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Abstract

Purpose — Women’s persistent underrepresentation in senior leadership, holding fewer than one-quarter of
positions in higher education, points to the need for pedagogical approaches addressing identity, power and
systemic barriers, rather than skills alone. This paper examines how integrating strengths-based coaching with
authentic leadership theory and explicit power analysis creates developmental pathways for women leaders.
Design/methodology/approach — The pedagogical model integrates authentic leadership theory, DeFrank-
Cole and Tan’s Four Domains framework and Desimone’s professional learning principles. Implementation
occurs through a longitudinal strengths-based leadership coaching program combining peer-coaching pods,
integrated curriculum and narrative identity exercises. Proposed mechanisms and outcomes are derived from
semi-structured interviews with seven program completers and sustained implementation across nearly 70
participants in multiple cohorts.

Findings — Three interconnected pedagogical mechanisms supported women’s authentic leadership development.
Structured strengths awareness helps women reinterpret personal talents as legitimate leadership assets. Narrative
identity exercises enable articulation of authentic leadership philosophy. Facilitated power conversations shift
participants from hierarchical (“power over”) to relational (“power with”) orientations. Women reported increased
confidence, stronger identification as leaders and resistance to gendered leadership expectations.

Practical implications — Leadership educators can adapt five design elements: longitudinal structure, small
peer-coaching pods, integrated curriculum linking strengths to identity and power, narrative exercises and
facilitator modeling of collaborative leadership.

Originality/value — Unlike skill-focused professional development, this model demonstrates how integrating
strengths-based practice, identity work and power reframing addresses interconnected barriers women face. The
pedagogical framework offers educators a theoretically grounded, empirically tested approach to fostering
equitable leadership cultures that transfers beyond specific program contexts.

Keywords Women’s leadership development, Authentic leadership, Leadership identity,
Strengths-based coaching, Higher education, Leadership pedagogy
Paper type Practitioner paper

Introduction
Women remain underrepresented in higher education leadership, holding only 24% of senior
roles at U.S. research universities (Silbert & Dube, 2021). Systemic barriers, gender ‘
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JOLE stereotypes and cultural norms constrain advancement across individual, interpersonal,
organizational and societal levels — —often becoming internalized and shaping women’s self-
concept and confidence as leaders (Carli & Eagly, 2016; DeFrank-Cole & Tan, 2021).
Leadership development programs have emerged as critical interventions to address these
barriers. When designed specifically for women, such programs not only build leadership
skills but also validate women’s leadership capacity and disrupt gendered stereotypes (Ely,
Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011; Galsanjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023).

However, less is known about the specific pedagogical mechanisms through which
sustained, strengths-based programs support women’s authentic leadership development. This
paper addresses that gap by examining the application of a novel integrated pedagogical model
implemented through a two-year strengths-based leadership coaching program and translating
outcomes into a replicable curricular model for leadership educators.

Background and literature review

Power and gender in leadership education

Power is foundational to leadership, described as the capacity to influence others through
positional authority or personal credibility (French & Raven, 1959). However, power
enactment and perception are highly gendered. Social role theory and role congruency theory
explain how cultural expectations position men as agentic leaders and women as communal,
creating bias when women’s leadership behaviors deviate from these norms (Eagly, 1987;
Eagly & Karau, 2002). Women who display assertiveness often face backlash (Bowles,
Babcock, & Lai, 2007), contributing to persistent underrepresentation in leadership (Hoobler,
Lemmon, & Wayne, 2014). Women frequently enact power differently, favoring democratic
and collaborative approaches (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Helgesen, 1995; Kray &
Kennedy, 2017). While such approaches align with communal expectations, they can
constrain women’s authentic leadership expression. Leadership educators have increasingly
called for programs that move beyond individual skill acquisition to address systemic and
identity-based dynamics (Dugan, 2024). Reconceptualizing power as empowerment of self
and others —rather than control over others —is central to women’s leadership development and
informs the pedagogical approach presented here.

Authentic leadership as pedagogical foundation

Authentic Leadership emphasizes self-awareness, relational transparency and alignment of
values and actions (Avolio, Luthans, & Walumbwa, 2004; Gardner, Cogliser, Davis, &
Dickens, 2011). Authentic leaders “know who they are, what they believe and value, and act
upon those values” (Luthans & Avolio, 2003, p. 243). For women leaders, authenticity enables
resistance to role expectations and stereotypes that constrain leadership expression, while
fostering trust, collaboration and positive organizational cultures (Northouse, 2019).
Authentic leadership aligns well with strengths-based practices, in which leaders
intentionally leverage their talents to enhance self-awareness and relational credibility
(Ilies, Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). This alignment provides a
pedagogical bridge between addressing gendered power dynamics and developing positive,
strengths-informed leader identities, the foundation of this model.

Leader identity development

Leader identity refers to how individuals see themselves in leadership roles and how others
perceive them (Lord, Foti, & de Vader, 1984). Because implicit leadership theories often
equate leadership with male prototypes — the “think leader, think male” association (Schein,
1973) — women can struggle to see themselves as leaders or be recognized as such (Gardner
et al., 2011). Leadership development programs that encourage reflection on gender, identity
and power create opportunities for women to reconstruct their leadership identity in ways that
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are congruent with their authentic selves (Du Billing & Alvesson, 2014). Such identity work Journal of
strengthens confidence and provides a foundation for the intentional application of strengths, a Leadership
core pedagogical objective of this model. Education

Strengths-based leadership and organizations

Strengths-based leadership, rooted in positive organizational psychology, emphasizes
identifying and intentionally applying natural talents (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Clifton
& Harter, 2003). Research consistently demonstrates that using strengths enhances
performance, engagement, goal attainment and well-being (Govindji & Linley, 2007;
Harzer & Ruch, 2012; Linley, Nielsen, Wood, Gillett, & Biswas-Diener, 2010). Strengths use
also contributes to authenticity, resilience and positive relational outcomes (Elston &
Boniwell, 2011; Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). Leadership interventions that
extend beyond strengths identification to include practice, feedback and reflection are most
effective (Lopez & Louis, 2009; Louis, 2011). Strengths-based coaching has been shown to
foster transformational leadership skills and sustained professional growth (MacKie, 2014).
For women leaders, such approaches provide concrete tools to align identity and authenticity
with daily leadership practice, particularly when paired with supportive communities that
encourage reflection and application.

Theoretical framework

This work draws upon DeFrank-Cole and Tan’s (2021) Four Domains of Leadership and
Gender as the primary framework. As Figure 1 illustrates, the model identifies barriers and
supports women encounter across four interconnected levels: the Personal domain (individual
confidence and identity, including impostor syndrome), the Interpersonal domain (relational

Interpersonal Organizational

© 2020 Sherylle J. Tan and Lisa DeFrank-Cole

Figure 1. DeFrank-Cole and Tan’s (2021) four domains of leadership and gender. Source: “Women and
Leadership: Journey Toward Equity,” by DeFrank-Cole and Tan (2021), p. 13, Sage Publications, Inc
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JOLE dynamics, mentorship and peer support), the Organizational domain (institutional policies,
advancement structures and workplace cultures) and the Societal domain (cultural norms,
gender stereotypes and systemic expectations). By revealing how bias operates
simultaneously across these multiple levels, the framework underscores why women’s
leadership development requires integrated approaches that address individual confidence,
relational dynamics, institutional structures and cultural norms together rather than in
isolation. Programs that address only one domain leave women navigating the others on their
own. Combined through the lens of Authentic Leadership theory, the Four Domains
framework guided both the design and examination of pedagogical mechanisms presented in
this paper. This integrated framework aligns with Dugan’s (2024) call for critical perspectives
in leadership theory that emphasize relational, systemic and equity-oriented dimensions —
recognizing that effective intervention must disrupt stereotypes while building women’s
confidence, efficacy and leadership identity across all four domains.

Program design and pedagogical rationale

This pedagogical model supports women’s authentic leadership development through an
integrated, two-phase approach. Each phase addresses distinct but interconnected
developmental needs identified in the Four Domains framework, moving from individual
awareness to systemic application.

Phase 1: building strengths awareness foundation

Phase 1 establishes foundational awareness of strengths through monthly small-group sessions
over one academic year. Grounded in Knowles’ (1984) andragogical principles and
Desimone’s (2009) characteristics of professional learning, the curriculum emphasizes
relevance, application and supportive learning communities. Participants complete a strengths
assessment and engage in structured activities progressing from individual awareness to
collaborative application. Small peer-coaching pods (6-8 participants), facilitated by trained
coaches, create psychologically safe spaces for vulnerability and experimentation. Pod
membership intentionally diversifies career stages, positions and disciplines to maximize
cross-functional learning. This foundational year establishes the strengths language, relational
trust and self-awareness necessary for deeper identity and power work — addressing the
Personal and Interpersonal domains of the Four Domains model.

Phase 2: deepening identity and power work

Phase 2 extends over an additional academic year with monthly sessions that explicitly
connect strengths to leadership identity and power dynamics addressing the Organizational
and Societal domains. The curriculum operationalizes three interconnected pedagogical
mechanisms through sequenced activities.

First, participants deepen strengths application by exploring how multiple talents interact
and map to specific leadership responsibilities (collaboration, management, productivity).
This builds on Avolio and Gardner’s (2005) concept of self-awareness as the foundation of
authentic leadership, moving participants from abstract self-knowledge to intentional practice.

Second, narrative identity exercises help participants articulate their leadership approach in
their own words through structured “Strengths Brand” statements. This operationalizes
authentic leadership theory by translating internal self-awareness into publicly expressible
leadership identity — often marking a turning point in participants’ confidence and self-
acceptance as leaders.

Third, the curriculum shifts focus from self to others and systems. Participants develop
skills in recognizing colleagues’ strengths (relational leadership), applying talent profiles to
team dynamics (organizational navigation) and integrating strengths with institutional
mission (systemic application). This progression reflects Desimone’s (2009) principles of
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effective professional learning: content focus, active learning, coherence, sustained Journal of
duration and collective participation. Leadership
Education

Program context and evidence base

The model has been applied across multiple cohorts at a large research university, with nearly
70 women completing the full two-year program. Approximately 35% of Phase 1 participants
voluntarily continue into Phase 2 — a notable retention rate given the substantial time
commitment and absence of external incentives. To understand how these pedagogical
mechanisms operate in practice, we examined participant experiences following program
implementation. Seven participants from the inaugural cohort volunteered for semi-structured
interviews following program completion, representing diverse career stages and roles (see
Table 1). All participants are identified by pseudonyms. Interviews were approved by the
institutional review board (Protocol: 2212688198).

Pedagogical mechanisms and developmental outcomes

Analysis of participant interviews revealed three interconnected pedagogical mechanisms:
(1) translating personal talents into leadership assets, (2) narrative identity construction and
(3) power reframing through facilitated dialogue. These mechanisms emerged consistently
across the inaugural cohort and have been observed reliably in subsequent cohorts,
confirming their robustness and transferability as design principles. Table 2 summarizes the
mechanisms, developmental outcomes, curriculum activities and exemplar quotes.
Participant voices throughout this paper illustrate how these mechanisms manifest in
practice.

Illustrative case: Crystal’s leadership development journey

To illustrate how these three mechanisms work together, we present Crystal’s experience as a
representative case. Crystal, a mid-career director in community policy, entered the program
with substantial professional accomplishments but persistent doubts about her leadership
legitimacy. Like many women in higher education, she struggled to reconcile her
collaborative, relationship-focused approach with prevailing images of authoritative
leadership.

During Phase 2, Crystal engaged in talent mapping by aligning her strengths profile
(Learner, Input, Connectedness, Intellection and Arranger) with her primary leadership
responsibilities. This reflection helped her see where and how her strengths contributed to her
leadership practice (Mechanism 1: translating talents into leadership assets).

The Strengths Brand exercise marked a turning point. Crystal created a personal
leadership mission statement by selecting key words and phrases that resonated with her
authentic approach. Her final statement is shown in Figure 2, with detailed instructions in
Appendix I. Crystal described the impact: “For the first time in my life, I have the opposite

Table 1. Participant demographics

Pseudonym Age range Career stage Position type Discipline/Sector
Courtney 25-35 Early Doctoral Candidate Education/Teaching
Alice 55-65 Late Tenured Faculty Education

Jessica 35-45 Middle Director Community/Advocacy
Crystal 35-45 Middle Director Community/Policy
Megan 25-35 Early/Middle Director Academic Administration
Cynthia 45-55 Middle Tenured Faculty Social Science

Danielle 25-35 Early Director Academic Administration
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JOLE Table 2. Mechanism, developmental outcomes and exemplar quotes
Developmental Curriculum
Mechanism outcomes Description activity Exemplar quote
Translating Authentic Self &  Reflection and Talent mapping  “I wasn’t sure I should be

confidence in
strengths use

Personal Talents Self-Awareness

into Leadership

Assets
Collaborative/ Strengths as tools  Talent spotting
Supportive for inclusive teams
Approaches

Narrative Identity =~ Acceptance and Reframed Strengths Brand

utilizing my strengths. . .
not the case anymore.”
(Alice)

“Just being upfront that
people need different
things. . . creates a safe
space.” (Megan)

“For the first time, I have

Construction Validation leadership capacity, Statement the opposite of impostor
reduced self-doubt syndrome.” (Crystal)
Gender Dynamics ~ Challenged Bring and Need “Before strengths, I
traditional thought strong men were
(masculine) norms leaders.” (Jessica)
of leadership
Power Reframing ~ Empowering Self  Strengths supported Session “I feel like I can back up
through Facilitated and Others confidence and discussions/ my decisions more
Dialogue credibility Shared confidently.” (Alice)
experiences
Shared/Distributed  Collective, Strengths “Power-with is the kind of
Power relational power activity on power I’m interested in
emphasized persuading having.” (Crystal)
others

Note(s): Participant names are pseudonyms. Quotes are shortened for table presentation; full quotations are
presented in the text

of impostor syndrome. I feel like I know exactly who I am and what I bring to the table... T
can articulate it in a way that feels authentic and powerful” (Mechanism 2: narrative
identity construction).

This identity work enabled Crystal to reconceptualize power and influence. She explained:
“Power-with is the kind of power I’m interested in having. Not power over people, but power to
make things happen together” (Mechanism 3: power reframing through facilitated dialogue).
Crystal’s journey demonstrates the developmental arc that the integrated curriculum supports:
awareness of strengths enables identity articulation, which in turn enables more authentic and
strategic approaches to power and influence. Her experience is representative of patterns
observed across participants and cohorts.

We now examine each of the three mechanisms in detail, explaining their theoretical
grounding, pedagogical implementation and developmental outcomes.

Mechanism 1: translating personal talents into leadership assets
Pedagogical design element. The curriculum begins with structured activities that help
participants reinterpret natural talents as leadership assets rather than personal quirks. Talent
mapping asks participants to align their strengths profile with specific leadership
responsibilities: collaboration, management, productivity, relationship-building and
influence. This exercise moves beyond abstract self-knowledge to concrete application.
Theoretical grounding. This mechanism operationalizes the emphasis in authentic
leadership theory on self-awareness as the foundation for authentic practice (Avolio &
Gardner, 2005). By providing a structured framework for understanding how talents manifest
in professional contexts, participants develop “self-knowledge and self-concept clarity”
(Gardner et al., 2011), essential precursors to authentic leadership behavior.
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Journal of

Leadership
Education
I am a problem-solver

that enjoys using logic
and objectivity to solve
difficult questions. I
believe in individuals'
strengths and talents to
contribute to the greater

whole, and prefer
avoiding subjectivity
without losing the
“personal touch" of each
person.

Do

Figure 2. Crystal’s strengths brand statement

How it manifests. Participants described a cognitive shift from viewing some of their
personal characteristics as weaknesses to recognizing them as legitimate leadership tools.
Alice, alate-career faculty member, explained: “I wasnt sure I should be utilizing my strengths
in certain spaces, but that’s not the case anymore. Now I’m very deliberate about it.” This
reinterpretation often challenged prior assumptions about effective leadership. Jessica noted,
“Before strengths, I thought just strong men were considered leaders. Now I see leadership
differently — it’s about knowing yourself and using what you naturally do well.”

What educators should expect. Leadership educators should anticipate that participants will
initially struggle to see certain natural talents as “leadership qualities,” particularly if those talents
deviate from traditional masculine stereotypes. The structured mapping provides the necessary
scaffolding to make these connections explicit. Facilitators should create space for participants to
voice skepticism, as working through these doubts is part of the reinterpretation process.

Mechanism 2: narrative identity construction

Pedagogical design element. Narrative identity construction through the Strengths Brand
Statement exercise empowers participants to articulate their leadership approach in their own
words. Unlike traditional development that imposes external competency frameworks, this
exercise centers on authentic self-expression. The process involves highlighting resonant
language, drafting “I am/I will/I bring/I need” statements and refining them through peer
feedback.

Theoretical grounding. This mechanism addresses a critical challenge in leader identity
development: translating internal self-concept into publicly expressible identity (Lord & Hall,
2005). For women, this is compounded by implicit theories equating leadership with
masculine traits (Schein, 1973). By grounding identity in actual strengths rather than idealized
prototypes, the exercise enables women to claim leadership on their own terms.
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JOLE How it manifests. Participants described the Strengths Brand exercise as transformative.
Crystal’s experience captures the shift from impostor syndrome to confident self-articulation:
“For the first time in my life, I have the opposite of impostor syndrome. I feel like I know exactly
who I am and what I bring to the table.” The exercise also helped participants challenge
gendered expectations. Jessica explained: “I realized I don’t have to lead like a man to be taken
seriously. My strengths are different, and that’s actually my advantage.”

What educators should expect. This exercise often marks a turning point in confidence.
However, facilitators should expect initial resistance to “self-promotion,” particularly from
women socialized to downplay their capabilities. Normalizing this discomfort is essential.
Educators must allow ample time for drafting and peer validation; rushing this process
undermines the identity consolidation required for self-authorization.

Mechanism 3: power reframing through facilitated dialogue

Pedagogical design element. Facilitators explicitly address power dynamics and gendered
expectations through structured discussions. Rather than avoiding the “elephant in the room,”
the curriculum creates space for participants to examine how power operates in their contexts
and how their strengths enable alternative approaches to influence.

Theoretical grounding. This mechanism addresses the Organizational and Societal
domains of DeFrank-Cole and Tan’s (2021) framework. By making power explicit and
reframing it as “power-with” rather than “power-over” (Helgesen, 1995), the curriculum
legitimizes collaborative approaches that align with many women’s strengths while expanding
traditional leadership paradigms.

How it manifests. Participants consistently reconceptualized power and influence. Crystal
articulated this shift clearly: “Power-with is the kind of power I’m interested in having. Not
power over people, but power to make things happen together.” Strengths awareness also
enhanced personal credibility. Alice explained, “I feel like I can back up my decisions more
confidently now. I know why I’m approaching things the way I am, and I can explain it.”

What educators should expect. This mechanism requires skilled facilitation to ensure
conversations about gendered barriers remain forward-looking and solution-oriented. The
small peer coaching pod structure is essential here; participants are more willing to be
vulnerable about power struggles in intimate settings. Educators should be prepared for
diverse relationships with power across career stages.

Integration: how the mechanisms work together

These three mechanisms are interconnected and mutually reinforcing (see Figure 3). Strengths
awareness (Mechanism 1) provides the foundation: participants cannot construct authentic

Developmental Outcomes

Curriculum Design Features

Translating Personal Talents into Leadership Assets
St en gt Eemcear ent | pterpretation * Increased self-awareness « Intentional strengths application

* Theme combination exercises —— | * Shared language for strengths ——  *Reduced selfsilencing
o Strengths continua discussions * Cognitive reframing of 'weaknesses' * Increased professional agency
« Talent spotting activities * Peer validation * Greater leadership authenticity

Narrative Identity Construction

e Sirengths brand stater ent development « Public articulation of leadership self-concept « Stronger leadership seffidentification
o Laadership narrstive crafting — | * Identityrehearsal and reinforcement — | * Reduced impostor feelings

« Mission/vision articulation * Sodial validation of leadership claims « Alignment of values and leadership behavior
o Structured peer feedback * Disrupting internalized assumptions of leadership * Increased confidence in leadership roles

Power Reframing through Facilitated Dialogue

 Explicit dialogue about power and gender * Redefinition of authority * Shift from 'power-over' to 'power-with'
« Distributed/shared leadership framing = | * Legitimization of relational leadership —— ¢ Confident, values-based decision-making
 Peer coaching dialogue * Collective efficacy * Collaborative leadership behaviors.

« Team strengths mapping * Increased relational confidence « Strategic influence without dominance

Figure 3. Pedagogical mechanisms linking curriculum design to leadership development outcomes. This
model illustrates how three interconnected mechanisms — translating personal talents into leadership assets,
narrative identity construction and power reframing through facilitated dialogue — connect specific curriculum
activities to developmental outcomes that support women’s authentic leadership development
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leadership identities (Mechanism 2) without first understanding their actual talents. Identity Journal of
articulation, in turn, enables more strategic power navigation (Mechanism 3) — women who Leadership
can name their leadership approach can advocate for it more effectively. Education

The pedagogical design intentionally sequences these mechanisms. Phase 1 establishes
strengths awareness and relational trust. Phase 2 deepens identity work and power analysis
once participants have internalized strengths language and built peer support. This progression
reflects authentic leadership theory’s emphasis on self-awareness as the foundation for
relational transparency and balanced processing.

Crystal’s journey illustrates this integration: talent mapping helped her understand her
approach, the Strengths Brand exercise gave her language to articulate it and facilitated
dialogue helped her apply this self-knowledge to navigate organizational dynamics
strategically.

Transferable design framework

This pedagogical model rests on five core design principles that leadership educators can adapt
to diverse institutional contexts. Below, we outline each principle with implementation
guidance and considerations for adaptation.

Longitudinal structure (minimum one academic year)

The two-year structure allows developmental depth that single-semester programs cannot
achieve. Participants need time to internalize strengths awareness, experiment with
application and refine their leadership identity. The 35% retention rate from Phase 1 to
Phase 2 suggests that participants recognize the value of this extended engagement.

Implementation guidance: At a minimum, programs should span one full academic year
with monthly sessions to establish rhythm and allow for real-world application. Practitioners
should build in “application windows” — explicitly assigning participants to try specific
strengths-based approaches in their work contexts and return to debrief.

Action step: When designing your timeline, map backward from your end date to ensure at
least 8 months of active programming with monthly touchpoints.

Adaptations: Programs can be condensed to one year by integrating Phase 1 and Phase 2
content, though this may sacrifice developmental depth. Educators working within the
constraints of a single semester should prioritize strict developmental sequencing as outlined
in Integrated Curriculum (3, below).

Small peer coaching pods (68 participants)
Consistent small groups, facilitated by trained coaches, create psychological safety essential
for vulnerable identity work. Participants emphasized that peer affirmation and shared
dialogue were critical for translating awareness into confidence. The relational container
proved as important as the curricular content.

Implementation guidance: Assign participants to consistent small groups that meet
throughout the program. Practitioners should intentionally compose pods to balance diversity
in career stage and discipline with enough commonality to ensure shared context.

Action step: Create a simple matrix of participants’ roles and units. Distribute these
characteristics across pods to maximize cross-functional learning, while avoiding placing
supervisors and direct reports in the same pod to protect psychological safety.

Adaptations: Programs serving fewer than 10 participants can maintain a single
cohort. Virtual programs can use breakout rooms to maintain pod intimacy while
benefiting from platform flexibility. Cross-institutional collaborations might create pods
spanning multiple campuses, though this requires intentional trust-building across
institutional boundaries.
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JOLE Integrated curriculum: strengths — identity — power

Rather than treating strengths as an isolated assessment, the curriculum connects talent
identification to leadership identity construction and power dynamics. Participants need to
recognize their talents before they can construct leadership narratives, and they need coherent
identities before they can confidently claim relational power.

Implementation guidance: Resist the temptation to front-load discussions of power and
gender. Practitioners should begin with individual strengths work to build a “psychological
buffer” of confidence before asking participants to analyze systemic barriers.

Action step: Structure the curriculum in three phases: (1) Early sessions focus exclusively
on strengths awareness; (2) Middle sessions introduce identity articulation; (3) Later sessions
explicitly address power dynamics. If participants raise power concerns early, acknowledge
them, but redirect to the strengths foundation as the necessary tool for later strategic
navigation.

Adaptations: Educators working with participants who have experienced significant
marginalization may need to acknowledge power dynamics earlier while still maintaining
sequencing. The principle remains: build identity strength before deconstructing systemic
barriers. Programs that address leadership broadly can adapt power discussions to focus on
organizational politics or on influence without formal authority.

Narrative identity exercises (e.g. strengths brand)

The Strengths Brand exercise transforms personal self-knowledge into an expressed
leadership philosophy. These exercises function as identity-consolidation tools, requiring
participants to synthesize insights and communicate them coherently. The public dimension,
sharing with peers. creates accountability and marks a developmental milestone from self-
awareness to self-authorization.

Implementation guidance: Allocate at least two sessions to this exercise — one for
introduction and drafting, and one for peer feedback.

Action step: In the first session, model the process yourself by sharing your own draft
statement to reduce anxiety. Give participants 20—30 minutes of silent drafting time during the
session to prevent overthinking. In the second session, use a structured peer feedback protocol
where listeners reflect back what they heard as the person’s core leadership identity.

Adaptations: Alternative narrative exercises can achieve similar outcomes, such as
leadership manifestos or visual concept maps. Digital platforms enable creative formats such
as video statements and infographics. Programs without access to proprietary assessments can
use free tools (e.g. VIA Character Strengths) or facilitate self-identified strengths through
structured reflection.

Skilled facilitation with explicit attention to gender and power

Facilitators modeled relational leadership throughout the program. By demonstrating “power
with” approaches to dialogue, they reinforced curricular messages about relational influence.
Facilitator modeling of vulnerability and collaborative problem-solving created the conditions
for participants’ own experimentation.

Implementation guidance: Facilitators should have expertise or training in both leadership
development and organizational dynamics.

Action step: Before launching, facilitators should complete three preparatory activities: (1)
engage in their own strengths-based identity work; (2) read foundational literature on women’s
leadership barriers to ground discussions in research and (3) practice facilitating difficult
conversations about power with a colleague. When participants share experiences of bias, use
a three-part response: validate the experience, connect it to systemic patterns and pivot to how
their strengths can help them navigate it.

Adaptations: Programs without professional coaches can train internal facilitators using the
preparatory activities above. Co-facilitation by two women leaders provides complementary
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perspectives. Consider assigning clear roles (e.g. one facilitates, one captures themes) to avoid Journal of

confusion. Virtual facilitation requires additional practice in managing breakout rooms and Leadership
reading energy through screens. Education
Discussion

This pedagogical model demonstrates how strengths-based coaching supports women’s
authentic leadership development. The three mechanisms, translating personal talents to
leadership assets, constructing narrative leadership identity and reframing power, offer a
replicable framework for addressing the underrepresentation of women in leadership. These
mechanisms work synergistically: awareness of strengths provides the foundation for identity
articulation, which enables more strategic and authentic approaches to power.

Theoretical and pedagogical contributions

This approach advances leadership education scholarship by demonstrating how strengths-
based coaching operationalizes authentic leadership development. Three primary
contributions emerge.

First, the model extends strengths-based theory by positioning strengths as building blocks
for identity construction rather than merely individual talents. Previous research on strengths
has focused primarily on performance outcomes, demonstrating that people who use their
strengths are more engaged, productive and satisfied (Clifton & Harter, 2003). This model
reveals a different mechanism: strengths function as identity anchors that enable women to
construct leadership self-concepts resistant to external stereotypes. This distinction matters for
leadership education. If strengths merely improve performance, then any leadership
development approach could incorporate them as a supplementary tool. But if strengths
serve as the foundations of identity, providing language, legitimacy and psychological
grounding for claiming leadership, then they become essential for populations whose
leadership capacity is systematically questioned. For women navigating “think leader-think
male” biases (Schein, 1973), strengths offer an alternative basis for authority: “I lead this way
not because I’m imitating masculine norms, but because these are my actual talents.” This
reframing proved liberating for participants who had spent careers trying to fit external
templates.

Leadership educators should recognize that the developmental mechanism here is not
strengths awareness per se, but the cognitive reframing that structured reflection enables. The
talent mapping exercise, asking participants to connect specific strengths to specific leadership
responsibilities, transformed abstract self-knowledge into concrete leadership legitimacy. This
suggests that strengths assessments alone are insufficient; the pedagogical work lies in
facilitating the translation from “this is who I am” to “this is why (and how) I belong in
leadership.”

Second, this work reframes authentic leadership as a social process. Growth occurred
through social interaction, peer dialogue and coaching, rather than individual reflection alone.
This challenges leadership education approaches that rely primarily on self-assessment and
individual development plans. Authentic leadership requires relational contexts where women
can evaluate, articulate and refine their leadership self-concepts through interaction.

Third, the model demonstrates how explicit power reframing disrupts gendered barriers.
By shifting from “power over” to “power with,” women can claim authority without
conforming to masculine prototypes. Effective women’s leadership education must address
the Personal and Interpersonal domains while acknowledging the structural constraints of the
Organizational and Societal domains.

Fourth, this model provides a concrete example of how to operationalize DeFrank-Cole and
Tan’s (2021) Four Domains framework in leadership education practice. While the framework
identifies Personal, Interpersonal, Organizational and Societal barriers women face, it does not
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JOLE prescribe specific pedagogical interventions. This model demonstrates how curriculum can
address multiple domains simultaneously: strengths awareness targets the Personal domain
(self-concept), narrative identity work addresses the Interpersonal domain (how women
present themselves to others) and power reframing tackles both Organizational (navigating
hierarchies) and Societal (challenging gendered norms) domains.

Critically, the model shows that effective women’s leadership education cannot address
domains in isolation. Participants needed Personal domain work (strengths awareness) before
they could effectively navigate Interpersonal challenges (articulating their approach). They
needed both before they could strategically address Organizational and Societal barriers. This
sequencing matters: programs that begin with structural critique without first building identity
strength risk reinforcing deficit narratives. By contrast, programs that focus only on individual
development without acknowledging systemic barriers leave women unprepared for the
gendered dynamics they will encounter.

For leadership educators, this integration offers a roadmap: begin with identity-affirming
work that builds psychological resources, then progressively introduce structural analysis once
participants have the confidence and language to navigate those realities strategically. This
developmental progression distinguishes transformative leadership education from either
purely individual skill-building or purely critical consciousness-raising.

Implications for leadership educators

This model offers several actionable implications for leadership educators designing women’s
development programs or adapting existing curricula. First, resist the temptation to “fix”
women. Traditional leadership development often positions women as deficient, lacking
confidence, negotiation skills or executive presence. This model demonstrates an alternative:
begin with what women already possess (their strengths) and build from there. Participants
reported that this strengths-first approach felt affirming rather than remedial, creating
psychological safety for deeper developmental work. Educators should audit their curricula for
deficit framing and reorient toward asset-based approaches.

Second, create structured opportunities for identity articulation, not just skill-building.
Leadership development often emphasizes competencies — strategic thinking, communication,
and decision-making, without attending to identity. But for women, the barrier is often not
capability but authorization: “Do I belong here? CanIlead as myself?” Narrative exercises like
the Strengths Brand provide the scaffolding for women to answer these questions
affirmatively. Educators should allocate considerable time to identity work, recognizing it
as foundational rather than supplementary.

Third, make power explicit. Many leadership programs avoid discussing power, treating it
as unseemly or divisive. But women navigate gendered power dynamics daily; ignoring this
reality leaves them to figure it out alone. Facilitated dialogue about power types, influence
strategies and gendered expectations normalizes these conversations and equips women with
language and frameworks. Educators should position power literacy as a core leadership
competency, not an optional “diversity topic.”

Finally, prioritize peer learning over expert instruction. The small pod structure proved as
important as curricular content. Participants valued hearing how other women navigated
similar challenges, recognizing their experiences in others’ stories, and receiving validation
from peers. Educators should design programs that maximize peer interaction, recognizing
that women’s leadership development is fundamentally relational.

Program sustainability and scalability

The model’s effectiveness is evidenced by its sustained implementation across nearly 70
participants. A 35% voluntary retention rate from Phase 1 to Phase 2 — despite the substantial
time commitment and absence of external incentives — suggests that the longitudinal structure
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addresses developmental needs that shorter interventions do not satisfy. The consistency of Journal of
outcomes across multiple cohorts confirms that these pedagogical mechanisms are robust Leadership
design principles rather than artifacts of a single group’s dynamics. Education

Contextual considerations and adaptations

While this pedagogical model has demonstrated effectiveness across multiple cohorts,
leadership educators should consider several contextual factors when adapting it to their
specific settings.

Institutional context and population. This model was developed and evaluated at a large
research university serving primarily white women in higher education. Leadership educators
implementing this approach in different institutional types — community colleges, liberal arts
colleges or non-academic organizations — should consider how local culture shapes leadership
expectations and power dynamics. For example, community colleges with flatter hierarchies
may require less emphasis on navigating formal organizational power structures, while
corporate settings may require more explicit attention to competitive dynamics that academic
cultures often downplay:.

The model’s focus on women’s leadership development addresses gender-specific barriers,
but the core mechanisms — translating talents to assets, constructing narrative identity,
reframing power — apply across identities. Educators serving women of color, LGBTQ+
women or women with disabilities must explicitly integrate intersectionality frameworks to
ensure power conversations address multiple forms of marginalization. The Four Domains
framework can be expanded to incorporate intersectional analysis, examining how race, class,
sexuality and other identities interact with gender to shape leadership experiences. Programs
serving men or gender-diverse populations can adapt power-reframing discussions to address
different dynamics while maintaining the developmental sequence from strengths awareness
to identity construction to power navigation.

Assessment tools and resources. This implementation used CliftonStrengths®, a
proprietary assessment requiring per-participant fees. Leadership educators without
assessment budgets can substitute free alternatives (VIA Character Strengths, Reflected
Best Self Exercise) or facilitate the identification of self-identified strengths through structured
reflection. The pedagogical mechanisms depend on having a shared language for discussing
talents, not on any specific assessment tool. What matters is providing participants with a
framework that helps them name what they naturally do well and connect those talents to
leadership capacity.

Similarly, while this model benefited from trained coaches with strengths-based expertise,
organizations can develop internal facilitators using the preparatory activities outlined in the
Transferable Design Framework. The facilitator guide (Appendix I) provides a structure that
reduces the expertise barrier for implementation of one of the most critical exercises, the
Strengths Brand Statement.

Evidence base and generalizability. The detailed participant narratives presented here draw
from seven women in the inaugural cohort, providing a rich illustration of how the pedagogical
mechanisms manifest in practice. The consistency of these mechanisms across participants in
subsequent cohorts suggests their robustness as design principles. However, leadership
educators should document their own implementations to build the evidence base across
diverse contexts. Variations in participant outcomes based on institutional type, participant
demographics or program adaptations would contribute valuable knowledge to the field.

The voluntary nature of Phase 2 participation means that the experiences presented here
reflect those of women who chose to engage further. Leadership educators should consider
how to serve participants who complete only Phase 1 or who need different developmental
pathways. Some women may benefit more from skill-focused training than identity work;
others may need identity development before they’re ready for strengths-based approaches.
The model presented here is one pedagogical pathway, not a universal solution.
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JOLE Timeframe and commitment. The two-year longitudinal structure creates developmental
depth but requires substantial commitment from both participants and institutions. Leadership
educators working within tighter constraints can condense the model to one year (see
adaptations of the Transferable Design Framework), though this may limit identity
transformation. Organizations should be realistic about what shorter timeframes can
achieve: awareness and skill-building are feasible in one semester; identity reconstruction
and power reframing require extended engagement.

The monthly session frequency balances sustained engagement with practical scheduling
constraints. More frequent sessions (biweekly) might accelerate development but risk
overwhelming participants; less frequent sessions (quarterly) may lose momentum.
Leadership educators should consider their participants’ workload reality when determining
session frequency and duration.

Directions for continued development

Future development should include longitudinal tracking of participants’ career trajectories to
clarify long-term impact on leadership advancement. Explicit attention to intersectionality is
essential for serving diverse populations and ensuring the model addresses systemic barriers.
Leadership educators are encouraged to document their experiences and share adaptations
across different sectors to advance the scholarship of leadership education practice.

Conclusion

Women'’s leadership development demands attention to identity, power and systemic barriers.
This pedagogical model demonstrates how strengths-based coaching, structured identity work
and explicit power analysis can be integrated into a coherent framework. By grounding
leadership identity in participants’ actual strengths rather than external prototypes, this
approach enables women to claim leadership on their own terms while navigating gendered
organizational dynamics. This model provides a theoretically grounded and practically
adaptable approach to building equitable leadership pipelines in higher education and beyond.

Al contribution disclaimer

ChatGPT v3.5 was used as a tertiary triangulation tool to identify patterns in coded interview data. Claude
4.5 Sonnet (Anthropic) was used to assist with manuscript editing, including grammar checking, sentence
clarity and formatting consistency. No Al tools were used for conceptual development, analysis,
interpretation or generation of original ideas. All intellectual content, program design, analysis and
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