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WOMEN LEADERS OF ENVIRONMENTAL ADVOCACY ORGANIZATIONS

A QUALITATIVE STUDY

By Lisa M. Pohlmann

Dissertation Advisor: Barbara Fraumeni, Ph.D.
Chair of the Ph.D. Program in Public Policy

An Abstract of the Dissertation Presented
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the
Ph.D. in Public Policy
December, 2013
This study takes a phenomenological and grounded theory approach to the
exploration of women’s leadership in environmental advocacy organizations, a relatively
new but growing phenomenon in the U.S. environmental movement. The findings are
drawn from interviews with 12 women who led state-level, nonprofit environmental
advocacy organizations across the United States in 2010-2011. The study analyzes these
leaders’ perspectives on what it means to be effective in their roles as organizational and
policy leaders and what challenges they face as women leaders in their work. The study is
relevant to public policy because of the insights it provides on how women’s experiences

and priorities are shaping the direction of environmental policymaking through their roles

as advocacy leaders.

Leadership research shows that dichotomous frameworks such as transformational

versus transactional leadership styles often have gender associations. The study reveals

v



that these women incorporate a blend of transformational and transactional leadership
approaches, which they believe has made their organizations and their coalitions
effective. The study concludes that androgynous leadership approaches are most effective
for women and men who lead environmental advocacy organizations. The study also
finds that female leaders are setting a collaborative tone for their advocacy organizations,
moving away from more antagonistic and polarizing approaches. This has implications
for how policymakers work with their organizations, and how effective these
organizations are in achieving their policy goals. The study does not directly investigate
the integration of race, class, gender, and other identity characteristics into policy agenda
setting and leadership approaches, but concludes that the environmental movement still
lacks a prominent feminist ané.lysis of its approaches and objectives. The growing
number of women leaders and their tendencies toward self-reflection, inclusion,
attentiveness to individual and diverse needs, and collaboration might help the
environmental movement better integrate those feminist concerns, but likely not without

clear goals to that effect and strong organizational buy-in and support.
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CHAPTER 1: STUDY OVERVIEW

The development of environmental organizations in the United States began in the
late 19 century and grew significantly in the last 40 years of the 20™ century. With an
estimated 6,500 national and 200,000 local environmental organizations that represent 20
to 30 million members, the environmental sector now represents one of the largest and
longest running social movements (Brulle, 2008). Environmental challenges have
multiplied as well. The negative impacts of population growth have resulted in the loss of
open space and wilderness habitat for wildlife, as well as in more toxic pollution. The
prolonged and increasing burning of fossil fuels has resulted in global warming with a
growing array of negative impacts and potentially irreversible changes to the biosphere
and the climate. Emerging areas of concern in the environmental movement in the last
twenty years include the urban environment, transportation, food production and
distribution, biodiversity, continued population growth, open space, globalization, and

immigration (Mazmanian & Kraft, 2009; Gottlieb, 2005, p. 2).

Research on environmental leadership is limited. Becher and Richey (2008)
provide hundreds of examples of the kinds of men and women that have shaped the
environmental movement and environmental policy decisions in the United States since
the colonial period, but they do not provide an analysis of those leaders’ characteristics.
Research specifically on leadership in environmental organizations in the United States is
limifed, as is any gendered analysis of this leadership. Gottlieb (2005) notes that

leadership positions in the early years of environmental organizations were
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predominantly held by men. More recent studies by associations of environmental groups
show that more women have stepped into these positions in recent years, although they
frequently head smaller organizations (Vesneski & Adess, 2002). Gordon and Berry
(2006) found that there are gender-based differences among the leadership styles of
environmental organization leaders. A 2012 survey of 60 environmental advocacy
organizations of various sizes across the United States revealed that women leaders’
salaries were increasing relative to their male counterparts, and progress has been made
in closing the income gap between some male and female executive directors over
previous years, but overall, the salary gap still existed (State Environmental Leadership

Program, 2012).

The research on wﬁmen’s leadership in geﬁeral continues to grow (e.g. Eagly &
Carli, 2007; Kellerman & Rhode, 2007; Chin et al., 2007; Coughlin, Wingard, &
Hollihan, 2005; Rhode, 2003). There have been numerous in-depth qualitative studies of
women’s leaderéhip in a variety of fields, including, for example, corporations (Bell,
2010); Native American social welfare (Barkdull, 2009); higher education (Madsen,
2008), state lawmakers (Osborn, 2004; Spence, 2002); federal government executives
(Lewis, 2006); and women on corporate boards (Burgess, 2003). These qualitative
assessments allow theory to be built abéut women’s leadership starting from women’s
perspectives, rather than as comparative studies with men’s leadership. Such research
also acknowledges that women are not all the same, but have a multiplicity of

experiences.



There is an increasing body of literature on leadership in nonprofit organizations,
but there is relatively little research specifically on nonprofit environmental
organizations. Egri and Herman (2000) compared leadership styles in nonprofit
environmental organizations versus for-profit environmental organizations and concluded
that nonprofit leaders tended toward more transformational leadership styles than their

for-profit colleagues, but offered no gender analysis.

Public interest advocacy organizations are also being looked at in new ways.
Prakash and Gugerty (2010) suggest a “collective action” perspective as an approach to
the study of advocacy organizations because they increasingly operate like private firms.
Their leaders must establish a market niche and select policy objectives and tactics that
not only achieﬁfe their organizations’ mission but also help to sustain their organizations’

revenues and reputations for effectiveness.

In summary, many visionary leaders have been part of the creation of the
environmental movement, including those who manage nonprofit environmental
advocacy organizations. These organizations continue to play a pivotal role in protecting
the nation’s environment through policy action. The leadership of these advocacy
organizations has traditionally been male-dominated, but more women have been taking
leadership positions in recent years. This is an exploratory study of how these women
view leadership effectiveness through their experiences in their organizations and in the

policymaking arena.



Purpose and Significance

The significance of this study for the field of public policy is to fill a gap in the
literature regarding the growing phenomenon of women leaders in the environmental
advocacy movement and their potential influence on the policymaking process. It
provides insight into how women view effective organizational and policy advocacy
leadership in the environmental field. This builds upon leadership and public interest

group theory and provides direction for further areas of research.

Those insights will be valuable for at least three groups of people: (a) women
leaders in general as they strive to become effective in their respective fields; (b)
environmental advocacy leaders and others who work on environmental problems in the
policymaking arena; and (c) the study participants, their female colleagues, and young
women who aspire to lead advocacy organizations. Through the analysis of their
experiences, advocacy leaders may come to better understand and act upon their
organizational and policy challenges. Advocacy organizations’ boards, coalition partners,
and supporters may also learn from this study how to better appreciate and support
women’s leadership priorities, styles, and perspectives as a critical part of where the

environmental movement is headed to address environmental issues.



Methodology

This study analyzes the perspectives of 12 women environmental advocacy
leaders on what it means to be effective in their roles as organizational and policy leaders
in their states, what their challenges as women have been in their work, and where they
are taking their organizations as they work on environmental policy at the state level.
This is both an inductive and deductive study that begins with women environmental
leaders describing their own experiences, finding themes, and comparing those themes
with those found in related research and theory. The initial findings were reviewed by the

participants to achieve validity.

The study 1s qualitative in design, combining phenomenological and grounded
theory approaches. Qualitative research is appropriate for this study because it gives
credence to experience as legitimate and necessary content for understanding human
psychology. It requires “a respectful listening to what the phenomenon speaks orf itself”
(Colaizzi, 1978, p. 52). This is particularly useful for learning about women’s
experiences as leaders, since the understanding of leadership in the general population is
still predominantly male-centered. It is appropriate to allow for “thick description” so that
the meaning and nuance of women’s stories are better revealed. A qualitative study is
also appropriate because the population of women leaders in environmental advocacy
organizations is still small so a broader quantitative survey would not provide much
greater validity and reliability, and it would take away from the in-depth exploration of

the women’s experiences.



Assumptions

This study was approached with several assumptions. One assumption is that the
goals of environmental protection are enhanced by the effective leadership of nonprofit
policy advocacy organizations. Another is that it is most appropriate and applicable to the
experiences of this study’s participants to focus the literature review on studies in a U.S.
context. It was assumed that the 12 participants met the criteria of the study and, thus, were
comparable on those basic grounds. Other assumptions are related to the process of inquiry. It
is assumed that the participants took part in the study freely; they were honestly sharing their
personal experiences during the interviews; and they made choices about what to share based
on their comfort level with the interviewer, the content of the questions, and the logistics of

the interview setting.

Study Organization

After this introduction, Chapter 2 provides a literature review covering five
relevant areas: organizational leadership, women’s leadership, public interest and
advocacy organizations, environmental leadership in the United States, and women and
environmentalism. Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach of the study,
including a brief overview of phenomenological and grounded theory. Chapter 4 shows
the basic demographics and background of the participants. Chapter 5 provides a brief
narrative summary of the findings. Chapters 6 and 7 provide an in-depth analysis of the

findings, delineated by the participants’ experiences as organizational leaders and as



advocacy leaders. Chapter 8 provides a discussion of two major findings from the study,
followed by further reflections raised by the study and suggestions for movement practice

and further research. References and appendices follow Chapter 8.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Several areas of research are relevant to this study. The basic assumption that has
focused the review is that effective environmental policy is enhanced by the effective
leadership of nonprofit policy advocacy organizations. This study is not intended to
esta’ﬁlish direct impact or causality in terms of the effectiveness of these organizations
and environmental policy outcomes. It is meant to compare the perspectives of women

nonprofit leaders with other research and theory in relevant areas.

First, organizational leadership theories are reviewed from the last 40 years, along
with studies of leadership in nonprofits and environmental organizations in particular.
Then research on women’s leadership is reviewed. Next is a review of studies on
advocacy and public interest organizations, with some attention to studies of
environmental advocacy. Next, studies of leadership in the U.S. environmental movement
are reviewed. Finally, studies of women’s relationship to the environment and to
environmental advocacy are provided. Coverage of this literature 1s brief, as each of these
areas could entail extensive reﬁews. The review is intended to provide a context for

analyzing the perspectives of the interview participants.
Organizational Leadership

Organizational leadership theories differ significantly on what makes leaders

effective, as well as on discerning effective leadership. Some assert that leadership arises
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innately and is based on specific characteristics held by special individuals. Others assert
that effective leadership is situational and contingent on the atmosphere in which it is
executed. Some assert that leadership effectiveness depends upon the ability of a leader to
inspire and motivate subordinates while also working continually on self-knowing and
self-improvement. Others emphasize a leader’s ability to embrace and adapt to changes

that are needed and well-suited to the current needs of their organization as it evolves.

Dym and Hutson (2005) review some of the main leadership theories of the last
40 years. It is now widely held that leadership effectiveness can be developed and is
contextually based rather than purely inherent, as evidenced by the evolution of those
theories, and others studies that have followed. For example, Arvey, Zhang, Avolio, and
Krueger (2007) found in a study of female twins that 30 percent of the variance in
leadership role occupancy could be attributed to genetics, another 10 to 15 percent could
be attributed to work and broader life events, and the remaining 50 percent was
unexplained. They concluded that leadership is not primarily an inherent trait, and that
the persistent belief that leadership traits are inherent can inhibit leadership development
among those who are not perceived—or do not perceive themselves—as having those

traits, even though they could actually learn leadership behaviors.

Dym and Houston (2005) advance an “alignment” theory, which they believe
encompasses the best aspects of all the leadership theories. They assert that to be
effective, a leader must fit an organization and its objectives, values, culture, staff

expectations, market constituency, and stage of development. An effective leader seeks to
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align his or her skills and perspectives with all available resources and mobilizes them to
achieve the organizational mission. Alignment theory is not based so much on the
characteristics of a leader but rather on his or her ability to engage the diverse strengths
of everyone involved in the organization so that they are working to their capacity and
complementing each other’s skills. Alignment is not a static state, since organizations and
their leaders will need to continually realign to cope with change. In fact, too much
alignment can create rigidity and complacency among staff members, thereby inhibiting

necessary change and creativity.

Stephenson (2007) suggests that nonprofits need their leaders to not just be in
alignment with organizational culture and context, but to also have “moral imagination”
as originally conceived of by Edmund Burke (1727-1797) in his essay Reflections on the
Revolution in France. They must be self-reflective and incorporate rationality, as well as
intuition and imagination, so that they can look beyond the self and gain deep insight into
the world from others’ perspectives. They must be able to take into account the prevaiiing
beliefs and imperatives of a larger community and also be able to act upon the alterity, or
“otherness,” represented by a diverse citizenry in order to chart new courses, change
assumptions about the perception of the common good, and effectively execute their

missions.

Taliento and Silverman (2005) interviewed leaders who had worked in both for-
profit and nonprofit organizations. They found that those working in nonprofits must

adapt their for-profit strategies due to a smaller scope of authority, more stakeholders

10



who expect to participate in consensus decision making, the need for innovative metrics
to monitor performance, the need for the leader to pay more attention to communications,
and the challenge of limited resources and training in terms of building an effective

organization.

Raelin (2005) proposes four elements of “leaderful practice.” Those elements are
that leadership is concurrent, meaning that there is more than one leader at a time;
collective, meaning that leadership builds among the participants; collaborative, meaning
that group members share beliefs and ideas; and compassionate, meaning that group

members treat each other with respect.

Dann (2008) advances the construct of “generative” leadership as a means of
achieving Raelin’s four elements of leadership effectiveness. He defines generative
leadership as the process of one person engendering leadership behavior on the part of
another person. That model is intended to highlight the acﬁons and behavior that create
effective leadership throughout the organization, rather than highlighting the individual
attributes and characteristics of one main leader. In his study of organizational work
groups in a nonprofit organization, Dann found six elements that promoted leadership:

“high expectations among all group members; individual leadership attributes; a high
degree of communication and feedback centering on the shared values, beliefs and trust
among and between team members and the leader; a willingness to take risks; and the

presence of leadership opportunities.
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Dann (2008) further notes that nonprofit organizations, in particular, are operating
in an environment of increasing complexity and competitiveness that requires greater
attention to consumer needs, funding mechanisms, technological changes, networking,
and alliances. Those demands require more collaborative leadership models. He argues
that the focus should no longer be on the individual characteristics of a leader but rather,
the behavior of the leader that effectively generates leadership behavior throughout the
organization. Culture changes have shifted organizations away from solely hierarchical
leadership models and towards participatory models that are built on collaboration. New
leadership models stress that utilization of the strengths and expertise of all
organizational members in group actions and interactions will achieve the most effecﬁve

outcomes, rather than keeping leadership control solely with the top executive.

Nigel, Wise, Woods and Harvey (2003) discuss three elements of a distributed
leadership model. The first and unique element relative to other leadership models is that
there is an emergent property-of a group of interacting individuals whereby the pooling of
the group’s talents and energy creates a product that is larger than the sum of their
individual actions. Second, the boundaries of leadership are open, allowing others to
emerge and contribute as leaders. Third, expertise is distributed across the organization

and not concentrated among a few.

Gardner, Cogliser, Davis, and Dickens (2011) review studies of authentic
leadership theory, which grew extensively around 2005. The definitions of authentic

leadership include descriptors such as self-awareness, unbiased processing, acting on
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one’s values rather than merely pursuing rewards, and achieving truthfulness in
relationships, with authenticity being a function of a leader’s ability to “reduce

ambivalence about their leadership role” (p. 1121).

Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, and May (2004) define authentic leaders
as people who, “know who they are, what they believe and value, and they act upon those
values and beliefs while transparently interacting with others™ (p. 802). These leaders
understand the perspectives, values, and strengths of others and are able to enhance
followers’ engagement, motivation, commitment, and satisfaction through ‘“‘the creation
of personal identification with the follower and social identification with the
organization” (p. 804). Hope, trust and positive emotions play a central role in the ability
of leaders and followers to build a long-term relationship (p. 808). At best, followers in
an organization have attitudes of commitment, job satisfaction, and engagement that in
turn lead to high job performance. Furthermore, it is not a leader’s behavioral style that
defines his or her authenticity, but rather his or her ability to know and act upon
convictions, encourage diverse viewpoints, and build networks of collaborative
relationships with followers. Ultimately, the leader’s authentic behavior can lead to an
organizational culture that is based on authenticity (p. 806). Authentic leaders are
committed to accountability for their behavior and to rewarding the honesty and integrity
of others (pp. 807-808). Authentic leaders also build “benevolence and integrity” with
their followers by modeling very open communication, sharing critical information, and
sharing their perceptions and feelings about the people with whom they work (p. 810).

The authors also acknowledge that authentic leadership is influenced by context, such as

13



an organization’s power, politics, structure, culture and external climate. It is also

influenced by the gender of its leaders, staff, and board members (p. 815).

Berry and Gordon (1993) interviewed several environmental leaders and
presented these interviews as case studies of environmental leadership in government,
private, and nonprofit organizations. The one nonprofit executive director they featured,
who led a conservation organization in Maine, suggested that effective nonprofit leaders
must be knowledgeable of and actively participate in the business of their organizations;
be entrepreneurial and take calculated risks; work towards consensus among staff and
board members; and be articulate about the organization’s mission and public benefits to
a broad public. Leaders can execute vision by fostering working relationships with many
people throughout the community by synthesizing information and identifying trends,
and then by articulating a plan that is adjusted with input from staff and board members

(p. 205).

Several themes from this review inform the current study: Leadership traits are
not necessarily inherent; they may be learned. Leaders must be open to change and the
need for organizational realignment as the context of their work changes. Nonprofit
organizations, in particular, need to engage their staffs and boards fully by providing
opportunities for shared leadership and an atmosphere of trust, respect, and open
communication. Leaders must be entrepreneurial and take calculated risks with input
from others. “Authentic” leaders know themselves and take into account the diversity of

people with whom they work. They believe in accountability and engender trust. They
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inspire a shared vision by listening to people both inside and external to the organization,
recognizing context, synthesizing information, and articulating a plan of action that

others can embrace.
Women in Leadership

Numerous studies have compared the behavior differences between men and
women leaders and their relative effectiveness in organizational leadership positions.
Applebaum, Audet, and Miller (2003) reviewed theories on the perceived effectiveness of
differing leadership styles of men and women based on biology, gender roles, causal
factors, and attitudinal drivers. They found that there are differences in style, but that the
lingering perception that men’s styles are more effective than women’s styles is Based in
socialized stereotypes, rather than in fact. Characteristics associated with male leaders,
such as being structured, transactional, and autocratic, are still more commonly
associated with leadership potential than characteristics associated with women leaders,
such as being sensitive, participative, and people-oriented. They found that both men and
women can learn to incorporate both kinds of characteristics effectively. Women’s
leadership styles that include the characteristics of empathy, communication, and
relationship building are also often viewed as more effective in team-based, consensually
driven organizational structures that are growing in prevalence. Most surveys do not
reveal significant gender differences in the effectiveness of leaders and, if anything,
larger-scale research shows women outperforming men on most measures (Kellerman &

Rhode, 2007, p. 17).
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Kirchmeyer (1998) asserts that a fair evaluation of leadership effectiveness,
especially for women, must take into account the leader’s environment. The study
suggests that if the work environment is still dominated by male leadership and a
preponderance of attitudes that women are not as capable or committed as men to lead,
the determinants of women’s success will likely differ from men’s determinants.
Kellerman and Rhode (2007) also describe this “in-group favoritism” and gender bias as
a limitation for women’s leadership opportunities, since male superiors rate women as
less competent than their male colleagues. Women internalize those messages,
particularly if there are too few counterexamples to challenge those assumptions. In-
group favoritism also restricts women’s access to networks and contacts that are critical
for advancement, and excludes them from professional development opportunities (pp. 9-

10).

Women often feel less prepared for leadership than their male counterparts. Bell
(2010) studied for-profit women business leaders in the United States to discern the
impact of leadership development and succession planning programs on their subsequent
effectiveness as leaders. The results suggested that more than half the leaders felt that
they were not adequately prepared for their leadership positions, particularly citing that
mentoring, on-the-job training, and job rotation would be helpful additions to their

training.

Women who are leaders, or who aspire to leadership, frequently do not clearly see

the extent of their own leadership abilities and effectiveness, which is relevant when

16



interpreting women'’s descriptions of their own effectiveness. Studies have shown that
they often face internal barriers, such as fear of failure, lack of confidence in their skills
and risk-taking abilities, and a self-concept linked to internalized traditional female
stereotypes (Madsen, 2008, p. 149). Women display more modesty about their
achievements than men and, even when their credentials are equivalent or superior to
men’s, are still less apt to see themselves as qualified for top positions (Academic

Medicine, 1996, p. 805).

Cheung and Halpern (2010) reviewed literature on women’s leadership to frame
the findings from their study of female top executives in private companies (Halpern &
Cheung, 2008). They found that women leaders describe their leadership style and
purpose as being serious about their work, maintaining high personal standards,
promoting communication, being considerate and respectful of their staffs, making a
social contribution, being of service to others, and promoting gender equality in the
workplace (Cheung & Halpern, 201 0, p. 188; Stern, 2008). Cheung and Halpern
characterize those as transformational leadership qualities that are more equitable,
inspiring, optimistic, and focused on empowering others through information and power
sharing than transactional leadership qualities. By comparison, transactional leadership
styles tend to be more hierarchical, aggressive, and self-serving, while transformational
styles have been shown to be more effective than transactional styles (Lowe, Kroeck, &

~ Sivasubramaniam, 1996).
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Women who have risen to the top of their professions usually did not start out in
life with that goal (Madsen, 2008). They achieved success by recognizing the importance
of education and pursuing it, by having others recognize their leadership potential and
drawing them into leadership positions, through a sense of confidence that was fostered
by someone close in their lives, and through ongoing self-reflection. Those ideas about
effective leadership among<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>