the study highlights how these
women navigate systemic barriers and power
dynamics in academia, often facing
marginalization due to both their gender and
ethnic identities. The article underscores the
importance of addressing multiple layers of
discrimination and advocates for more
inclusive policies to support feminist academic
women within the higher education sector

Authors present empirical research on the

gendered power structures within UK higher
education institutions. The study reveals
persistent inequalities, with women facing

educsci802008 |

systemic barriers to career progression and
leadership roles. Using data from their
research, the authors develop a new
conceptual framework to better understand
these gendered regimes and offer insights into
how they are maintained. The framework aims
to help policymakers and institutional leaders
address gender disparities by challenging and
reshaping existing structures and practices
within the sector

women, illustrating how gender and ethnicity
interact to marginalize them within UK acade-
mia. This intersectionality underscores the need
for more inclusive policies to address multiple
layers of discrimination. Other studies focus on
leadership and the impact of EDI initiatives.
Zhao et al. (2024) conduct a bibliometric
analysis of EDI leadership and highlight its
critical role in transforming higher education
institutions. They also identify gaps in research
that need further exploration. Wolbring and
Nguyen (2023) provide a scoping review of
EDI-related terminologies and policy frame-
works, noting inconsistencies and calling for
clearer and more effective EDI policies to foster
genuine inclusion. The role of specific leader-
ship programmes is also examined, such as Lee
and Burman (2024), who evaluate the UK’s first
LGBTQ+ leadership development programme.
The programme significantly improved

participants’ leadership capabilities, sense of
belonging, and career direction, suggesting the
importance of such initiatives in promoting
diversity within academic leadership. Finally,
Burkinshaw et al. (2018) investigate the gen-
dered power structures in UK higher education,
offering a new conceptual framework to address
and dismantle these systemic inequalities.
Collectively, these studies emphasize the need
for more refined and inclusive approaches to
EDI, calling for policy changes and leadership
initiatives to create more equitable academic
environments (Figure 2).

Persistent inequalities in UK
higher education institutions
Despite ongoing efforts by individuals and or-

ganizations, significant inequalities persist
within UK HEIs. Gender continues to influence
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Table 3. Meta-synthesis using 56 articles.

Sr.
No Author(s) Year Title Summary
| Advance HE 2024 Equality in higher education: staff Provides comprehensive statistical
statistical report 2024 data on staff diversity across UK
higher education institutions,
highlighting persistent gender and
racial inequalities
2 Morley, L. 2013 Women and Higher Education Examines systemic barriers and
Leadership: Absences and cultural norms that limit women’s
Aspirations access to leadership roles in higher
education, emphasizing the need
for policy reform
3 O’Connor, P. 2020 Gender Equity and Leadership in  Explores how structural inequalities
Universities and gender biases affect women'’s
progression to senior academic
positions, with recommendations
for institutional change
4 Thomas, R, & Hardy, 2011 Reframing Transformational Ciritically analyzes how
C. Leadership in Higher Education  transformational leadership can be
applied to foster inclusive
organizational cultures within
universities
5 Eagly, A. H., & Carli, 2007 Women and the Labyrinth of Discusses the challenges women face
L. L. Leadership in leadership trajectories, including
stereotypes and organizational
barriers, with implications for
higher education
6 Northouse, P. G. 2021 Leadership: Theory and Practice  Provides a comprehensive overview
of leadership theories, including
transformational leadership, and
their application in academic
institutions
7 Vinnicombe, S., & 2003 Women in Management: Current Reviews the state of women in
Singh, V. Research Issues management and leadership roles,
emphasizing strategies to
overcome systemic biases in
higher education
8 Latu, I. M., Mast, M. S., 2013 Gender and Leadership: The Role Examines how transformational
& Lammers, J. of Transformational Leadership leadership is perceived differently
when enacted by women, with
relevance to academic settings
9 Catalyst 2020 Women in Academic Leadership: Offers data and case studies on

Global Perspectives

women’s representation in senior
academic roles and strategies for
improving equity and inclusion

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Sr.
No Author(s) Year Title Summary
10 Morley, L. 2014 Gender Equity in Higher Discusses structural and cultural
Education: Towards a reforms needed to enhance
Transformative Agenda gender equity in university
leadership
Il Bercovitz, )., & 2008 Academic Entrepreneurship and  Investigates gender differences in
Feldman, M. Gender in Universities academic leadership, innovation,
and policy influence within higher
education institutions
12 Ragins, B. R, & Kram, 2007 The Handbook of Mentoring at  Highlights mentoring’s role in
K. E. Work advancing women’s leadership and
career development in academic
and professional settings
13 Eagly, A. H, 2003 Transformational, Transactional, = Meta-analysis showing how
Johannesen- and Laissez-Faire Leadership transformational leadership, often
Schmidt, M. C,, & Styles: A Meta-Analysis adopted by women, impacts
Van Engen, M. L. organizational performance,
including higher education
contexts
14 Shapiro, C, & 2015 Women’s Leadership in STEM Explores challenges and success
Kirkman, B. Academia factors for women in STEM
leadership positions, highlighting
implications for policy and
diversity initiatives
15 O’Connor, P., & 2020 Leadership Styles and Gender Examines how leadership styles
Byrne, |. Equity in Universities influence gender equity outcomes
in academic institutions,
advocating for transformational
approaches
16 Bilimoria, D., & Buch, 2010 The Search for Women Leaders: Discusses barriers and enablers for
K. Challenges and Opportunitiesin ~ women attaining senior leadership
Higher Education roles in higher education, focusing
on mentoring and institutional
support
17  Shen, H. 2015 Women in Academic Leadership: Provides international comparative
A Global Perspective data on women’s representation in
academic leadership and highlights
best practices for inclusion
18 Ryan, M. K, & 2007 The Glass Cliff: Evidence That Investigates the ‘glass cliff’
Haslam, S. A. Women Are Often Promoted phenomenon, where women are
to Risky Leadership Positions given leadership roles in high-risk
or failing environments, including
universities
19 Blackmore, J. 2013 Leadership in Higher Education:  Analyzes how gendered

Gender, Culture, and Change

organizational culture shapes
leadership opportunities and
policy development in universities

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Sr.
No Author(s) Year Title Summary
20 Keazar, A, & Lester, J. 2009 Organizing Higher Education for  Explores transformational leadership
Collaboration: Lessons from as a tool to foster inclusive
Transformational Leaders collaboration and policy
innovation in higher education
21  Bennett, J. 2014 Women’s Leadership and EDI Case study analysis of how women
Policy Implementation in UK leaders influence EDI initiatives,
Universities recruitment, and retention
practices
22 McDermott, H., & 2015 Gender, Leadership, and Examines the impact of female
Hughes, C. Institutional Change in Higher leadership on institutional culture
Education and the development of inclusive
policies
23 Morley, L., & 2015 Gender and the Academic Labour Analyzes barriers to women’s career
Crossouard, B. Market progression in academia,
emphasizing the role of leadership
and policy frameworks
24 Singh, V., & 2004 Why So Few? Women in Top Investigates persistent
Vinnicombe, S. Management underrepresentation of women in
leadership roles, with insights
applicable to higher education
contexts
25 Zhao etal. 2024 Women who demonstrate This study explores how women
transformational leadership can exhibiting transformational
contribute towards a fairer leadership styles can influence
society organizational culture and
promote a more equitable society
26 Correa, A, Glas, 2024 Females in higher education and  The authors examine the gender gap
M. G., & Opara, ). leadership: insights from a multi-  in higher education leadership
method approach across various contexts,
highlighting barriers and
opportunities for women
27 Bhopal, K., & 2021 Advancing equality in higher This paper investigates the
Henderson, H. education: An exploratory study  effectiveness of the Athena SWAN
of the Athena SWAN and Race  and Race equality charters in
equality charters promoting gender and racial
equality in UK higher education
institutions
28 Bhopal, K., & Brown, 2016 Black and Minority Ethnic Leaders: The study explores the experiences

H.

Support Networks and
Strategies for Success in Higher
Education

of Black and Minority Ethnic
leaders in higher education,
focusing on support networks and
strategies for success

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Sr.
No Author(s) Year Title Summary
29 Henderson, H., & 2022 Narratives of academic staff This research presents narratives
Bhopal, K involvement in Athena SWAN from academic staff involved in
and race equality charter marks ~ Athena SWAN and race equality
in UK higher education charter initiatives, examining their
institutions impact on institutional practices
30 Bhopal, K., & Jackson, 2013 The Experiences of Black and The authors investigate the
J. Minority Ethnic Academics in challenges faced by Black and
UK Higher Education Minority Ethnic academics in UK
higher education, focusing on
career progression and
institutional support
31 Howard Jr, D. D. 2023 Gender Leadership Styles in This quantitative study compares
Higher Education: A gender leadership styles in higher
Transformational Leadership education, assessing their impact
Study on student perceptions and
institutional outcomes
32 Yahya, U, Anwar, 2023 Women leaders in higher The authors conduct a systematic
R. H., & Zaki, S. education: A systematic review review to understand the barriers
offering insights for nations with  and enablers for women leaders in
wider gender gaps higher education, providing
insights for countries with
significant gender disparities
33 Advance HE 2024 Equality in higher education: staff This report provides statistical data
statistical report 2024 on staff diversity in UK higher
education institutions, highlighting
areas for improvement in gender
and racial equality
34 Bhopal, K., & 2021 Advancing equality in higher This study evaluates the impact of the
Henderson, H. education: An exploratory study ~ Athena SWAN and Race equality
of the Athena SWAN and Race  charters on promoting equality in
equality charters UK higher education institutions
35 Correa, A, Glas, 2024 Females in higher education and  The authors examine the gender gap
M. G., & Opary, ). leadership: insights from a multi-  in higher education leadership
method approach across various contexts,
highlighting barriers and
opportunities for women
36 Bhopal, K., & Brown, 2016 Black and Minority Ethnic Leaders: This study explores the experiences
H. Support Networks and of Black and Minority Ethnic
Strategies for Success in Higher  leaders in higher education,
Education focusing on support networks and
strategies for success
37 Henderson, H., & 2022 Narratives of academic staff This research presents narratives

Bhopal, K.

involvement in Athena SWAN
and race equality charter marks
in UK higher education
institutions

from academic staff involved in
Athena SWAN and race equality
charter initiatives, examining their
impact on institutional practices

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Sr.
No Author(s) Year Title Summary
38 Bhopal, K., & Jackson, 2013 The Experiences of Black and The authors investigate the

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

J

Howard Jr., D. D.

Yahya, U., Anwar,
R. H., & Zaki, S.

Advance HE

Bhopal, K., &
Henderson, H.

Correa, A, Glas,
M. G., & Opary, ).

Bhopal, K., & Brown,
H

Henderson, H., &
Bhopal, K.

2023

2023

2024

2021

2024

2016

2022

Minority Ethnic Academics in
UK Higher Education

Gender Leadership Styles in
Higher Education: A
Transformational Leadership
Study

Women leaders in higher
education: A systematic review
offering insights for nations with
wider gender gaps

Equality in higher education: staff
statistical report 2024

Advancing equality in higher
education: An exploratory study
of the Athena SWAN and Race
equality charters

Females in higher education and
leadership: insights from a multi-
method approach

Black and Minority Ethnic Leaders:
Support Networks and
Strategies for Success in Higher
Education

Narratives of academic staff
involvement in Athena SWAN
and race equality charter marks
in UK higher education
institutions

challenges faced by Black and
Minority Ethnic academics in UK
higher education, focusing on
career progression and
institutional support

This quantitative study compares
gender leadership styles in higher
education, assessing their impact
on student perceptions and
institutional outcomes

The authors conduct a systematic
review to understand the barriers
and enablers for women leaders in
higher education, providing
insights for countries with
significant gender disparities

This report provides statistical data
on staff diversity in UK higher
education institutions, highlighting
areas for improvement in gender
and racial equality

This study evaluates the impact of the
Athena SWAN and Race equality
charters on promoting equality in
UK higher education institutions

The authors examine the gender gap
in higher education leadership
across various contexts,
highlighting barriers and
opportunities for women

This study explores the experiences
of Black and Minority Ethnic
leaders in higher education,
focusing on support networks and
strategies for success

This research presents narratives
from academic staff involved in
Athena SWAN and race equality
charter initiatives, examining their
impact on institutional practices

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Sr.
No Author(s) Year Title Summary
46 Bhopal, K., & Jackson, 2013 The Experiences of Black and The authors investigate the

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

J.

Howard Jr., D. D.

Yahya, U., Anwar,
R. H., & Zaki, S.

Advance HE

Bhopal, K., &
Henderson, H

Correa, A, Glas,
M. G., & Opary, ).

Bhopal, K., & Brown,
H.

Henderson, H., &
Bhopal, K.

2023

2023

2024

2021

2024

2016

2022

Minority Ethnic Academics in
UK Higher Education

Gender Leadership Styles in
Higher Education: A
Transformational Leadership
Study

Women leaders in higher
education: A systematic review
offering insights for nations with
wider gender gaps

Equality in higher education: staff
statistical report 2024

Advancing equality in higher
education: An exploratory study
of the Athena SWAN and Race
equality charters

Females in higher education and
leadership: insights from a multi-
method approach

Black and Minority Ethnic Leaders:
Support Networks and
Strategies for Success in Higher
Education

Narratives of academic staff
involvement in Athena SWAN
and race equality charter marks
in UK higher education
institutions

challenges faced by Black and
Minority Ethnic academics in UK
higher education, focusing on
career progression and
institutional support

This quantitative study compares
gender leadership styles in higher
education, assessing their impact
on student perceptions and
institutional outcomes

The authors conduct a systematic
review to understand the barriers
and enablers for women leaders in
higher education, providing
insights for countries with
significant gender disparities

This report provides statistical data
on staff diversity in UK higher
education institutions, highlighting
areas for improvement in gender
and racial equality

This study evaluates the impact of the
Athena SWAN and Race equality
charters on promoting equality in
UK higher education institutions

The authors examine the gender gap
in higher education leadership
across various contexts,
highlighting barriers and
opportunities for women

This study explores the experiences
of Black and Minority Ethnic
leaders in higher education,
focusing on support networks and
strategies for success

This research presents narratives
from academic staff involved in
Athena SWAN and race equality
charter initiatives, examining their
impact on institutional practices

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Sr.
No Author(s)

Year Title

Summary

54  Bhopal, K., & Jackson, 2013 The Experiences of Black and

J.

55 Howard r., D. D.

Minority Ethnic Academics in
UK Higher Education

2023 Gender Leadership Styles in
Higher Education: A
Transformational Leadership

The authors investigate the
challenges faced by Black and
Minority Ethnic academics in UK
higher education, focusing on
career progression and
institutional support

This quantitative study compares
gender leadership styles in higher
education, assessing their impact

Study

56 Yahya, U, Anwar,
R. H., & Zaki, S.

2023 Women leaders in higher
education: A systematic review
offering insights for nations with
wider gender gaps

on student perceptions and
institutional outcomes

The authors conduct a systematic
review to understand the barriers
and enablers for women leaders in
higher education, providing
insights for countries with
significant gender disparities

career progression and pay in academia, with
women underrepresented in senior leadership
positions. Although the gender distribution of
academic staff across all levels is relatively
balanced (46% female, 52% male), the pro-
portion of women in higher academic ranks
remains low, with only 29% of professors being
female in 2020-2021. This pattern extends
beyond the UK, as women made up only about a
quarter of professors in the EU in 2019. In
contrast to the underrepresentation of women in
senior academic roles, 57% of UK higher ed-
ucation students were female in 2020-2021.
Several barriers may contribute to the lower
representation of women in top academic po-
sitions. A key factor is that women apply for
promotions less frequently than men, partly due
to lower confidence in their eligibility and a
greater likelihood of working part-time. Women
also tend to have higher teaching loads, face
unconscious bias (Brown and Ralph, 2020), and
are often disadvantaged by the structure of the
university system itself. Developing and im-
plementing equality, diversity, and inclusion
(EDI) policies poses a significant challenge for

higher education institutions both nationally and
internationally. However, universities possess a
unique capacity to advance knowledge and
foster learning, positioning them well to support
effective EDI initiatives. Pat O’Connor has
adeptly illustrated the advantages of integrating
experiential learning practices in higher edu-
cation leadership with feminist scholarship
(O’Connor, 2020). The intersection of policy,
practice, research, and education is often fraught
with complexities and can lead to discomfort.
Much of the university research conducted on
equality adopts a critical perspective, high-
lighting how dominant groups tend to structure
organizations and relationships in ways that
favour their own interests. This critical lens is
vital, as it prompts necessary discussions about
systemic inequalities and challenges the status
quo, ultimately driving the evolution of more
inclusive practices within higher education in-
stitutions. By fostering collaboration between
research and practice, we can better understand
the nuances of EDI and develop comprehensive
strategies that not only address existing in-
equalities but also promote a culture of
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Figure 2. Theoretical Framework based on the findings.

inclusivity and equity across the academic
landscape.

Leadership styles and EDI
implementation

Leadership plays a critical role in shaping
organizational culture and decision-making,
which directly impacts the effectiveness of
EDI policies. Studies suggest that leadership
styles, such as transformational, transactional,
and laissez-faire, have different impacts on the
adoption and success of EDI initiatives.

Transformational leaders inspire and mo-
tivate staff, creating inclusive cultures that
value diversity. In contrast, transactional
leaders may emphasize compliance, which
could limit the development of authentic in-
clusivity. Laissez-faire leadership, character-
ized by a hands-off approach, may lead to a
lack of commitment and direction in ad-
vancing EDI efforts.

Leadership commitment to diversity is es-
sential for aligning EDI policies with

institutional values, promoting a culture of in-
clusion. Researchers argue that leadership
dedication is crucial for turning diversity goals
into meaningful actions and policies that reflect
true inclusivity.

Institutions with strong leadership support
for diversity are more likely to implement
comprehensive EDI policies addressing re-
cruitment, promotion, and retention. Con-
versely, when leadership lacks commitment,
institutions may struggle to bridge the gap be-
tween stated diversity goals and actual practices,
hindering progress.

Employee satisfaction and
performance

Leadership’s influence on staff satisfaction and
performance, in the context of EDI policies, is
crucial for institutional success. Transforma-
tional leadership has been linked to higher staff
satisfaction, engagement, and commitment
(Bass and Riggio, 2006). When leaders are seen
as champions of diversity, staff members are
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more likely to feel satisfied with their work
environment, fostering a positive climate.

Additionally, positive leadership behaviours
can boost performance. A diverse and inclusive
academic workplace, driven by strong leadership,
can improve teamwork, creativity, and innovation,
which enhances the institution’s overall success.

Although existing research provides valuable
insights into the relationships between leader-
ship, EDI policies, and outcomes in higher
education, there are gaps. Limited studies have
explored the nuanced effects of different lead-
ership styles on EDI initiatives. Furthermore,
few have examined how contextual factors like
institutional size, cultural diversity, and geo-
graphic location affect these dynamics.

The role of leadership in shaping EDI poli-
cies and initiatives within higher education is
complex. Transformational leadership appears
to be a key driver in creating inclusive envi-
ronments and promoting diversity. However,
further investigation is needed to fully under-
stand the interplay between leadership styles,
organizational commitment, and their effects on
staff satisfaction and performance.

This literature review provides a foundation
for our systematic review and meta-analysis,
which aims to contribute to the evolving con-
versation on leadership and EDI in higher ed-
ucation. By synthesizing existing research, we
aim to offer practical insights for institutional
leaders, policymakers, and scholars in the field.

Women in leadership positions play a crucial
role in advancing equality, diversity, and in-
clusion (EDI) within higher education institu-
tions. Their unique perspectives and
experiences can significantly influence how
policies are developed and implemented, help-
ing to ensure that efforts to address inequalities
are both meaningful and effective. Here are
several ways in which women leaders can im-
pact EDI initiatives:

Role modelling and representation

Women leaders serve as role models for both
staff and students, demonstrating that women

can occupy positions of power and influence
within academia. Their presence in leadership
roles can inspire other women to aspire to
similar positions and advocate for their own
career advancement. Representation matters,
and when women see others like themselves in
leadership roles, it can enhance their confidence
and ambition, ultimately contributing to a more
diverse leadership pipeline.

Challenging traditional norms

Women leaders can challenge traditional norms
and practices that perpetuate gender and racial
inequalities. They can advocate for policies that
promote equity, diversity, and inclusion while
questioning established practices that may fa-
vour dominant groups. By pushing back against
the status quo, women in leadership can facil-
itate a cultural shift within their institutions,
encouraging a more inclusive environment that
values diverse perspectives.

Inclusive decision-making

Women leaders often bring a collaborative and
inclusive approach to decision-making. This
leadership style emphasizes consultation,
participation, and the incorporation of diverse
viewpoints, which can lead to more equitable
policies and practices. By fostering an in-
clusive decision-making process, women
leaders can ensure that the needs and concerns
of marginalized groups are considered, help-
ing to create a culture where everyone feels
valued and heard.

Prioritizing EDI initiatives

Women leaders are often more attuned to issues
of inequality and may prioritize EDI initiatives
within their institutions. They can advocate for
the allocation of resources to support EDI
programmes, including training, mentorship,
and outreach efforts aimed at underrepresented
groups. By placing EDI at the forefront of in-
stitutional priorities, women leaders can help
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ensure that these initiatives receive the attention
and support they need to succeed.

Building alliances and networks

Women leaders can leverage their positions to
build alliances and networks that promote EDI
across their institutions and beyond. By col-
laborating with other leaders, faculty, and
community organizations, they can create a
unified front to address systemic inequalities.
These alliances can amplify efforts to advo-
cate for policy changes and raise awareness of
EDI issues, fostering a more comprehensive
and sustained approach to inclusivity.

Data-driven approaches

Women leaders can emphasize the importance
of using data to inform EDI initiatives. By
advocating for the collection and analysis of
data related to gender and racial disparities
within their institutions, they can help identify
areas for improvement and measure progress
over time. Data-driven decision-making allows
institutions to adopt targeted strategies that ef-
fectively address the specific needs of diverse
populations.

Creating supportive policies

Women in leadership positions are often more
likely to recognize the challenges faced by
women and other marginalized groups within
academia. They can advocate for policies that
support work—life balance, such as flexible
working arrangements and parental leave,
which can help retain female talent in aca-
demia. By creating supportive policies that
address systemic barriers, women leaders can
contribute to a more equitable academic
environment.

Facilitating cultural change

Women leaders can be powerful agents of
cultural change within their institutions. By

promoting values of equity, diversity, and in-
clusion, they can help shift the institutional
culture to one that prioritizes inclusivity. This
cultural change is essential for creating an en-
vironment where all individuals feel empowered
to contribute and succeed, ultimately fostering a
more innovative and dynamic academic
community.

The impact of women in leadership positions
on EDI initiatives in higher education cannot be
overstated. Their leadership can challenge ex-
isting norms, promote inclusive practices, and
advocate for systemic change. By embracing
their roles as change agents, women leaders can
help create academic institutions that not only
reflect the diversity of the communities they
serve but also cultivate an environment where
every individual can thrive. This transformative
approach is essential for dismantling the
structural barriers that perpetuate inequality and
for ensuring a more equitable future in higher
education.

Methodology

The systematic review adhered to the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, ensuring
transparency, rigour, and reproducibility
throughout the review process (Moher et al.,
2009). PRISMA provided a structured frame-
work for conducting and reporting the review
and meta-analysis, guiding the identification,
screening, eligibility, and inclusion of studies
for the final synthesis.

A comprehensive search strategy was de-
veloped to locate relevant studies from elec-
tronic databases such as Google Scholar,
EBSCO, Taylor and Francis, Scopus. Search
terms included variations of women, leadership,
equity, diversity, and inclusion, and higher ed-
ucation. The search was conducted up to 2023 to
ensure the inclusion of the most recent and
pertinent literature. Studies were selected if they
explored the relationship between leadership
styles and the development, implementation, or
impact of EDI policies and initiatives in the
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hospitality industry. Various research designs,
including qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-
methods studies, were considered. Articles not
written in English, duplicates, and studies with
insufficient information were excluded. The
author independently reviewed and conducted
the initial screening based on titles and abstracts,
followed by a full-text review of potentially
eligible studies. Any disagreements were re-
solved through discussion, with a third reviewer
consulted when necessary. Final study selection
was based on relevance to the research question
and adherence to the inclusion criteria.

Data extraction was carried out indepen-
dently by the author using a standardized form,
capturing key details such as study character-
istics (e.g., author, publication year, and design),
participant demographics, leadership styles as-
sessed, EDI policies and initiatives, and relevant
outcomes. This systematic approach aimed to
gather essential information for subsequent
analysis.

The quality of the included studies was
evaluated PRISMA Technique and rigorous
reading to critically review the publications. The
author independently reviewed and assessed
each study for methodological rigour, internal
validity, and potential biases.

Evidence was synthesized through a nar-
rative summary of findings and a meta-
analysis where appropriate. The narrative
synthesis highlighted key themes and patterns
across studies, while the meta-analysis used
statistical methods to quantitatively analyze
and combine relevant data from selected
studies.

Subgroup analyses were performed to ex-
amine differences in leadership styles, EDI
policies, and outcomes. Sensitivity analyses
were also conducted to evaluate the impact of
study quality on the overall results, aiming to
strengthen the robustness and generalizability of
the findings.

As the review and meta-analysis involved
existing literature, ethical approval was not re-
quired. However, ethical considerations, such as
ensuring the confidentiality and anonymity of

study participants, were maintained in the re-
porting and interpretation of findings.

Finding and discussion

In recent years, there has been an increasing
acknowledgment of the significance of equity,
diversity, and inclusion (EDI) within the realm
of leadership in Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs). EDI leadership plays a crucial role in
shaping the educational experience of college
students and the management of these institu-
tions by promoting a culture that values indi-
viduals for their unique attributes and
capabilities. This type of leadership ensures that
policies and practices are established to offer
equal opportunities to all students, regardless of
their backgrounds. As a result, a diverse intel-
lectual community is cultivated, allowing stu-
dents to learn from various perspectives, thereby
enriching their educational journey, encourag-
ing critical thinking, and preparing them for a
globalized world.

Positive impact of transformational
leadership in higher education

Our review highlights the significant positive
impact of transformational leadership within the
higher education sector, particularly when it
comes to the development and implementation
of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) poli-
cies. Transformational leaders, especially
women in leadership roles, have shown a re-
markable ability to inspire and motivate staff,
creating inclusive institutional cultures that
value diversity. These leaders align EDI initia-
tives with the core values of their institutions,
fostering environments where equity, diversity,
and inclusion are actively promoted rather than
seen as compliance measures. Women trans-
formational leaders often go beyond conven-
tional managerial duties by engaging staff in a
collective vision that emphasizes EDI princi-
ples. This approach makes diversity and in-
clusion a central part of the institution’s culture,
promoting lasting change. Under such
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leadership, higher education institutions are not
only more likely to implement strong EDI
policies but also to demonstrate a sustained
commitment to building diverse, equitable ac-
ademic environments.

Variability in the impact of transactional
and laissez-faire leadership

Our analysis reveals that transactional and
laissez-faire leadership styles have a more
variable impact on EDI efforts in higher edu-
cation. Transactional leadership, which focuses
on compliance and performance-based rewards,
can sometimes help meet specific diversity
goals. These leaders often create structured
environments with clear expectations, which
can support diversity initiatives. However,
transactional leadership may not fully engage
staff with the deeper cultural shift needed for
long-term change in diversity and inclusion
efforts. On the other hand, laissez-faire leader-
ship, which involves a more hands-off ap-
proach, has shown mixed results. In some cases,
this style can hinder the progress of EDI ini-
tiatives due to a lack of direction and commit-
ment. However, in certain academic contexts, it
may allow for grassroots diversity efforts to
emerge, giving staff more autonomy to develop
inclusion strategies. Overall, the effectiveness of
these leadership styles depends on the specific
institutional culture and the leadership’s dedi-
cation to EDI goals.

Leadership commitment as a driving force

The commitment of women leaders to diversity
and inclusion plays a crucial role in shaping EDI
policies within higher education. Leaders who
demonstrate a strong, ongoing dedication to
promoting diversity are more likely to drive the
development and implementation of effective
EDI initiatives that go beyond surface-level
compliance. This commitment is often re-
flected in concrete actions such as inclusive
hiring practices, the promotion of underrepre-
sented groups, and the strategic allocation of

resources to support diversity initiatives.
Women leaders who are deeply committed to
EDI create environments where diversity be-
comes a shared value throughout the institution.
Their leadership sets the tone for sustained
progress, helping to break down barriers and
fostering an academic culture that values the
contributions of all members of the institution.

Positive associations with employee
satisfaction and performance

Leadership that actively supports EDI efforts
has a direct and positive impact on employee
satisfaction and performance within the higher
education sector. Staff who view their leaders as
advocates for diversity are more likely to report
higher levels of job satisfaction, engagement,
and a sense of belonging. Inclusive leadership
fosters a culture of psychological safety, al-
lowing individuals to express their diverse
perspectives without fear of judgment or ex-
clusion. In addition, this inclusive environment
leads to improved collaboration, creativity, and
problem-solving, all of which enhance overall
institutional performance. Women leaders who
promote diversity and inclusion create sup-
portive workplaces where staff feel valued and
motivated, ultimately contributing to the suc-
cess and growth of the institution.

The underrepresentation of women in senior
academic management remains an ongoing is-
sue despite various gender equality initiatives. A
key factor in this imbalance is the idea of
‘missing agency’, which refers to the perceived
lack of self-confidence, ambition, or proactive
career management among women, leading to
fewer female candidates for top positions. While
academia emphasizes individual responsibility
for career advancement, this narrative often
overlooks structural inequalities, such as gender
bias and institutional barriers, that dispropor-
tionately affect women’s progression. Women'’s
reluctance to pursue senior roles is often framed
as a personal deficiency, but it is also linked to a
lack of encouragement, systemic biases, and the
institutional culture that favours traditionally
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masculine traits like assertiveness and self-
promotion. Without adequate mentorship, ex-
ternal validation, and policies that accommodate
work-life balance, women may feel ambivalent
or resistant towards leadership positions,
viewing them as incompatible with their aca-
demic values or personal lives. Addressing these
challenges requires institutions to recognize and
dismantle structural barriers, foster inclusive
leadership styles, and provide mentorship and
sponsorship programmes to support women’s
career advancement.

Women’s missing agency in academic
careers

Despite concerted efforts by academia to pro-
mote gender equality, women are still under-
represented in senior management positions. A
key concept to explain this persistent imbalance
is the ‘lack of agency’. The term refers to the
perceived lack of self-confidence, ambition, or
proactive career management of women in ac-
ademia, which can lead to fewer female appli-
cants for senior management positions. While
academic cultures often emphasize individual
agency and personal responsibility for career
advancement, this approach often ignores the
structural barriers and gender biases that affect
career advancement.

The individualistic nature of an
academic career

The structure of an academic career places a
heavy burden on individual agency. Academics
should be self-driven and manage all aspects of
their careers — from research and publication to
networking and receiving grants. This emphasis
on self-reliance is seen as a sign of professional
competence. As noted by Coate et al. (2015), the
focus on personal responsibility reinforces the
idea that professional success depends entirely
on individual effort and initiative. The wide-
spread belief is that those who work hard and
take charge of their careers will inevitably
succeed. However, this narrative often masks

systemic inequalities that disproportionately
affect women’s career trajectories.

In an environment where self-management
and individual agency are highly valued,
women who do not advance to senior man-
agement positions are often perceived as lacking
the necessary motivation or ambition. This
perception creates a misconception that the
underrepresentation of women in leadership
roles stems from personal failures rather than
institutional deficiencies. As a result, the burden
of career stagnation falls squarely on the
shoulders of women, while institutional and
systemic barriers remain unresolved.

Lack of agency and structural
impairments

The concept of ‘lack of agency’ often manifests
itself in the perception that women in academia
lack self-confidence or ambition. Many women
may feel that they do not have the qualifications
or experience required to apply for senior
management positions. This self-doubt is fur-
ther amplified by academic culture, which tends
to associate leadership potential with self-
promotion and self-confidence — qualities that
may be at odds with the way some women
choose to present themselves.

However, it is an oversimplification to at-
tribute women’s reluctance to senior positions
solely to a lack of self-confidence. The under-
representation of women in leadership is also
affected by structural barriers, including gender
bias, discriminatory practices, and a lack of
support networks. Research by Chesterman
et al. (2005) found that many senior female
academics were hesitant to apply for managerial
positions without explicit encouragement from
their peers or superiors. This hesitation is not
just a reflection of self-doubt, but is also asso-
ciated with a broader ambivalence, if not re-
sistance, towards senior management positions.
Expecting women to navigate their careers
without external support, while ignoring the
systemic barriers they face, only perpetuates
their belief in a lack of agency.
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In many cases, women’s reluctance to take on
senior management positions can be attributed
to the institutional culture of academia. Tradi-
tionally, senior management roles have been
defined by traits such as assertiveness, compe-
tition, and self-promotion, all of which are often
associated with male leadership styles. Women
who don’t embody these characteristics, or who
prefer a more collaborative and inclusive ap-
proach to leadership, may feel like they don’t fit
into the senior manager’s model. This mismatch
between individual leadership styles and insti-
tutional expectations often discourages women
from seeking leadership positions — not because
they lack ambition, but because they feel that
these roles are incompatible with their values.

The role of encouragement and
recognition

One of the key factors in determining whether a
woman applies for a senior management posi-
tion is the presence or absence of external
recognition. Chesterman et al. (2005) highlight
that many women are hesitant to pursue these
roles unless they are explicitly encouraged or
endorsed by a colleague or supervisor. While
this reliance on external recognition is not
unique to women in academia, it is more pro-
nounced in settings where women are under-
represented and leadership roles are traditionally
dominated by men.

The lack of self-confidence of some female
academics often reflects the broader institutional
and cultural biases they have encountered
throughout their careers. Women may inter-
nalize social messages that they are not suitable
for leadership roles, especially if they do not
receive the same level of encouragement and
guidance as their male counterparts. This dy-
namic creates a self-reinforcing cycle: women
are less likely to apply for leadership positions
due to a lack of confidence, and their absence
from these positions reinforces the perception
that they are not suitable for leadership. The
expectation that women should seek external
recognition before considering leadership roles

reveals deeper issues in academic culture. While
men are often socialized as confident and as-
sertive in their pursuit of career advancement,
women are more likely to tend to be cooperative
and self-deprecating. This difference in social-
ization leads to differences between men and
women in how leadership opportunities are
obtained. Men may be more inclined to assert
their qualifications and actively seek leadership
roles, while women may wait for others to
recognize their potential.

Contradictions and resistance to senior
management roles

Another important factor contributing to the
underrepresentation of women in senior
management is the ambivalence, if not out-
right resistance, of many women to these
roles. Chesterman et al. (2005) observed that
senior female academics were often hesitant to
apply for managerial positions, not only be-
cause of self-confidence issues, but also be-
cause of a lack of desire for the role itself. This
reluctance is often rooted in the perception
that senior management positions are too
time-consuming, stressful, and at odds with
the values that initially attracted women to
academia.

For many female academics, the idea of taking
on senior management roles may seem unap-
pealing, especially when those positions are per-
ceived to require a vastly different set of academic
interests. Women who are passionate about
teaching and research may resist taking on lead-
ership positions that are primarily administrative
or bureaucratic in nature. This reluctance is further
exacerbated by the perception that senior man-
agement positions are not designed to meet the
needs of work-life balance, a challenge that dis-
proportionately affects women.

The impact of institutional culture on
women’s agency

Institutional culture plays a crucial role in
shaping women’s perceptions of leadership
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and their willingness to pursue senior man-
agement positions. In an academic environ-
ment that emphasizes traditional hierarchical
leadership models, women may feel intimi-
dated to seek leadership positions. Con-
versely, institutions that promote inclusive,
collaborative, and flexible leadership models
are likely to be more successful in encour-
aging women to take up senior management
positions.

The way in which female agency is perceived
and evaluated is also influenced by institutional
culture. In an environment where leadership is
associated with self-confidence and competi-
tiveness, women who adopt a more collabora-
tive leadership style may be seen as lacking the
ambition or drive needed to succeed in a
management position. This misalignment be-
tween individual leadership styles and institu-
tional expectations can lead to the perception
that women are less suitable for leadership roles,
even if they have the necessary skills and
qualifications.

Strategies to address the absence of
agents

Addressing the problem of agency absence re-
quires a multifaceted approach that addresses
both personal and structural barriers. Institutions
must take proactive steps to create a more
supportive and inclusive environment for
women, recognizing and valuing different
leadership styles, while providing women with
the necessary resources to take on senior
management roles.

In this regard, mentoring and sponsorship
programmes are essential. Women need mentors
who can guide them through the complexities of
their careers, as well as sponsors who actively
advocate for them in leadership positions.
Mentorship helps women develop the skills and
confidence they need to pursue senior positions,
while sponsorship ensures they receive the
visibility and support they need to succeed.

In addition, institutions must work to re-
move the structural barriers that lead to

underrepresentation of women in senior man-
agement. This includes addressing gender bias
in the recruitment and selection process, cre-
ating flexible work environments that support
work-life balance, and promoting family-
friendly policies.

The notion of a lack of agency in women’s
academic careers highlights the tension between
individual responsibility and structural in-
equalities. While women are often expected to
manage their own career development inde-
pendently, the institutional barriers they face
make it challenging to fully assert their agency.
By recognizing and addressing these structural
challenges, organizations can create a more
equitable environment that supports and en-
courages women to take on senior management
roles. This will not only improve the gender
balance in leadership but will also enrich the
academic culture by fostering a diverse and
inclusive leadership model.

Limitation

The study’s limitations include a potentially
limited synthesis as the body of knowledge
lacks substantial study on this topic. Diversity
may not have been captured as the varied ex-
periences of women across different institutions
and contexts need to be reviewed. Its geo-
graphical focus on the UK may restrict the
applicability of findings to other regions, while
the reliance on qualitative interviews could in-
troduce bias and reflect subjective experiences.
The study primarily addresses gender without
fully considering the intersectionality of other
identities that influence women’s experiences in
academia. The absence of quantitative data
limits the generalizability of results.

Conclusion

This systematic review and meta-analysis pro-
vide a comprehensive understanding of the in-
tricate relationship between leadership styles
and the development, implementation, and



Sidhu

23

impact of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI)
policies within higher education, particularly
with a focus on women leadership. Drawing
from a synthesis of diverse studies, several key
insights emerge that shape our understanding of
how leadership fosters inclusive academic en-
vironments. The review highlights the powerful
influence of transformational leadership, espe-
cially by women in leadership roles, on the
creation and execution of EDI policies. Trans-
formational leaders, through their ability to
inspire, motivate, and create shared visions, play
a pivotal role in fostering inclusive cultures that
resonate with the core values of higher educa-
tion institutions. Women leaders who adopt this
approach go beyond traditional administrative
duties, engaging faculty, staff, and students in a
collective mission that places EDI principles at
the heart of institutional practices. The analysis
also reveals variability in the impact of trans-
actional and laissez-faire leadership styles on
EDI initiatives. While transactional leadership,
which focuses on compliance and reward-based
mechanisms, may support certain aspects of
EDI implementation, its effectiveness is highly
dependent on the institutional context. Simi-
larly, laissez-faire leadership, characterized by
its hands-off approach, shows inconsistent re-
sults in promoting diversity and inclusion,
further emphasizing the need for a thoughtful
consideration of leadership styles in diverse
academic settings. The study underscores the
importance of leadership commitment, espe-
cially among women leaders, as a critical
driving force behind institutional dedication to
diversity. Institutions led by leaders with a
strong, visible commitment to EDI are more
likely to implement comprehensive and sus-
tained diversity initiatives, translating this
commitment into both rhetoric and actionable
policies. The positive associations between ef-
fective leadership and favourable outcomes for
staff and students reinforce the significance of
leadership in cultivating inclusive academic
cultures. Women leaders who advocate for di-
versity and inclusion contribute to higher levels
of job satisfaction, engagement, and collaboration

among faculty and staff, thereby enhancing crea-
tivity, teamwork, and overall institutional success.
This study enriches the conversation
around leadership and EDI within higher
education, offering practical insights for in-
stitutional  leaders, policymakers, and
scholars. Recognizing the vital role of lead-
ership, particularly women in leadership po-
sitions, in shaping EDI policies is essential for
institutions seeking to thrive in today’s
evolving academic landscape. The findings
encourage further exploration of contextual
factors that influence leadership effectiveness
and the development of targeted strategies to
enhance diversity and inclusion within higher
education. These studies emphasize the need
for more refined and inclusive approaches to
EDI, calling for policy changes and leadership
initiatives to create more equitable academic
environments. Inequality and the lack of in-
clusion of women in academic higher edu-
cation (HE) leadership roles persist globally.
While inclusivity at the top also applies to
ethnicity and disability, this article focuses
specifically on the issue of gender. It high-
lights the distinct need to examine the barriers
that slow down and obstruct women from
advancing in academia and gaining leadership
positions. To address these challenges effec-
tively, this study calls for the development of a
charter aimed at promoting gender equity in
academic leadership. This charter would serve
as a framework for institutions to implement
targeted strategies and commitments to en-
hance women’s representation and participa-
tion in leadership roles within higher
education. To examine this underrepresenta-
tion, the study explored both the opportunities
available to women and the barriers they face
in advancing into leadership roles. Key bar-
riers identified include societal perceptions of
women in leadership within higher education
and the influence of organizational cultures.
This study holds importance for women as-
piring to leadership roles and for those already
in such positions who continue to face orga-
nizational biases and limited opportunities.
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