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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to examine differences in career advancement among mid-level 

African American women administrators in higher education based on educational attainment 

and institutional type, and to assess the extent to which mentoring predicts career advancement. 

Data were collected from mid-level African American women employed at colleges and 

universities in the southeastern region of the United States including, Alabama, Georgia, Florida, 

Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee. A quantitative, non-experimental 

design was employed, using a survey instrument to collect data on participants’ educational 

attainment, years of professional experience, position classification, institution type, mentoring 

experiences, and perceptions of career advancement. Descriptive statistics, one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA), and simple linear regression were used to analyze the data. The findings 

indicated no statistically significant differences in years of professional experience and academic 

degree attainment. However, statistically significant differences in career advancement 

opportunities were found based on institutional type.  In addition, mentoring was not a 

statistically significant predictor of career advancement. These findings suggest that, while 

mentoring is often emphasized as a key support resource, broader structural and organizational 

factors may play a more influential role in shaping career advancement among mid-level African 

American women administrators in higher education. The findings have important implications 

for institutional leaders seeking to support career advancement of mid-level African American 

women administrators and highlight the need for future research that incorporates qualitative or 

mixed methods approaches to better understand the lived experiences underlying these outcomes.
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As societal norms surrounding women’s roles in the workforce have evolved, along with 

advancements in women’s rights, several key factors have contributed to the increased 

engagement and positioning of African American women within the job market. These factors 

include the enactment of The Civil Rights Act of 1964, advocacy efforts led by civil rights 

organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) and the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), expanded access to higher 

education, and technological advancements that have improved processes and services (Conrad, 

2005). According to the American Association of University Women (AAUW, 2021), despite the 

progress facilitated by these advancements and legislation, African American women have 

historically encountered barriers that have hindered their ability to achieve parity in the labor 

force. Specifically, African American women “may have worse job outcomes” within certain 

industries such as higher education, as evidenced by disparities in wages, opportunities for career 

progression, and retention (Harvard Gazette, 2023, para 1). While colleges and universities have 

embraced hiring practices that promote equity and inclusion, the goal of achieving gender parity 

for African American women has not seen significant progress. 

Despite having multiple degrees, certifications, and years of professional experience, 

African American women in professional roles in higher education encounter obstacles in 

advancing beyond mid-level managerial roles (Jean-Marie & Tickles, 2017). African American 

women in higher education professions often experience mistreatment and misogynoir, a term
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used to capture the distinct discrimination African American women face, often resulting in their 

shifting perception from being perceived as pets to viewed as threats (Baily & Trudy, 2018). 

Within this context, advancement for African American women in the workplace can be 

challenging when faced with scrutiny and criticism over attire, language, appearance, and 

behaviors that diverge from traditional workplace norms (Williams, 2023).

Women are underrepresented in upper-level leadership positions in higher education, and 

African American women face greater challenges in attaining these roles (Jones et al., 2012). In 

higher education administrative roles, while women generally hold a majority presence, African 

American women constitute less than 6% whereas White women hold 43% of leadership 

positions (College and University Professional Association for Human Resources [CUPE-HR], 

2024). Additionally, LeanIn.Org  and McKinsey & Company’s (2020) found that Black women 

seeking promotions at a rate comparable to White men were only 58% as likely to achieve 

promotion to a managerial role and 64% as likely to be hired into such roles. The glass ceiling is 

not limited to corporate America and the government sector. Similarly, “the presence of African 

American women in senior leadership is not readily visible in American higher education, and, in 

many cases, the racial makeup of the university is not reflected in high-ranking positions” 

(Johnson & Delmas, 2022, p. 90). It’s crucial to consider the optics and perception of this on 

college and university campuses. According to 2021 higher education enrollment data from the 

U.S. Census Bureau (2022), African Americans constituted 15.7% of all higher education 

enrollments. Within this group, 17.2% were entering students at two-year colleges and 16.7% 

were entering students at four-year institutions. African Americans comprised 15% of full-time 

students and 16.7% of part-time students. Specifically, there were 995,000 Black men and 

1,772,000 Black women enrolled in higher education in October 2021. Thus, Black women 
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accounted for 65% of all African American enrollments in higher education. Overall, women 

constitute 58% of total enrollments across all racial and ethnic groups (Black Enrollment in Post-

Pandemic Higher Education, 2023).

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), between 2021 and 

2022, the percentage of degrees conferred to Black women were 13.6% of associate degrees, 

11.5% of bachelor’s degrees, 14% of master’s degrees, and 11.9% of doctorate and comparable 

level degrees (NCES, n.d.). Despite high college participation and degree attainment rates, Black 

women continue to be concentrated among the lower ranks of management, promoted at a slower 

rate, and paid less than their male and White female counterparts (Johnson & Delmas, 2022). 

They often lag behind when it comes to reaping the benefits of career achievements such as 

promotions, increased salary, leadership opportunities, awards and recognitions, and career path 

diversification, compared to their White counterparts. 

The labor market has historically and continues to serve as a pivotal arena for the 

dominance and exploitation experienced by non-White groups in the United States, contributing 

to enduring racial and economic disparities (Liu, 2019). Although African American women are 

enrolling in college at higher rates than any other racial or gender group, they face different 

treatment in the job market (Austin, 2018). African American women demonstrate academic 

ambition comparable to other demographics, as indicated by the U.S Bureau of Labor Statistics 

2020 higher education enrollment data, yet they encounter significant challenges that hinder their 

professional advancement (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). How African American 

women’s work is viewed is frequently based on who is doing the work and what type of work is 

being performed.
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With 260 working days in a traditional five-day workweek in the United States, Monday 

to Friday, the average person spends approximately 71% of the days in a calendar year working. 

Considering this significant time commitment to employment and time invested in acquiring 

degrees and/or certifications, it is essential for an individual to pursue a professional journey that 

resonates with their passion, purpose, skills, and experience and provides financial security 

(Battle & Wigfield, 2003). Although many professional African American women have advanced 

degrees, are accomplished, and bring diversity to their experiences, they are likely to face 

unsupportive work conditions and wage disparities that limit their career progression. As 

outlined in LeanIn.Org and McKinsey & Company’s (2020) annual report, Black women are less 

inclined than men, White women, Latinas, or Asian-American women to report that their 

manager supports them in seeking new opportunities (29%), provides them with chances to lead 

people and projects (36%), or assists them in navigating their career trajectory (22%). The power 

of promotion comes with substantial benefits like salary increases, bonuses, and signifies 

recognition of abilities and achievements, which improve earning potential, quality of life, and 

boost professional reputation. 

Generally, African American women have faced a history marked by challenges and 

perseverance in their pursuit of rights and opportunities. African American women encounter 

specific obstacles like racial and gender biases and hostile work environments, are more 

frequently challenged and scrutinized, and lack representation, which often hinder their career 

advancement compared to individuals of other races or their peers (St. Jean & Feagin, 1998). 

According to a 2024 study by Linos et al., which examined 9,037 new hire employees at a 

professional services firm, the racial composition of coworkers significantly impacts turnover 

and promotion. The study revealed that African American women in teams with a higher 
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proportion of White colleagues are more prone to receiving low-performance labels and 

experiencing poorer job outcomes compared to their counterparts of different racial or gender 

identities (Linos et al., 2024). The lived experiences, including encounters with discrimination, 

vary between an African American woman and a White woman, or an African American man. 

African American women are a quintessential example of a marginalized race-gender group, 

belonging to both the African American community and the female gender (Purdie-Vaughns & 

Eibach, 2008). Unique workplace and societal barriers undermine African American women’s 

ability to thrive and advance. Networking can foster professional growth and raise one’s 

professional profile, but exclusion from professional networks can stifle upward mobility 

(Greguletz et al., 2019). African American women experience the double jeopardy of race and 

gender biases that shut them out from the informal networks that would grow one’s personal 

brand and aid in finding jobs, mentors, and sponsors (Xu & Castle, 2021). 

Statement of the Problem 

The experiences of African American women in education and the workplace are rooted 

in the past. African American women have participated in higher education since the 1800s with 

the establishment of Black colleges by White philanthropists and religious organizations 

(Anderson, 1988). Early abolitionists and free Black people in the North and South established 

schools and institutions, despite facing significant opposition (Butchart, 2010). The Second 

Morrill Act of 1890 established funding for land-grant colleges for Black students, leading to the 

creation of many Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) (Hill, 1991). HBCU 

Connect (2013) highlighted that Cheyney University of Pennsylvania (1837), Lincoln University 

of Pennsylvania (1854), Harris-Stowe State College (1857), and Shaw University (1865), the 
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first HBCU in the South, specifically in Raleigh, NC, are some of the oldest 4-year public and 

private HBCUs. 

Societal beliefs about gender and race have shaped perceptions of African American 

women’s roles in the workforce. Stereotypes often depicted African American women as suited 

for menial or service-oriented jobs, reinforcing their exclusion from more prestigious or 

managerial positions (Lerner, 1972).  African American women are disproportionately 

overrepresented in low-wage occupations characterized by fewer benefits and limited 

advancement opportunities (National Employment Law Center (NELP, 2024). These 

occupations, which include childcare workers, maids and housekeeping staff, personal care aides, 

and social workers, are typically characterized by lower wages, fewer benefits, and limited 

autonomy. In contrast, African American women are underrepresented in higher-paying and more 

stable occupations such as software developers, lawyers, and marketing or sales managers. Even 

with advanced degrees, Black women continue to encounter systemic barriers that limit their 

access to these underrepresented and more advantageous fields (National Employment Law 

Project (NELP), 2024). This broader pattern of occupational segregation reflects structural 

inequities that persist across the U.S. labor market and mirrors challenges African American 

women faced in higher education administration, where advancement into leadership roles are 

similarly constrained by race-gendered barriers despite their educational achievements and 

professional expertise. 

When examining the career progression of African American women, evidence from the 

NCES 2020 report shows they are more underrepresented in senior-level positions of leadership 

than their counterparts (NCES, 2020). At Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), African 

American women are greatly underrepresented in senior leadership and managerial roles (Patitu 
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& Hinton, 2003), despite the growing percentage of African American women who enroll and 

acquire Bachelor’s and Master-level degrees. According to Smith and Crawford (2007), “African 

American women are often placed in positions which are on the perimeter of the organization 

and have little guidance and direction” to advance their careers (p. 255). 

In a White male culture, which is the dominant culture at the foundation of most U.S. 

based organizations, attitudes about race and gender, can play a significant role in the decision-

making process as it relates to hiring, professional development, and recommendations 

(Valverde, 2003). This influence stems from the historical and systematic biases ingrained within 

such cultures, shaping perceptions and impacting opportunities. Viewed through Bolman and 

Deal’s symbolic frame, organizations operate as cultures where values, rituals, stories, and 

symbols communicate who belongs and who holds legitimacy (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Taking a 

historical view, “universities and colleges are the most conservative institutions, due to their 

emphasis on maintaining the traditions of the past” (Valverde, 2003, p. 37). 

Biases about African American women influence how their work is perceived and valued. 

Uneven perceptions of African American women as unintelligent, lazy, dangerous, hyper-

sexualized, and undeserving, influence perceptions of impacting their access and ability to 

advance upward (Nuamah, 2021). Stereotypical representations of Black women as welfare 

queens, angry and menacing are more populous than representations of Black women as 

“intellectuals, persons of character, and productive colleagues” (Henderson et al., 2010, p. 29). 

Despite the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that formally banned discrimination based on race and 

gender, pervasive attitudes about women are expected to be considerate, cooperative, and 

accommodative, typically filter them out of non-traditional areas such as leadership (Hays & 

Kearney, 1995). 
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Traditional workplace practices and standards on professionalism and values are rooted in 

“systematic, institutionalize centering of whiteness” (Gray, 2019, para.1). Stereotypical 

perspectives on gender have created circumstances that have oppressed the growth of women 

into senior leadership positions because organizations equate strong leadership with the ability to 

be masculine (Leech, 2023). African American women encounter negative workplace 

experiences when moving between the dominant culture and one’s own culture (Gardner et al., 

2014). Institutional characteristics and culture influence many aspects of organizational life, 

particularly leadership, because organizational leaders establish and reinforce organizational 

priorities, values and norm (Schein & Schein, 2016). A lack of professional and personal 

support/teamwork, isolation, sexual harassment, verbal abuse, and alienation can cause Black 

women administrators to be ineffective in their positions (Smith & Crawford, 2007). Bicultural 

stress is often a contributing factor to some African American professionals at PWIs leaving their 

jobs (Patitu & Hinton, 2003).

Underrepresentation or lack of critical mass in professional roles make participation in the 

workforce more difficult for African American women administrators. In Turner’s (2002) 

qualitative investigation of 64 Women of Color Faculty, participants indicated feelings of 

isolation and lack of respect, being underemployed and overused by departments or institutions, 

and torn between family, community, and career, as consequences of underrepresentation. 

Furthermore, despite educational gains, African American women are more likely to work in the 

lowest- paying occupations such as the service industry and healthcare, and less likely to occupy 

higher- paying fields or managerial positions (Katz, 2024). 

African American women are expanding their presence in employment at colleges and 

universities across the nation, however, at PWIs, mid-level Black women administrators struggle 
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to survive, thrive, and grow professionally where they are significantly underrepresented (Davis 

& Maldonado, 2015). In fall 2020, there were a total of 2,116,104 women employed in degree-

granting postsecondary institutions, among whom 230,960 or 10.91% were Black women. In the 

management category specifically, which comprised of 151,785 women, the percentage of Black 

women was approximately 11.99% of all women employed in those positions (NCES, 2020). 

Although Black women have established careers in higher education, as seen in the NCES data, 

their ascension to top-ranking roles has progressed more slowly. 

Research have shown African American women at PWIs experience lower job satisfaction, 

confidence, upward mobility, and a sense of empowerment because of a lack of resources, and 

limited advancement opportunities (GAry et al., 2014). Mentoring serves as a crucial resource 

for professional development, providing guidance, support, and knowledge transfer from 

experienced individuals to mentees (Ogunsola et al., 2023). It facilitates skill enhancement, 

career advancement, and broader understanding of organizational dynamics, ultimately fostering 

personal growth and professional success (Farrow, 2008). A study investigating the financial 

impact of mentoring found that participants in mentoring programs were promoted six times 

more frequently as mentors and five times more frequently as mentees compared to those not 

involved in such programs (Knowledge at Wharton, 2007). However, the scarcity of mentors 

available to African American women administrators aspiring to reach senior roles complicates 

their ability to find mentors who share their race and gender (Patton, 2009). 

White privilege is the unseen hand of prestige and support that allows White colleagues to 

be supported, advocated for, and given access to important knowledge and opportunities like 

mentoring and job opportunities (McIntosh, 1988). Given that White men lead most 
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organizations and hold most senior positions across various sectors (Leech, 2023), women often 

encounter challenges in securing mentorship opportunities (Greguletz et al., 2019). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative study is to investigate the factors influencing career 

advancement in educated and experienced mid-level African American women administrators in 

higher education in the southeastern region of the United States. African American women are 

gaining admission and employment in higher education but experience limited professional 

advancement. While the disparities of African American women in the workplace have been well 

documented, information and needs specific to career advancement in degreed and experienced 

African American women in mid-level management are limited and seldom acknowledged. More 

specifically, this study seeks to raise awareness that can serve as a catalyst for change in higher 

education’s understanding of the experiences and professional development needs of mid-level 

African American women administrators to positively improve their career mobility. 

Research Questions 

Based on the problem identified, three guiding questions frame this study. The research 

questions are:

RQ1: What is the difference, if any, in the years of professional experience in mid-level 

African American women administrators in higher education based on their academic degree 

attainment?

Hypothesis 01: There is a significant difference between academic degree attainment and 

years of professional experience among mid-level African American women administrators in 

higher education.
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Null Hypothesis (H01): There is no significant difference between academic degree 

attainment and professional years of experience among mid-level African American women 

administrators.

RQ2: What is the difference, if any, in the perceived career advancement opportunities 

among mid-level African American women administrators in higher education based on 

institutional type (Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs), and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs)?

Hypothesis 01: There is a significant difference between working at a PWI and career 

advancement opportunities among mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education.

Hypothesis 02: There is a significant difference between working at an HBCU and of 

career advancement opportunities among mid-level African American women administrators in 

higher education.

Hypothesis 03: There is a significant difference between working at an HSI and career 

advancement opportunities among mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education.

Null Hypothesis (H01): There is no significant difference in the frequency of career 

advancement opportunities for mid-level African American women administrators working at 

PWIs.

Null Hypothesis (H02): There is no significant difference in the frequency of career 

advancement opportunities for mid-level African American women administrators working at 

HBCUs.
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Null Hypothesis (H03): There is no significant difference in the frequency of career 

advancement opportunities for mid-level African American women administrators working at 

HSIs.

RQ3: To what extent do institutional support systems, specifically mentoring programs 

impact the career advancement of mid-level African American women administrators?

Hypothesis 01: Institutional support systems, such as mentoring programs have a 

significant impact on the career advancement of mid-level African American women 

administrators.

Null Hypothesis (H01) Mentoring programs have no significant impact on the career 

advancement of mid-level African American women administrators.

Conceptual Framework 

Two compelling theories serve as a foundation for understanding the research that exist 

on education and career progression in African American women. It is important to promote an 

understanding of the contents of this study by examining the theoretical frameworks of Black 

Feminist Thought (Collins, 2000) and Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991). While these theories 

vary, they are derived from the literature, aiding in understanding how they interact within the 

context of mid-level African American women administrators working in higher education and 

their professional advancement.  How decisions are made, who makes them, how rewards such 

as promotions are distributed, how people are treated according to gender, and how the 

organization responds to the environment ties directly into Black Feminist Thought and 

Intersectionality, as it relates to career advancement (Thompson, 2000).
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Black Feminist Thought 

Black Feminist Thought, a framework developed by Patricia Hill Collins, emphasizes the 

unique experiences of Black women and the intersectionality of race, gender, and class. It offers 

a crucial lens for understanding the career advancement challenges faced by Black women. The 

theoretical framework articulates how intersecting factors such as race, gender, and class create 

systematic barriers that hinder career progression (Collins, 2000). The marginalization of African 

American women’s voices and limited socialization experiences within PWIs often result in 

limited access to mentorship and promotional opportunities, reinforcing their disadvantage in 

professional settings (Garrett, 2023). By applying Black Feminist Thought, it becomes evident 

that addressing these barriers requires recognizing and addressing the multi-layered nature of 

discrimination Black women face (St. Jean & Feagin, 1998), ensuring that their experiences and 

contributions are acknowledged and integrated into career advancement strategies. 

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality, a theoretical framework developed and coined by Kimberlé Williams 

Crenshaw, provides a critical lens for understanding ways in which heterogeneous members of 

specific groups, such as women, might experience the workplace differently depending on their 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, and/or class and other social characteristics (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Crenshaw (2013) argues that examining how race and gender intersect challenges the common 

belief that these categories operate independently. By focusing on where they overlap, she 

proposes an approach that pushes back the idea that race and gender should be treated as isolated 

or unrelated aspects of identity (Crenshaw, 1991). The challenges African American women 

encounter in employment can be traced to the unique and compounded forms of discrimination 
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resulting from their intersecting identities (Carastathis, 2016). According to the framework, 

Black women face the dual challenges of racism and sexism (Crenshaw, 1991). 

As both Black and female, they encounter unique forms of discrimination that Black 

men, or White women might not. David French, quoted in Coaston (2019), stated that 

“somebody who’s LGBT and African American is going to experience the world differently than 

somebody who’s LGBT and Latina. It’s sort of this commonsense notion that different categories 

of people have different kinds of experience (para 30). The framework helps us understand how 

power works by examining multiple factors at a time. It looks at how different aspects of 

identity, like race and gender, intersect and affect people in various ways. For example, 

intersectionality can help us explore why certain ideas about race are created and maintained in 

everyday systems that favor whiteness, such as through behavior codes, language, and dress 

(Dhamoon, 2011).

The inequalities faced by African American women in the labor force have longstanding 

origins, deeply rooted in negative characterizations that have been “reinforced in the minds of 

the mostly predominantly white audience” (St. Jean & Feagin, 1998, p. 7). Spaights and 

Whitaker (1995) noted that “Historically, institutional racism has been imposed on Black women 

physically, psychologically, occupationally, and economically as a means of maintaining the 

status quo, that of the dominant Anglo-Saxon society” (p.284). While racial and gender 

discrimination are significant, their intersection in the workplace can lead to compounded 

obstacles such as stress, low job satisfaction, isolation, reduced access to mentorship 

opportunities, biased performance evaluations, and limited career advancement (Gatta, 2024). 

The experiences of women of color differ from those of White women and men of color 

due to the intersection of race and gender (Crenshaw, 2013). African American women 
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experience the dualism of race and gender as their identities are shaped simultaneously by both 

race and gender (Collins, 2000). An example of this would be the exclusion of African American 

women in senior leadership roles such as president, provost, vice president, and associate vice 

president etc., which historically have been designated for White men (Thelin, 2019). Black 

women continue to experience persistent wage disparities driven by systematic discrimination, 

occupation segregation, unequal access to advancement opportunities, and enduring racial and 

gender bias in the workforce (National Partnership for Women & Families, 2023).  

Methodological Premises 

This study employs a nonexperimental research design to examine differences in years of 

professional experience, academic degree attainment, and perceived career advancement 

opportunities among mid-level African American women administrators in the southeastern 

region of the United States. Specifically, comparative analyses are used to assess differences in 

years of professional experience based on academic degree attainment and differences in 

perceived career advancement opportunities based on institutional type.  Additionally, the study 

examines the extent to which mentoring influences career advancement. An online survey, data 

set, and statistical analyses will be incorporated in the study. Quantitative methods are selected 

for their ability to systematically collect and analyze numerical data to address the study’s 

research questions and test the proposed hypotheses. 

Significance of the Study 

The research questions align with the purpose of the study by examining factors that may 

contribute to African American women administrators in higher education remaining in mid-

level positions despite possessing credentials and professional experience comparable to their 

peers. The answers to the research questions may provide insight into factors associated with 
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career advancement among African American women administrators at the mid-level in higher 

education, including differences related to academic degree attainment, intuitional type, and 

perceptions of mentoring support. The findings may also inform organizational practices and 

professional development initiatives aimed at supporting leadership advancement opportunities 

for African American women in higher education. The study focuses on key concepts such as 

career advancement, racial and gender identity, and mentoring.

This study promises to add to the literature on career advancement in African American 

women administrators in mid-level management roles in higher education. The study has 

significant implications for organizations amidst the U.S. Supreme Court reversal of affirmative 

action in college admissions (Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. [SFFA] v. President & Fellows 

of Harvard College [Harvard], 2023; SFFA v. University of North Carolina, 2023) and the 

dismantling of diversity and inclusion practices and programs at public and private colleges and 

universities nationwide (Gretzinger et al., 2024). It could contribute to improving practice and 

policy in advancing African American women in higher education leadership, by offering 

insights into how career advancement intersects with race and gender and peer mentorship. 

Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations 

Assumptions 

This study is based on several underlying assumptions. It is assumed that participants will 

respond to the survey items honestly, providing accurate responses about their degree 

attainments, access and/or experience with mentorship opportunities, and career advancement. It 

is also assumed that the survey instrument is a valid and reliable tool for capturing the variables 

under investigation. Furthermore, it assumed that the sample of mid-level African American 

women administrators recruited for participation from professional higher education 
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organizations and higher education networks adequately represents the population of mid-level 

administrators. Finally, it is assumed that Black Feminist Thought and Intersectionality are 

appropriate theoretical frameworks to guide the interpretation of the data.

Delimitations

The results of this study do not generalize to other populations. The quantitative data 

methods concentrate exclusively on mid-level African American women managers in higher 

education institutions within the southeastern region of the United States, thereby restricting the 

generalizability of its findings based on geographical location. In the context of mid-level 

administrators, these positions are classified under the job titles associate dean, assistant dean, 

executive director, director, associate director, assistant director, manager, assistant manager, 

administrative manager, operations manager, and coordinator.

Limitations 

This study is subject to several limitations. First, participant sampling may be constrained 

by limited access to the full population of mid-level African American women administrators in 

higher education in the southeastern United States. The use of voluntary participation may result 

in a sample that is not fully representative, thereby limiting the generalizability of the findings.

Second, the representation of institutional types may be uneven. Although participants 

from PWIs and HBCUs, may be included, other institutional contexts such as, Hispanic Serving 

Institutions (HSIs), technical colleges, university system offices, and variations among public, 

private, and for-profit institutions may not be fully represented. This may limit the extent to 

which findings capture differences across institutional environments. 
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Third, the study relies on self-reported survey data, which may introduce response bias, 

including social desirability bias. Participants’ responses may be influenced by their perceptions, 

willingness to disclose information, and interpretation of survey items.

Fourth, the study is limited to the variables, academic degree attainment, mentoring 

experiences, institutional type, and years of professional experience. Other factors may influence 

career advancement. 

Finally, researcher bias is acknowledged as a potential limitation. The researcher’s 

personal and professional background in higher education may shape the interpretation of the 

data. Efforts will be made to minimize bias through use established research procedures and 

objective analytical methods. 

For this study, the following definitions are provided to assist the reader in understanding 

their use and application.

African American women. For the purpose of this study, women of the United States who are 

descendants of enslaved Africans and identify as part of the African American community. 

Barriers. For the purpose of this study, factors that hinder an individual’s ability to engage in 

career advancement or upward mobility (i.e., gender and racial discrimination, lack of 

professional development resources, lack of mentoring relationships, and negative labels).

Black women. For the purpose of this study, the term Black women are American women of 

African descent or any American woman who identifies as being of African descent. 
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Glass ceiling. An invisible barrier that prevents women and minorities from advancing to higher-

level leadership positions despite having the qualifications and experience to do so (Carnes et al., 

2008).

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). For the purpose of this study, a college 

or university that was originally founded to educate students of African American descent 

(Historically Black Colleges and Universities (hbcus), 2010).

Mentor. For the purpose of this study, an individual in a position of influence and wisdom can 

effectively guide the path of another person who is seeking growth, career advancement, and 

learning opportunities.

Mid-level manager. For the purpose of this study, an individual who is in a leadership position 

and reports to senior-level or top management.

Misogynoir. A term used to describe the unique form of discrimination experienced by Black 

women where racism and sexism intersect to produce distinct forms of bias and marginalization 

(Bailey & Trudy, 2018). 

Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs). An institution of higher education where White 

students historically and currently constitute the majority of the student population, often shaping 

the institution’s culture and organizational norms (Bourke, 2016). 

Professionals: For the purpose of this study, an individual possessing specialized expertise that 

typically requires the completion of a college degree. 

Upper management. For the purpose of this study, an individual or group who is responsible for 

making primary decisions within a company, institution, or organization. The rank may also be 

understood as executive management, higher management, or senior-level management.
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Terminology Note. The terms Black women and African American women are used in the 

literature, sometimes interchangeably, to describe women of African descent. In this study, the 

term African American women is used to reflect the specific sociocultural and historical context 

of the participants within the United States, while Black women is used when referencing 

broader scholarly literature. Additionally, the terms predominantly White institutions (PWIs) and 

primarily White institutions (PWIs) are used interchangeably to refer to colleges and universities 

in which White students comprise the majority of the student population. While predominantly 

White institutions appears in some literature and informal discourse, for consistency, the 

abbreviation PWIs will be used throughout this study. 

Chapter I introduces the study by presenting the background, problem statement, purpose, 

research questions, significance, assumptions, delimitations, and limitations. This chapter also 

provided definitions of key terms and highlighted the theoretical frameworks guiding the study. 

Together, these elements establish the foundation for examining differences in career 

advancement by educational attainment and institutional context, as well as the role of 

mentorship among mid-level African American women administrators in higher education.

The dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter I introduce the study, including 

the problem, purpose, research questions, significance, assumptions, delimitations, and 

limitations, along with key definitions. Chapter II reviews the literature on the history of African 

American women, employment, education, careers in higher education leadership, mentorship, 

and career advancement and discusses the theoretical frameworks of Black Feminist Thought 

and Intersectionality. Chapter III outlines the methodology, including the research design, 
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population and sample, variables and instrumentation, data collection procedures, and data 

analysis techniques. Chapter IV will present the results of the statistical analyses. Finally, 

Chapter V will discuss the findings in relation to the literature, highlight implications for policy 

and practices, and offer recommendations for future research.
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This chapter provides a comprehensive review of the literature relevant to the study of 

career advancement in African American women in mid-level management roles in higher 

education. While research on leadership in higher education is extensive, the unique experiences 

and challenges faced by African American women in middle management positions remain 

limited in scope. The literature review aims to set the stage for discussion through the 

examination of key theories, research studies, and findings that have informed and shaped 

current understanding, which informs the current study. 

This chapter is organized as follows: first, a historical overview of African American 

women in society, employment and education; second, an analysis of types of institutions of 

higher learning, academic hierarchy, and institutional infrastructure in higher education; third, an 

exploration of key frameworks and theories that inform on the intersection of race and gender, 

focusing on how systems of power and oppression shape the lives of African American women;  

and fourth, a discussion on barriers to mentorship in supporting professional development, 

including its impact on career advancement. This literature review on African American women’s 

experience as higher education professionals and career mobility in higher education provides 

the background needed for understanding the broader context of the topic. The analysis presented 

here plays an important role in shaping the agenda for change and creating more opportunities 

for advancement to non-faculty, senior-level roles in higher education for African American 

women.
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The early nineteenth century in America was marked by profound racial and gender 

inequalities, particular for African American women, who faced the dual burden of racism, 

classicism, and sexism (Collins, 2008).  In the early 1800s, Black people were unfairly labeled 

with negative traits such as laziness and lack of intelligence, which fueled the widespread belief 

that they were both incapable and uninterested in achieving at high levels (Sandles, 2023). The 

widespread belief in Black intellectual inferiority – reinforced by both popular culture and 

pseudoscientific claims – was frequently used to justify the denial of educational opportunities to 

African Americans (Thomas & Jackson, 2007). Between the mid-19th and mid-20th centuries in 

the Northern U.S., Black women came to be idealized as domestic service workers. This 

designation was rooted in the performance of household duties, including cooking, cleaning, 

laundering, and childcare for pay outside of the home (Simsovic, 2023). The perception of 

African American women as “appropriate labor” became deeply ingrained as a societal norm and 

preference, justifying their continued exclusion from higher-status jobs (Wooten & Branch, 

2012, p. 294). Since slavery, the belief that Black women are inherently suited for labor has 

persisted, contributing to their ongoing marginalization in the workforce (Banks, 2019). 

Despite the significant limitations and challenges of the period, a few African American 

women managed to succeed and emerged as trailblazers in the pursuit of knowledge, advocating 

for equal access to education and employment, earning degrees, and establishing schools with a 

clear sense of purpose (Baumgartner, 2019). The legacy of African American women’s struggle 

for access to education and equitable labor opportunities continues to shape their present-day 

experiences. As Smith (1985) observed, “the work experience of the present day African 

American women has been influenced by these past generations of black women” (p. 343). This 
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intergenerational influence highlights the enduring impact of historical marginalization and 

resilience, particularly in how African American women have navigated systemic barriers in both 

educational and professional spaces.

In the post-Reconstruction era and early-to-middle 20th century, several African 

American women played pivotal roles in shaping the educational landscape for Black girls and 

women. As Thomas and Jackson (2007) discussed, prominent figures such as Nannie Helen 

Burroughs (1879-1961), Mary McLeod Bethune (1875-1955), Anna Julia Cooper (1858 – 1964), 

and Lucy Diggs Slowe (1885-1937), left enduring marks on the educational and social fabric of 

African American life. Burroughs, Bethune, Cooper, and Slowe advanced educational 

opportunities for Black women and girls by advocating for education and higher learning, and by 

establishing spaces such as the National Training School for Women and Girls in Washington, 

D.C and the Bethune-Cookman School (later College) in Daytona Beach, Florida, where Black 

women could thrive academically, socially, and professionally (Thomas & Jackson, 2007). 

Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2018) highlighted Lucy Diggs Slowe’s pioneering role as the first Dean of 

Women at Howard University, emphasizing how her leadership created greater autonomy and 

expanded opportunities for African American women in higher education. Early African 

American female intellectuals and activists Maria W. Steward (1803-1879) and Sojourner Truth 

(1797-1883) were notable figures for advocating for both the abolition of slavery and the 

advancement of education for Black people, including women. Stewart, one of the first African 

American women to lecture publicly, emphasized the importance of education as a means of 

empowerment for Black women and argued for their right to learn and grow intellectually 

(Giddings, 1984). Stewart’s lectures laid out the groundwork for future advocacy in higher 

education. 
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Oberlin College became the first college to admit both male and female Black students 

(Baumann, 2010). Among the early Black women to attend Oberlin College was Mary Jane 

Patterson (1844-1894), who graduated in 1862 and became the first African American woman to 

earn a Bachelor of Arts degree from an American college (Henle & Merrill, 1979). Patterson 

would later have a successful career, advancing to roles as principal and assistant principal at the 

first U.S. public high school for African Americans and the first public school in Washington, 

D.C. (Garner, 2010). During the post-Civil War era and prior to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

African American women were central to the founding and early development of HBCUs – as 

educators, organizers, and community leaders.  HBCUs were established to provide Blacks 

access to higher education at a time when they were largely excluded from existing institutions 

due to slavery, segregation, and systematic racism, and to afford Blacks the “opportunity to 

realize their potential in ways that affirmed their identity and challenged them to use their 

education to demand justice for both themselves and their community” (Albritton, 2012, p. 314). 

A central figure is Mary McLeod Bethune, credited as the first Black woman college president, 

who in 1923 established the Daytona Educational and Industrial School for Negro Girls in 

Florida. Bethune’s vision was to create an institution where African American women could 

receive academic and vocational training at a time when opportunities were severely restricted 

by both racism and sexism (Bethune-Cookman University, n.d.). Bethune’s school for Negro 

girls later merged with the Cookman Institute for boys to become Bethune-Cookman College 

(Bethune-Cookman University, n.d.). Bethune’s work illustrates how African American women 

were not only participants in higher education but also institutional architects, laying the 

foundation for educational spaces that nurtured generations of African American leaders.
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Early Education and Higher Education, Historically Black Colleges and Universities, and 

Primarily White Institutions

For much of its history, education in the United States was divisive and segregated by 

race, gender, and socioeconomic class (Thelin, 2019). In Southern states such as Alabama, 

Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, and others where slavery was 

legal, anti-literacy laws were frequently enacted to prohibit the education of enslaved African 

Americans—particularly reading and writing—as a means of maintaining control and 

subordination (Sandles, Jr., 2023). These laws, which became increasing common after events 

like the Nat Turner Rebellion of 1831, were root in the fear that literacy would enable enslaved 

people to forge passes, organize revolts, or challenge the ideological justifications of slavery 

itself (Terry, 2022). Anti-literacy laws criminalized such acts, often imposing fines or 

imprisonment to deter those who might attempt to educate or assist enslaved individuals. 

(Williams, 2009). As Williams (2009) notes: 

Their determination to acquire literacy and numeracy generated the energy to build 

schoolhouses even while they tackled the physical challenges for hunger, disease, and 

homelessness. During the transition from slavery to freedom many attempted to satisfy 

material needs along with intellectual longing. As African Americans carved out 

provisional spaces of freedom during the chaos of war, literacy ranked high among their 

priorities. (p.30 - 31) 

The evolution of higher education in the United States reflects broader historical 

dynamics of power, exclusion, and access. Initially established to serve White, land-owning 

males, early American colleges—such as Harvard, founded in 1636—were rooted in European 

models and primarily intended to train clergy and civic leaders (Thelin, 2019).  As the country 
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expanded in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, so did educational institutions across the 

country, with the number of postsecondary institutions more than doubled, though access 

remained sharply restricted along racial and gender lines (Mullen, 2011). Women were largely 

excluded from formal higher education until the mid-to-late 19th century, and even then, their 

participation was often limited to set enrollment numbers and separate institutions with distinct 

curricula (Parker, 2015). According to Durbin and Kent (1989), in the early 19th century, 

postsecondary education for White women was to prepare them for homemaking, marriage, 

motherhood, social roles, and teaching careers specifically because they were an available and 

inexpensive source of labor (p.2). In response to the exclusion of women from most colleges and 

universities, a consortium of private liberal arts institutions for women emerged as counterparts 

to the Ivy League schools known as the Seven Sisters Colleges made up of Barnard College, 

Bryn Mawr College, Mount Holyoke College, Radcliffe College, Smith College, Vassar College, 

and Wellesley College. Hamilton (2009) pointed out the Seven Sisters Colleges (SSCs) were 

significant because they provided White, middle and upper-class women with access to rigorous 

academic training, professional preparation, and social networks thereby reinforcing social 

hierarchies even as they promoted gender equality within higher education. While 

groundbreaking in challenging gender barriers, the SSCs also reflected the racial and class 

exclusions of their era. These institutions cultivated women’s intellectual development and 

advanced ideals of female leadership, philanthropy, and civic engagement (Perkins, 1997). 

The 1896 Supreme Court decision in Plessy v. Ferguson codified racial segregation by 

upholding the constitutionality of the “separate but equal” doctrine (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1986). 

This ruling entrenched structural barriers to educational access for African Americans, 

particularly in the South, and legitimized the development of parallel, unequal systems of 
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schooling well into the 20th century (Anderson, 1988). The Morrill Land Grant Acts of 1862, 

which provided land grants to states to establish public universities, significantly expanded 

access but often excluded Black students or funneled them into underfunded segregated 

institutions (Sober, 2018). The second Morrill Land Grant Act, passed in 1890, provided 

additional funding for expanding education for Black students by requiring states that had 

segregation to provide all-Black land grant colleges. This second Morrill Land Grant Act gave 

rise to Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) (Cooper, 2023). 

Historically Black Colleges & Universities (HBCUs)

HBCUs, the result of actions by religious institutions and federal legislation, specifically 

the second Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890, emerged as essential institutions because Blacks 

were historically barred from PWIs, particularly in the South, due to segregationist policies. 

Bracey (2017) noted, “African Americans had no alternative but to establish their own higher 

educational institutions… because they were mostly banned at White colleges and universities” 

(p.675). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2022), female students 

accounted for 64% of students enrolled at HBCUs in 2022. Despite their primary goal of 

providing educational opportunities to primarily Black student populations, HBCUs also accept 

students from other ethnic backgrounds including White, Hispanic or Latino, and international 

students. HBCUs have been instrumental in career development and degree attainment, awarding 

one in four associate and bachelor’s degrees, as well as one-fourth of all science degrees (NCES, 

2024). Despite representing a small percentage of U.S. higher education institutions, HBCUs 

have historically produced a number of African American professionals and leaders, including 

50% of Black doctors and attorneys, 40% of Black engineers and members of Congress, and 

80% of Black judges (Strada Education Foundation, 2022).
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HBCUs have historically played a pivotal role in shaping the success of African 

American professionals and leaders and account for billions in economic impact (United Negro 

College Fund [UNFC], 2017). Many distinguished figures are among their alumni. Notable 

examples of African American women who have advanced into leadership roles include Kamala 

Harris, the 49th U.S. Vice President and the 2024 Democratic presidential nominee, who 

graduated from Howard University (Grant & McNamee, 2026). Stacey Abrams, attorney, 

political activist, civic strategist, and former member of the Georgia House of Representatives, 

and 2018 and 2022 Georgia gubernatorial nominee, graduated from Spelman College (Britannica 

Editors, 2026). Roslyn Artis is the first African American woman to serve as president of both 

Florida Memorial University and Benedict College (Benedict College, n.d.). Thasunda Brown 

Duckett, president and CEO of the Fortune 500 company Teachers Insurance and Annuity 

Association (TIAA), graduated from Howard University (TIAA, n.d.). Leaders such as Artis, 

Harris, Abrams, and Duckett are strong examples of impactful leadership of women educated at 

HBCUs, each bringing unique expertise and vision to their respective professions (Shuler et al., 

2022). These institutions not only offer academic training but also foster nurturing environments 

that have contributed to the emergence of influential leaders on the global stage.

Spelman College, a private all-women’s college founded in 1881, and Howard 

University, a co-ed college founded in 1867, were pivotal in providing education to northern and 

southern African American women; though they were constrained by the pervasive attitudes of 

the time regarding race, gender, and class, they were safe havens for Black women (Evans, 

2007). The resilience and activism of African American women in early American history 

contributed to the eventual expansion of educational opportunities (Thomas & Jackson, 2007). 

These early experiences shaped the trajectories of African American women in education, setting 
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the stage for later generations to pursue education and achieve careers in higher education. 

HBCUs have been instrumental in advancing educational attainment among African American 

women, serving as critical institutions for degree conferral and professional development.

Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs)

PWIs emerged from America’s legacy of racially segregated higher education, with their 

origins dating back to the colonial era, when institutions such as Harvard University, College of 

William & Mary, and Yale University were established exclusively for White male students 

(Thelin, 2019). These institutions systematically excluded racial minorities and women through 

both formal and informal policies until the mid-twentieth century, when landmark legislation 

such as the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (1944), Brown v. Board of Education 

decision (1954), and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (1964) legally mandated desegregation. 

Despite these legal interventions, scholars Feagin and Sikes (1994) documented how PWIs 

maintained cultural homogeneity through institutional practices that preserved White cultural 

dominance, with many of these institutions only beginning to meaningfully diversify their 

student bodies in the 1970s and beyond.

The organizational structure of PWIs has historically reflected and reinforced racial 

stratification through governance systems dominated by white leadership. According to Patton 

(2016), these institutions typically feature hierarchical administrative structures with 

predominantly White boards of trustees, presidents, and senior leadership teams that have been 

slow to diversify. Museus and Jayakumar (2012) note that PWIs typically maintain 

organizational cultures that privilege whiteness through curriculum design, faculty composition, 

and campus traditions that center White perspectives and experiences. Furthermore, Wolfe and 

Dilworth (2015) argued that higher education administration in PWIs have historically been 
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exclusive with leadership roles being structured to advance White individuals. Karkouti (2016) 

demonstrates how the distribution of resources within PWIs often disadvantages diversity 

initiatives and programs supporting underrepresented students, with token efforts toward 

inclusion frequently failing to address deeper structural inequities embedded within these 

institutions’ organizational frameworks.

Blacks and Higher Education Expectations and Degree Attainment

Going to college has evolved from a rare privilege typically afforded only to the children 

of White middle and upper classes to a common part of a large segment of the U.S. population 

(Mullen, 2011). As noted by Spaights and Whitaker (1995), for the Black middle class, the 

credentials conferred by education are invaluable in securing occupations that align with their 

skills, talents, and areas of expertise. Reay et al. (2005) found gender and family dynamics 

played a part in forming expectations and the processes of choice-making as families saw higher 

education as necessary because of the perception in the labor market, “irrespective of whether or 

not the parents had been in higher education themselves” (p. 64). For Black families, the 

importance of education is often seen through multiple lenses. As Blackey et al. (2024) noted, 

Black parents view their children’s academic success as a pathway to financial independence, a 

form of protection in a racist society, and a means of providing broader life opportunities. These 

considerations further highlight the diverse motivations driving the pursuit of higher education 

across different racial and socioeconomic groups. 

African American parents set high expectations for their daughters’ educational 

attainment and influence their college and university selection and career choices, often 

emphasizing financially stable fields such as education, medicine, law, and engineering to secure 

better career opportunities and achieve personal success (Leath et al., 2021). Based on their 
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research, Crawford and Smith (2005) found that most African American women administrators 

reported that their families were their sole source of support in pursuing educational and career 

goals. Findings from Bradford et al. (2001) quantitative study of 123 Black women indicated that 

Black mothers were more frequently perceived as engaging in mentoring behaviors, such as 

sharing career expertise, offering strategies for advancement, and modeling professional 

development, highlighting their informal yet influential role in supporting career progression.

Despite historical exclusion and ongoing systemic challenges, African American 

women’s college enrollment and degree attainment have shown significant growth over recent 

decades. As Garibaldi (2014) notes, “Many liberal arts colleges and public colleges and 

universities across the country have student bodies that are disproportionately female” (p. 373). 

The expansion of educational access for Black women was significantly shaped by landmark 

federal actions, beginning with the Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education decision (1954) 

and further propelled by the passage of the Higher Education Act of 1965 (1965), which 

collectively dismantled legal barriers and increased opportunities for higher learning (Harvey et 

al., 2004). The combined effects of these actions, along with the rise of more liberal admissions 

policies during the late 1960s and early 1970s, spurred African Americans to achieve 

unprecedented levels of enrollment and degree attainment in higher education throughout the 

1970s (Cohen & Nee, 2000). As a result, increasing numbers of African American women 

unabashedly began to earn bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees, setting new precedents for 

academic achievement across multiple educational levels. 

According to NCES (2024), in the 2021-2022 academic year, Black women today earn 

approximately 11.5% of all bachelor’s degrees conferred in the United States, despite 

representing a smaller proportion, 6.1%, of the overall female population. This achievement 
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highlights the expanding presence of African American women in higher education. 

Furthermore, their representation at the graduate level is equally significant. In 2021, Black 

women earned 14.0% of all master’s degrees and 11.9% of all doctoral degrees awarded in the 

country, demonstrating their increasing participation in advanced academic pursuits (NCES, 

2024). According to the American Association of University Women (AAUW), Black women are 

more likely than Black men to earn higher education degrees. Specifically, they receive 64.1% of 

bachelor’s degrees, 71.5% of master’s degrees, and 65.9% of doctoral, medical, and dental 

degrees awarded to Black students in the United States (AAUW, n.d.). Statistics published by 

The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education (2022) reported that more than 1,591,000 Black 

women in 2021 had earned a master’s degree. Building on this trend is the achievement of Black 

women in doctoral education. Similarly, data reported from The Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education (2024) show that in 2022, Black women earned 1,697 of the 2,647 doctoral degrees 

awarded to African Americans, up 18.7% in comparison to the previous year. This pattern of 

doctoral or terminal degree attainment, often the preferred qualification for executive leadership 

positions in higher education, merits particular attention when examining career trajectories of 

African American women in PWIs and their access to leadership roles. These trends are 

particularly evident in employment patterns and professional fields such as education, health 

sciences, and social work, where African American women have achieved the most and notable 

representation (Higginbotham, 1994). 

Challenges to Career Progression for Mid-level Black Women Managers at PWIs

Educational administrators are responsible for managing and overseeing educational 

institutions to ensure they operate efficiently and effectively (CareerExplorer, n.d.). These 

professionals work across a range of settings, including K–12 schools, colleges, universities, and 
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education-related government agencies. In higher education, administrators play a crucial role in 

shaping institutional culture, managing budgets, developing academic programs, and 

implementing policies that impact both faculty and students. Zippia Team (2023) found that the 

most common degree held by educational administrators is a bachelor’s degree (61%), followed 

by master’s degrees at 19% and 10%, respectively. Despite significant gains in educational 

attainment among African American women—including at the bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral 

levels—their representation in higher education employment, particularly in senior-level roles at 

PWIs, remains disproportionately low (NCES, 2023). 

Evidence from the Urban Institute (2024) shows that African American women are 

frequently concentrated in lower-paying, lower-status positions, even when they hold advanced 

educational credentials. This pattern, often referred to as occupational crowding, significantly 

restricts their career advancement opportunities. Viewed through Bolman and Deal’s (2013) 

structural frame, occupational crowding reflects how organizational hierarchies, formal job 

classifications, and policies can perpetuate inequities by limiting access to higher-paying 

leadership roles. Although doctoral attainment is often considered a preferred qualification for 

executive positions in higher education, the persistence of structural barriers means that African 

American women’s credentials do not always translate equitably into leadership opportunities at 

PWIs.

Variability in Administrative Roles Across Institutional Contexts

A college or university’s organizational structure serves as the framework of its academic 

and administrative operations. They are organized through a hierarchical, divisional structure that 

separates academic functions from administrative operations (Roy & El Marsafawy, 2020). 

Colleges and universities do not follow a single organized model; instead they adopt different 
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organizational structures to suit their mission, academic goals, and operations (Dengerink, 2009). 

Higher education organizational structures are not uniform across institutions, particularly when 

comparing public and private institutions (Roy & El Marsafawy, 2020). The Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education illustrates the structural diversity of U.S. 

colleges and universities by categorizing institutions based on degree offerings and research 

activity, highlighting fundamental difference between doctoral universities, master’s institutions, 

liberal arts colleges, and community colleges (American Council on Education, n.d.).

In higher education, the distinction between academic roles and non-academic roles 

generally comes down to whether a position is directly involved in teaching, research or 

scholarship versus supporting the institution’s operations in other ways. Non-academic staff 

perform a wide range of functions. These include services that directly support academic 

activities like research management, student and academic administration, support for 

governance and academic leadership, technical functions like financial management and more 

(Rogers & Schofield, 2013). Given the interconnected nature of institutional operations in higher 

education, collaboration across functional areas is necessary and expected. Academic Affairs and 

Student Affairs frequently partner to enhance student retention and engagement, aligning 

academic advising, counseling, and campus life with student learning. (Polnariev & Levy, 2016). 

As campus needs have increasingly evolved, institutions require personnel to oversee aspects in 

academic, student-related, and administrative divisions. 

Historically, African American women with advanced degrees have predominantly 

pursued professional roles within the divisions of Academic Affairs and Student Affairs (Jackson, 

2001). According to Lang (2012, as cited in Maye 2023), Student Affairs emerged as a 

professional field within higher education to support the university’s academic mission of 
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supporting students by fostering an environment conducive to learning outside the classroom and 

creating learning experiences that build upon classroom instruction. Bringing together staff from 

different departments, these teams work collaboratively to accomplish the central goal of the 

institution.

Women make up approximately half of the higher educational administration workforce 

in the United States. According to Zippia Team (2023), 56.0% of higher education administrators 

are women, while 44% are men. In terms of racial and ethnic representation, 65.2% of 

administrators identify as White, 14.2% as Hispanic or Latino, 11.6% as Black or African 

American; 4.3% as Asian, 4.0% as unknown, and .07% as American Indian or Alaska Native. 

Longitudinal data collected by CUPA-HR (2024) from 2017 to 2024 reveal persistent disparities 

in the representation of African American women across functional areas in higher education 

administration. The figures as noted in Table 1 highlight a persistent pattern of 

underrepresentation of African American women, especially in roles with higher visibility and 

influence.
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Table 1

Representation of Black Women, White Women, and White Men by Functional Area

Functional Area Black women (%) White women (%) White men (%)

Admissions & Financial Aid 8.7 51.5 28.8

Development & Fundraising 3.6 58.9 26.9

Diversity & Equal 

Opportunity

12.4 50.0 16.5

Fiscal Affairs 8.3 54.9 10.3

Human Resources 12.2 55.8 56.2

Information Technology 2.1 19.3 25.3

Library 3.3 60.4 19.4

Student Affairs 10.3 49.0 ---

Note: Data adapted from CUPA-HR, 2024. A dash indicates data were not reported.

Theoretical Frameworks

To critically examine the career advancement barriers faced by mid-level African 

American women managers at PWIs, this study is guided by two interrelated theoretical 

frameworks: Black Feminist Thought and Intersectionality. These frameworks provide a lens 

through which to understand how overlapping systems of race, gender, and institutional power 

shape the lived experiences and professional trajectories of Black women in higher education. 

Together, they offer a foundation for analyzing how structural inequalities are maintained and 

navigated within academic institutions.
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Black Feminist Thought

Patricia Hill Collins’ Black Feminist Thought provides a critical theoretical lens for 

examining the complex and often marginalized experiences of African American women in 

professional and institutional contexts. At its core, Black Feminist Thought centers the voices, 

knowledge, and lived experiences of African American women as valid and necessary resources 

of insight in analyzing systems of oppression, power, and resistance (Collins, 2000). Rather 

than viewing race, gender, and class as separate or additive, BFT insists on understanding them 

as interconnected and mutually reinforcing dimensions of social inequality (hooks, 2000). The 

framework is especially relevant in higher education— an environment that claims meritocracy 

and inclusivity but often reproduces racialized and gendered hierarchies in practice (Liu, 2011).

Black Feminist Thought shed light on how institutional power structures, professional 

advancement opportunities, and daily workplace interactions are shaped by the intersection of 

race, gender, and organizational hierarchy (Allen, 2000). Through Collins’ theoretical 

perspective, we can better understand how African American women managers navigate what 

she terms the ‘outsider within’ status— positions of relative authority in relation to dominant 

social, cultural, and institutional structures, yet still subjected to marginalization and exclusion 

(Collins, 1986). Hein (2017) contend that, despite being visible in mainstream society, African 

American women are frequently relegated to roles where they are passive observers. 

Historically and in contemporary times, they have been seen as outsiders in the predominantly 

White middle-class world (Sandles, 2023). However, African American women continue to 

play active and critical roles in various, white-dominated institutions. 

Black Feminist Thought is valuable in understanding the experiences of mid-level 

African American women managers at PWIs where professional advancement and workplace 
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dynamics are shaped by deeply embedded structures. Kanter’s (1977a) work on organizational 

power structures provides critical insights, highlighting how positional power operates along 

gendered lines. Her concept of homosocial reproduction, where managers tend to promote those 

who resemble themselves in style and social background, reveals the systematic processes that 

link African American women’s advancement in PWIs. Dressel et al. (1994) further explain, 

“The dominant group reproduces itself and its ideas, and in so doing systematically 

marginalizes those unlike it” (pp. 42-43). These dynamics contribute to what Kanter (1977b) 

terms tokenism, where Black women managers’ heightened visibility as organizational 

minorities face increased performance pressures while simultaneously having their professional 

contributions overlooked (Bizzell, 2023). 

The systemic pattern of tokenism is evident in studies such as Becks-Moody (2004), 

which found that African American women in administrative roles were often expected to 

overperform to gain legitimacy while simultaneously facing exclusion from informal leadership 

networks. Building on this, Lee and Han (2023) highlight how African American women in 

academia are burdened with additional responsibilities—such as mentoring minority students 

and conducting research on underrepresented groups—without receiving adequate recognition, 

further impeding their professional success and productivity. These challenges align with 

Collins’s (1986) concept of the ‘outsider within’ and Kanter’s (1977b) theory of tokenism, as 

reflected in West’s (2019) research. West demonstrates how African American women 

frequently serve as diversity representatives on committees or initiatives but are excluded from 

meaningful decision-making, reflecting the persistent marginalization of these women within 

institutional structures.
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To fully understand the complexities of these experiences, it is crucial to explore 

intersectionality—a framework that examines how multiple social identities intersect to create 

unique modes of discrimination and privilege (Al-Faham et al., 2019). Intersectionality allows 

for a deeper understanding of how race, gender, class, and other identity markers combine to 

influence the lived experiences of Black women, particularly in academic and professional 

spaces.

Intersectionality

Building on the foundational work of Black Feminist Thought, intersectionality provides 

another lens of understanding how different forms of discrimination, like race, gender, and 

class, intersect and affect people in combined ways, rather than as separate issues shape the 

professional realities of African American women. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991), 

intersectionality emerged to address the limitations of single-axis frameworks that often fail to 

capture the compounded effects of multiple forms of marginalization. Crenshaw (1993) 

distinguished among three ways in which race and gender intersect for women of color: 

structurally, representationally, and politically. When examining the structural component of 

intersectionality, Reid and Comas-Díaz (1990) observe that both female gender and African 

American racial identity are positioned as lower status identities on the social hierarchy. 

Crenshaw (1993) extends this analysis by noting that African American women’s marginalized 

social status stems from their simultaneous exposure to both racist and sexist institutional 

structures, creating a dual form of oppression.  Crenshaw’s legal scholarship illuminated how 

antidiscrimination laws tended to obscure the experiences of African American women by 

treating race and gender as mutually exclusive categories. In doing so, she demonstrated that 
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Black women often exist in a “both/and” space that mainstream analyses fail to adequately 

account for (Jackson, 1998). 

As Coaston (2019) points out, understanding discrimination requires recognizing how a 

Black woman’s experiences differ fundamentally from those of both White women and Black 

men. Further illustrating, David French, a writer for the National Review, argued that "an 

African American man is going to experience the world differently than an African American 

woman “just as “somebody who is LGBT is going to experience the world different, than 

someone who is straight" (Coaston, 2019, p.5), underscoring how various dimensions of 

identity shape one’s encounters with the world and discrimination. Research indicates African 

American women in higher education navigate a unique position at the intersection of both 

racial and gender discrimination that differs from their White female and male colleagues and 

male colleagues of color (Showunmi, 2023). While the former group may not encounter racism 

and the latter may not experience sexism, Black women must contend with both forms of 

discrimination simultaneously (Museus & Griffin, 2011). This underscores the necessity of 

frameworks like intersectionality, which recognize that social identities do not operate in 

isolation but interlock in ways that produce distinct forms of inequality.

Gray (2019) explains that white supremacy culture or the “systemic, institutionalized 

centering of whiteness” (para.1), in organizational settings reinforces dominant standards of 

professionalism that marginalize racially and culturally diverse expressions of leadership and 

competence. Within PWIs, the intersection of race and gender produces unique dynamics of 

exclusion, stereotyping, and scrutiny that affect African American women in ways not 

experienced by their White or male and female counterparts (Griffin, 2021). African American 

women are often expected to navigate conflicting expectations—projecting authority and 
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leadership while avoiding the stereotypes of being angry or aggressive. This racialized and 

gendered tightrope places an added burden on African American women leaders, forcing them to 

self-monitor and code-switch in ways that are emotionally and professionally taxing (Jones & 

Norwood, 2017). Livingston et al.’s (2012) research study speaks directly to how perceptions of 

agency and dominance in Black women leaders differ from those of White women and African 

American men leaders and are shaped by racialized expectations, revealing the influence of 

white supremacy culture on leadership norms. Intersectionality thus provides a vital framework 

for understanding how institutional norms and professional expectations, though often framed as 

neutral, produce distinct forms of disadvantage for African American women.

Barriers to Career Advancement in Mid-Level Black Women Managers and Strategies

A review of existing research reveals several consistent themes regarding barriers that 

hinder the career advancement of African American women in higher education leadership. 

Prominently, institutional and systematic oppression remains a pervasive challenge. Collins 

(2000), Crenshaw (1993), Gray (2019), Griffin (2021), and West (2019) point to exclusionary 

organizational cultures, racialized policies, and biased evaluation or stereotyping practices that 

disproportionately affect African American women, often rendering them invisible or 

undervalued within PWIs. The concept of Intersectionality and Black Feminist Thought is central 

to understanding these experiences, as Black or African American women must navigate both 

racial and gendered forms of discrimination that are compounded and manifested in academia. 

Another critical barrier is the lack of effective mentorship and sponsorship opportunities. 

Mentorship, although regarded as a vital tool for career advancement, is often limited or 

exclusionary, leaving African American women without access to influential professional 

networks or advocates in leadership (Davis, 2009). Without mentorship, African American 
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women are systematically excluded from informal pathways to promotion and advancement, 

further reinforcing the challenges they face in ascending to leadership roles (Patitu & Hinton, 

2003). Bolton (1980) argued that the underrepresentation of women in administrative positions, 

along with the absence of mentoring relationships could be contributing factors to the challenges 

women face in advancing beyond mid-management roles.

Mentorship as a Strategic Tool for Career Advancement

Mentorship has long been recognized as a critical factor in career development within 

higher education. Mentoring is commonly understood as developmental relationship in which a 

more experienced individual provides guidance, support, and knowledge to foster the personal 

and professional growth of another. It can take multiple forms, formal or informal, and serve a 

range of functions, including career advancement, skill-building, and psychosocial support. 

(Mullen & Klimaitis, 2021).  Mentoring has been shown to positively influence career 

advancement with research indicating that individuals who participate in mentoring relationships 

experience greater success, including higher compensation, more promotions, and increased job 

satisfaction compared to those without mentors (Allen et al., 2004).  Cullen and Luna (1993) 

argued that mentoring relationships benefit not only mentors and protégés but also organizations, 

as they contribute to long-term growth, stability, and leadership development. 

For African American women, mentorship becomes even more significant as they attempt 

to navigate the compounded barriers of racialized and gendered spaces within academia 

(Henderson et al., 2010). Research by Cobb-Roberts and Esnard (2023) and Jean-Marie et al. 

(2009) illustrates how mentoring plays a pivotal role in providing the support and advocacy 

necessary for African American women to overcome institutional biases, secure leadership 

positions, and thrive in academic leadership roles. However, despite its importance, African 
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American women often face unique challenges in accessing mentorship. In many cases, 

mentoring relationships are cross-racial or gendered, which may fail to address the specific needs 

and experiences of African American women in academia, further hindering their ability to 

advance in their careers (Manongsong & Ghosh, 2023).

The literature suggests that mentorship programs designed to support minority faculty 

and administrators must move beyond traditional mentoring models to include culturally 

responsive, intersectional conscious approaches. As Cobb-Roberts and Esnard (2023) argue, 

mentoring must be framed as critically engaged praxis, which allows African American women 

to navigate the systemic barriers they face. This is echoed in Davis et al. (2022), who found that 

African American and Latinx women faculty most frequently reported negative mentoring 

experiences and institutional shortcomings in support, highlighting the need for intentional, 

identity-informed mentorship structures. For example, mentors who understand the racial and 

gender dynamics at play in academic environments can offer strategic guidance, emotional 

support, and advocacy in ways that are tailored to the unique challenges African American 

women face. This involves not only offering professional development but also empowering 

mentees to challenge institutional systems that are not designed with them in mind.

Barriers to Effective Mentoring for Black Women

Despite the recognized importance of mentoring, several barriers prevent African 

American women from accessing the mentoring necessary to propel them into leadership roles. 

One significant challenge is the scarcity of mentors who are both racially and experientially 

aligned with the needs of African American women. West (2020) and Lloyd-Jones (2014) note 

that African American women often encounter a lack of representation in senior leadership 

positions, which means they may struggle to find mentors who can fully understand the 
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complexities of their experiences in academia. Furthermore, cross-racial mentoring, while 

valuable, can present challenges related to cultural differences and misunderstanding, as noted by 

Davis and Maldonado (2015). These structural barriers often leave African American women to 

navigate academic leadership roles without the benefit of trusted mentors who can offer relevant 

career advice or open doors to opportunities for advancement.

An equally troubling barrier is the phenomenon of negative mentoring—where mentors 

engage in behaviors that hinder, rather than help, career advancement. Negative mentoring can 

take several forms, including micromanagement, exclusion from decision-making processes, 

inadequate emotional support, or intentional undermining of the mentee’s career aspirations. 

Davis et al. (2022) discussed Eby et al. (2000) taxonomy of five types of negative mentoring: (a) 

general dysfunctionality, where the mentor has a personal problem or negative attitude; (b) 

mismatch within the dyad, where the mentor and mentee differ in their values, work styles, or 

personalities; (c) lack of mentor expertise, where the mentor lacks the job-related knowledge or 

interpersonal skills to successfully advise their mentees; (d) manipulative behavior, where the 

mentor misuses their position of power to take advantage of the mentee; and (e) distancing 

behavior, where the mentor neglects or does not adequately fulfill the mentoring role (p. 1065). 

Employing a quantitative approach, Clayton’s (2009) study highlights the experience that Black 

women administrators, particularly in PWIs, often experience negative mentoring relationships 

that are shaped by intersectional barriers related to both race and gender. The difficulty in finding 

same-race mentors or mentors who understand the specific challenges African American women 

face in leadership positions can lead to feelings of marginalization and exclusion, which 

contributes to a dysfunctional mentor-mentee relationship.
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Additionally, existing mentorship programs often fail to adequately address the specific 

needs of African American women in academic leadership. As Smith and Crawford (2007) and 

Teasdell et al. (2021) emphasize, mentoring programs for minority women frequently lack the 

intentional design required to foster authentic relationships that transcend surface-level support. 

The lack of institutional support for mentoring programs that are tailored to racial and gender 

dynamics often results in isolated mentoring experiences, leaving African American women to 

grapple with both the academic and emotional tolls of leadership positions without sufficient 

support. 

Strategies for Effective Mentoring

In response to these barriers, scholars argue that mentoring for African American women 

should be reimagined as an act of resistance against the racial and gendered norms that dominate 

academic environments. Cobb-Roberts and Esnard (2023) and West et al. (2018) suggest that 

mentoring must not only focus on professional development but also empower mentees to 

actively challenge and transform the systems that marginalize them. By reframing mentorship as 

strategic resistance, African American women can be mentored in ways that not only support 

their career goals but also help them dismantle oppressive academic structures.

For example, strategic mindfulness in mentoring, as discussed by Cobb-Roberts and 

Esnard (2023), involves conscious decision-making about how to navigate institutional 

dynamics, including when to advocate for oneself and when to leave toxic environments. This 

type of mentoring is intentional and strategic, encouraging African American women to approach 

their careers with a plan that accounts for both the structural limitations they face and their 

professional aspirations. Additionally, embodied responsibility in mentoring, as described by 
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West (2020), encourages African American women to not only mentor others but also take 

responsibility for creating spaces where African American women can thrive.

Despite the rich body of literature on mentorship for African American women in 

academia, there is a noticeable gap in research focusing on mentoring mid-level African 

American women administrators. While much has been written about mentorship in the broader 

context of higher education and Student Affairs, Academic Affairs—which includes critical 

leadership roles in Academic Affairs such as department chairs, associate deans, and provosts—

remains underexplored. This gap is particularly evident in PWIs, where the intersectional 

challenges of race and gender are compounded by institutional structures that often lack diverse 

representation in leadership. There is a clear need for research that examines how mentorship 

practices can be tailored to support African American women in Academic Affairs, with an 

emphasis on intersectional, culturally relevant, and institution-specific approaches.

Existing research does not fully address the impact of mentorship on African American 

women’s career trajectories in higher education, particularly regarding the strategic role of 

mentoring networks and the development of leadership pipelines for mid-level African American 

women administrators. This is a significant gap that could be addressed by exploring how 

mentoring programs can be redesigned to create inclusive academic leadership pathways for 

African American women considering the dismantling of DEI initiatives in higher education.

Chapter Summary

Ultimately, mentoring is a critical factor in the career advancement of African American 

women in academia, particularly in senior academic leadership roles. While existing literature 

provides valuable insights into the challenges and barriers African American women face, it 

also highlights the importance of effective, culturally responsive mentoring programs as a 
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means of overcoming these barriers. However, there remains a significant gap in research 

specifically focused on mentorship for African American women in Academic Affairs. Future 

research should explore how mentoring practices can be strategically designed to support 

African America women’s leadership development, fostering networks that not only provide 

professional support but also empower African American women to challenge and transform the 

racialized and gendered spaces they navigate.

The literature review in this chapter provides a comprehensive foundation for examining 

the career advancement of mid-level African American women managers in higher education. 

Beginning with a historical overview of African American women’s early experiences in 

society, pre- and post-Civil War, employment and education, and civil rights, the scholarship 

highlights the societal perceptions, cultural narratives, and systemic barriers of African 

American women that have shaped their professional trajectories. Research on parental 

influence, early education and higher education, and the role of HBCUs underscore how 

educational access and institutional contexts contributed to the development of African 

American women as scholars, professionals, and leaders. In contrast, the literature on PWIs 

highlight enduring inequities that continue to affect African American women’s professional 

experiences. Studies on higher education expectations and degree attainment reveal that African 

American women achieve advanced degrees at significant rates, yet their representation in 

senior leadership positions remains disproportionately low. 

Theoretical frameworks of Black Feminist Thought and Intersectionality are central to 

understanding these dynamics, as they illuminate how the overlapping forces of race, gender, 

and organizational culture shape African American women’s experiences in higher education 

leadership. Together, these perspectives demonstrate that barriers to career advancement are not 
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solely individual challenges but are deeply embedded within institutional structures and cultural 

norms. Despite the richness of the scholarship, a gap remains in quantitative research that 

specifically examines the differences between years of professional experience, advanced 

degree attainment, mentorship, and career advancement among mid-level Black women 

administrators. Addressing this gap is critical for expanding the literature and informing 

strategies to promote equity and representation in higher education executive leadership. 

Chapter III outlines the methodology, the research design, population and sample, variables and 

instrumentation, data collection procedures, and data analysis techniques.
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The purpose of this chapter is to describe the methodology used to examine differences in 

years of professional experience among mid-level African American women administrators 

based on academic degree attainment, as well as differences in perceived career advancement 

opportunities based on institutional type, and the extent to which mentoring influenced career 

advancement in higher education in the southeastern region of the United States. This chapter 

provides a detailed account of the research design, research questions and hypotheses, population 

and sampling procedures, instrumentation, data collection and analysis procedures, and ethical 

considerations.

 According to Ary et al. (2014), quantitative research is a methodological process for 

collecting and analyzing numerical data “used to answer questions or test predetermined 

hypotheses” (p. 10). Within quantitative methodologies, comparative research is used to examine 

differences among two or more groups on a phenomenon of interest. This study employed a non-

experimental comparative design to analyze differences in years of professional experience 

among mid-level African American women administrators based on academic degree attainment, 

as well as differences in perceived career advancement opportunities based on institutional type.  

Additionally, the study examined the extent to which mentoring influenced career advancement 

using regression analysis. Unlike experimental designs, which establish causation through 
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manipulation and control, this study did not involve the manipulation of variables and therefore 

does not infer causal relationships. 

Qualitative and mixed-method research methodologies offer valuable insights on 

acquiring different types of knowledge on the topic, but for the purpose of this study, a 

quantitative design was the most appropriate due to its ability to examine measurable differences 

among groups within a defined population. Qualitative research involves the use of words and 

meanings, uses small sample sizes, and uses interviews with open-ended questions. It is used to 

seek a deeper understanding of concepts, thoughts, and experiences on phenomena from the 

perspective of the human participant. Qualitative methods, while useful for exploring lived 

experiences and generating in-depth narratives, are limited in their capacity to generalize 

findings or statistically assess relationships between variables (Ary et al., 2014). Mixed methods 

design provides a more comprehensive understanding by integrating both qualitative and 

quantitative data, but they require extensive time, resources, and methodological complexity that 

exceed the scope of this study. Given the focus on examining differences in years of professional 

experience and perceived career advancement opportunities, as well as assessing the influence of 

mentoring on career advancement, a quantitative, non-experimental approach allowed for 

efficient data collection and analysis among mid-level African American women administrators 

in higher education.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Guided by the purpose of this study, the following research questions and corresponding 

hypotheses were developed to examine the differences in years of professional experience and 

perceived career advancement opportunities, as well as the impact of mentoring on career 

advancement among mid-level African American women administrators in higher education. 
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Null Hypothesis (H01): There is no significant difference in the frequency of career 

advancement opportunities for mid-level African American women administrators working at 

PWIs.

Null Hypothesis (H02): There is no significant difference in the frequency of career 

advancement opportunities for mid-level African American women administrators working at 

HBCUs.

Null Hypothesis (H03): There is no significant difference in the frequency of career 

advancement opportunities for mid-level African American women administrators working at 

HSIs.

Site and Participant Selection 

The study included 85 mid-level African American women administrators at colleges and 

universities in the southeastern region of the United States, specifically Alabama, Georgia, 

Florida, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee. The sample reflected 

individuals who hold administrative positions that typically report to senior leadership and 

supervise professional staff, thereby representing the mid-level management tier. Given the 

limited accessibility to a comprehensive national, regional, or state database of mid-level African 
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American women administrators at colleges and universities, a purposive and snowball sampling 

strategy method was employed to recruit participants who met the criteria for the study. 

Purposive sampling, a type of nonprobability sampling, was the more appropriate and practical 

approach, as the population is targeted, small, and specific; access to databases and professional 

lists may be limited, and it provided the benefits of convenience and economy (Ary et al., 2014). 

Snowball sampling, a variation of purposive sampling, was employed to help expand the 

participant pool. Given the specific and underrepresented nature of the target population, 

traditional recruitment methods may limit reach. Snowball sampling would allow participants to 

recommend other eligible individuals who met the study’s criteria and could contribute valuable 

insights (Ary et al., 2014). The combination of the two sampling techniques enhanced outreach. 

While convenience sampling may have offered ease of access, it was not selected because it is 

considered “the weakest of all sampling procedures” and does not support the generalizability of 

findings (Ary et al., 2014, 177). 

A power analysis, G*Power was conducted to determine sample size. G*Power is 

commonly used in behavioral sciences and correlational research to ensure sufficient power and 

to avoid Type II errors (Ary et al., 2014). Literature-based studies on advanced degrees and 

career advancement in African American women and mentoring career outcomes in women of 

color were consulted to gain insight on calculating sample size. According to preliminary power 

analysis and prior literature, a minimum sample size of 85 participants was required to detect 

statistically significant differences and predictive effects among the variables. Given the specific 

and potentially small population group—mid-level African American women in administrative 

roles at colleges and universities across seven states—a sample size of 100–150 participants 

were targeted to ensure adequate power and to account for potential non-responses. 



55

The study included five primary variables: advanced degree attainment, institutional type, 

and mentoring experiences as independent variables and years of professional experience and 

career advancement as dependent variables. Academic degree attainment was examined in 

relation to differences in years of professional experience, while institutional type was examined 

in relation to differences in perceived career advancement opportunities. Mentoring experiences 

were analyzed to assess their influence on career advancement. The variables and their 

operational definitions are described below.

Independent Variables

• Academic Degree Attainment

o An advanced degree is defined as the highest earned academic degree by the 

participant. This variable is treated as ordinal, as degree levels (e.g., bachelor’s, 

master’s, doctoral) have a meaningful order but do not have equal intervals 

between categories. Participants selected from predefined options indicating their 

highest degree earned.

• Institutional Type

o Institutional type is defined as the classification of the higher education institution 

in which the participant is currently employed. This variable is treated as nominal, 

as the categories (e.g., Predominantly White Institutions [PWIs], Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities [HBCUs], and Hispanic Serving Institutions 

[HSIs]) represent distinct groups without a meaningful order. Participants selected 

from predefined options identifying their institutional type.
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• Mentorship Experience

o Mentorship experience is defined as the type of mentoring relationships the 

participant has engaged in throughout their professional career. Mentorship 

experience is measured using multiple Likert-scale items assessing perceptions of 

mentoring quality and impact. Each item is treated as ordinal data, with response 

options ranging from Strongly Disagree to Prefer Not to Answer. 

Dependent Variables

• Years of Professional Experience.

o Years of Professional Experience is defined as the number of years the participant 

has been working in a college or university setting. This variable is continuous, 

with participants selecting their years of experience by selecting from a 

predefined range of years (e.g., 0-3, 4-7, 8-12, etc.). 

• Career Advancement 

o Career advancement is defined as the participant’s current administrative position 

level relative to their career trajectory, reflecting progress or promotion. This 

variable is treated as ordinal, with participants selecting their current role from a 

list of mid-level positions (e.g., assistant director, associate director, director, 

executive director, assistant dean, associate dean, etc.).

The study used two previously developed and validated survey instruments to measure 

perceptions of mentorship and career advancement among mid-level African American women 

administrators. The first instrument developed by Dr. Jane Coleman (2002), African American 

Female Student Affairs Administrators Survey was designed to investigate the perceptions of 

African American women administrators in Student Affairs regarding barriers to career 
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advancement. The second instrument developed by Dr. Claude Toland (2006), Toland Mentoring 

Survey, was developed to assess career advancements in African American women in higher 

education institutions who applied for advancement within a five-year period. 

Both instruments are Likert-scales used to measure attitudes toward a topic. The original 

survey instruments were validated by Dr. Coleman and Dr. Toland, ensuring content validity and 

reliability in their earlier administration. Written permission was obtained from Dr. Jane 

Coleman and Dr. Claude Toland to use and adapt their instruments in the study (see Appendix A 

and Appendix B for documentation of permissions). Dr. Coleman (2002) indicated content 

validity of the survey was “substantiated through the use of items discussed in the literature and 

items that were related to the research questions” (p. 38). Toland’s (2006) survey was pilot tested 

by 15 women professionals for reliability and validation. 

Both instruments were adapted for the study to reflect the specific context of mid-level 

African American administrators in higher education and to enhance inclusivity in response 

options. The modifications are described below.

• Instrument: African American Female Student Affairs Administrators Survey

o Seven additional demographic questions were added to capture relevant 

background information.

o On the type of institution question, Hispanic-Serving Institution was added as 

an item.

o On the years of experience question, additional time frames were added. 

o Added “prefer not to answer” as item choice #5.

• Instrument: Toland Mentoring Survey

o Change the question choice “not applicable” to “prefer not to answer.”
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The “slightly disagree” and “slightly agree” options were removed for consistency with 

the Coleman African American Female Student Affairs Administrators Survey instrument. The 

modifications were made with careful attention to the integrity of the original instruments. These 

adaptations were reviewed and approved by the faculty research advisor to ensure content 

validity and reliability of the instruments. The full adapted survey instrument developed and used 

was the, African American Women Administrators Advanced Degrees, Mentorship, and Career 

Advancement Survey (see Appendix C for the survey instrument). To ensure ethical integrity, the 

research protocol was submitted to and approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at Valdosta State University prior to data collection (see Appendix D for the IRB Approval 

Letter).

Participants responded to the career advancement items using a Likert-type response 

scale. The career advancement scale consisted of 31 items, while the mentoring scale consisted 

of 18 items. Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree, and 5 = Prefer not to answer. To compute 

composite scores for each scale, item responses were averaged across all items within each scale. 

Responses coded as “Prefer not answer” were treated as missing data and excluded from analysis 

to ensure only valid scale responses were included.

Data Collection 

Participants were recruited via email and through referrals from individuals who 

identified potential participants appropriate for the study sample. Additional recruitment 

occurred through higher education organizations, professional associations/organizations for 

African American women in higher education, and academia-related social media groups on 

LinkedIn, where African American women administrators engage in professional networking and 
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community-building. The online approach was both accessible and appropriate given the 

geographic dispersion of the target population across the southeastern United States and the 

nature of the professional roles held by the participants.

Qualtrics (n.d.), a cloud-based platform, was selected as the data collection tool due to its 

ability to export data directly to Excel, its strong data privacy and security standards, 

customizable survey features, and password protection. A participant recruitment flyer was 

developed and disseminated through email and LinkedIn to invite eligible individuals to 

participate in the study. The flyer included information about the purpose of the research, 

eligibility criteria, a link and QR code directing interested participants to the online survey, the 

primary investigator’s contact information, and the Valdosta State University IRB statement with 

approval number and contact information (see Appendix E for the participant recruitment flyer).

Upon accessing the survey, participants were presented with an informed consent 

statement outlining the purpose of the study, voluntary nature of participation, confidentiality 

protections, estimated time required to complete the survey, contact information for the 

researcher, and the Valdosta State University IRB statement and approval number. Participants 

were required to provide informed consent before proceeding with the survey. The survey was 

designed to take approximately 15 minutes to complete. To protect participant anonymity, no 

identifying information was collected. Participants were not permitted to skip required questions, 

however, a “prefer not to answer” option was provided for all applicable items to respect 

participant autonomy when responding to sensitive questions. No compensation or incentives 

were offered to participants to take part in the study. 

All survey responses were stored securely in Qualtrics and were accessible only to the 

primary researcher through a password-protected account. Data collection remained open for 
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approximately eight weeks to allow participants sufficient time to complete the survey. Periodic 

reminders were sent by email to encourage participation. Following data screening, it was 

determined that the target sample size of 85, as established using G*Power, had not been 

achieved. Consequently, the survey was re-opened to collect additional data, and the participant 

recruitment flyer was re-circulated to the same population to obtain additional responses. This 

process yielded seven additional responses of which three met the established criteria and were 

retained in the final sample. All procedures were conducted in accordance with Valdosta State 

University IRB guidelines to ensure ethical compliance.

Upon closure of the survey, the data was exported from Qualtrics into Microsoft Excel 

for data screening and cleaning. Data screening procedures included reviewing responses for 

completeness, verifying that all survey items contained valid responses and identifying any 

missing data, recoding variables where applicable, and removing administrative metadata. 

Participants who selected “Other” and specified degrees or functional areas that were not listed 

in the options list but fell under Academic Affairs were reclassified into the appropriate category 

prior to analysis to ensure accurate representation. Three participants identified their functional 

areas as Advancement and one identified Business and Finance. Given the variability in how 

higher education institutions organize administrative functions, these roles were evaluated in 

relation to their alignment with the general academic mission of colleges and universities. At 

some institutions, non-academic staff perform a wide range of functions that directly support 

academic activities (Rogers & Schofield, 2013). Based on this contextual consideration, and with 

approval from the researcher’s dissertation chair and faculty research advisor, these four cases 

were recoded as Academic Affairs to reflect their potential alignment with academic operations. 

Responses that were incomplete or did not meet the study criteria were removed from the 
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dataset. After data screening and cleaning procedures were completed, the final sample consisted 

of 85 participant responses to include demographics variables, 31 mentoring items, and 18 career 

advancement items. The cleaned data were stored in a password-protected file to ensure security 

and confidentiality.

Data Analysis 

The finalized dataset was imported into the IBM Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) software for statistical analysis. Reliability analyses were conducted using 

Cronbach’s alpha to determine the internal consistency among the survey items mentoring 

experiences and career advancement. Cronbach alpha values ranged from 0 to 1, with higher 

values indicating greater reliability. The career advancement scale demonstrated excellent 

internal consistency (α = .936), while the mentoring scale demonstrated acceptable internal 

consistency (α = .732). These values indicated that the survey items within each scale 

consistently measured mentoring experiences and career advancement.

Prior to conducting inferential analysis, the assumptions underlying parametric statistical 

tests were evaluated. These procedures included examining descriptive statistics and scatterplots 

to assess normality, linearity, and the presence of outliers. Descriptive statistics–frequencies, 

means, and standard deviations–were calculated to summarize participant responses and provide 

an overview of the data. The data met the assumptions required for the use of parametric 

analyses.

Inferential statistical analyses were conducted to examine the differences in the study 

variables and to assess the influence of mentoring on career advancement. A one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) was performed to determine whether differences existed in years of 

professional experience based on academic degree attainment among mid-level African 
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American women administrators in higher education. Cronk (2012) defined analysis of variance 

as a procedure for assessing the proportion of total variability attributed to multiple components. 

A second one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to examined whether 

differences existed in the frequency of career advancement opportunities based on institution 

type among mid-level African American women administrators in higher education. Linear 

regression analysis was conducted to examine whether mentoring experiences predicted career 

advancement among mid-level African American women working in higher education. Cronk 

(2012) defined simple linear regression as a procedure for modeling the relationship between one 

independent variable and one dependent variable. Statistical significance for all analyses was 

evaluated using an alpha level of .05. 

Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with established ethical standards to ensure the 

protection of participants and the integrity of the research process. Prior to data collection and 

IRB approval, the researcher completed training through the Collaborative Institutional Training 

Initiative (CITI), which provides instruction on ethical principles, human subjects protections, 

informed consent, data confidentiality, and responsible research practices. Upon successful 

completion of the CITI training and obtainment of course completion certificates, the exempt 

application for use of human participants in research was submitted to the Valdosta State 

University IRB and approval granted with the IRB protocol number, IRB-04676-2025, assigned.

The study posed minimal risk, as it involved voluntary participation in an online survey 

related to professional experiences. Participants were not exposed to physical, psychological, or 

social harm beyond what is encountered in everyday professional work-related activities. To 

further ensure ethical compliance, all research activities were conducted in accordance with the 
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three principles outlined in the Belmont Report–respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. 

These principles guided the protection of participants’ rights and the responsible handling of data 

throughout the study.

This study acknowledges the potential for researcher bias and conflicts of interest. The 

researcher has a personal and professional interest in the topic, which may influence the 

interpretation of data. To minimize potential bias, the researcher ensured the data were analyzed 

using approved, consistent, and transparent procedures to ensure the findings were grounded in 

the data and not personal expectations. Furthermore, the researcher made efforts to remain 

objective and avoid selective reporting. The research design, methodology, and analysis process 

were documented in detail to enhance transparency and allow for replication. 

This chapter described the methodology used to examine the differences in years of 

professional experience based on academic degree attainment, as well as differences in perceived 

career advancement based on institutional type in higher education. The chapter also outlines the 

approach used to assess the influence of mentoring on career advancement. A quantitative, non-

experimental research design was selected to explore these differences using adapted, validated 

survey instruments administered via Qualtrics. Participants were recruited through professional 

higher education organizations, professional associations/organizations, and academic-focused 

social media groups. Data collection procedures, instrumentation, and analytical strategies were 

described. Descriptive statistics, reliability analysis, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and liner 

regression were used to analyze the data. The results of these analyses are presented in Chapter 

IV.

.
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This chapter presents the statistical results of the quantitative analysis conducted to 

examine the differences in years of professional experience based on academic degree 

attainment, as well as differences in perceived career advancement based on institutional type in 

higher education, and the influence of mentoring on career advancement in mid-level African 

American women administrators in the southeastern United States. The purpose of this study was 

to explore whether advanced degrees and mentoring experiences are associated with perceptions 

of career advancement among mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education, specifically within the division of Academic Affairs. The study examined whether 

academic degree attainment and institutional type were related to differences in career 

advancement, and assessed the influence of institutional support systems, such as mentoring 

programs, on career advancement.

Additionally, this chapter presents the results of the statistical analyses conducted using 

IBM SPSS to address three research questions. Data was collected through an online survey 

consisting of Likert-type items designed to measure mentoring experiences and the perception of 

career advancement. This chapter details the data preparation and coding, sample, descriptive 

statistics, followed by the data analysis process and results of inferential statistical analyses 

conducted to test the study’s hypotheses. 

For Research Question One (RQ1), what is the difference, if any, in the years of 

professional experience in mid-level African American women administrators in higher 
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education based on their academic degree attainment, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

was performed to examine differences in years of professional experience by academic degree 

attainment. For Research Question Two (RQ2), what is the difference, if any, in the perceived 

career advancement opportunities among mid-level African American women administrators in 

higher education based on institutional type, Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), 

a second one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine whether differences existed in the 

frequency of career advancement opportunities based on institution type among mid-level 

African American women administrators. In Research Question Three (RQ3), to what extent do 

institutional support systems, specifically mentoring programs, impact the career advancement of 

mid-level African American women administrators, a simple linear regression analysis was used 

to determine the extent to which mentoring experiences predicted career advancement among mid-

level African American women administrators in higher education.

Data Preparation and Variable Recoding

Upon closure of the survey, the data was exported from Qualtrics and into Microsoft 

Excel for data screening and cleaning. The dataset consisted of 136 records collected through the 

survey. Data screening procedures included reviewing responses for completeness, verifying that 

all survey items contained valid responses, identifying any missing values, recoding variables 

where applicable, reclassifying select participant responses based on functional area, and 

removing administrative metadata. The following section outlines the specific steps taken with 

Excel to prepare the dataset for analysis. These steps ensured the data were organized and ready 

for subsequent procedures in SPSS.
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In Excel, the data preparation process began with reviewing each record for 

completeness. Records containing missing cell values were flagged as incomplete and 

subsequently removed. Responses with the cell value “Other” were flagged for further review. 

Open-ended responses with “Other” noted within the academic degree column were examined to 

determine alignment with predefined academic degree classifications (bachelor’s, master’s, 

specialist, and doctorate). Responses with “Other” that corresponded to a predefined academic 

degree classification, were reassigned/recoded to the appropriate classification to improve 

category representation and support statistical analysis.  The “Other” responses were 

reassigned/recoded according to the established coding scheme (1 = bachelor’s, 2 = master’s, 3 = 

specialist, and 4 = doctorate). As a result of the reassignment, the “Other” category was 

eliminated in academic degree, and the corresponding open-ended response text column was 

deleted from the final dataset. 

Open-ended responses with “Other” noted within the functional areas that were not listed 

in the selection, were examined to determine alignment with predefined functional areas within 

the pre-defined Academic Affairs classifications. When responses corresponded to a predefined 

category, the responses were reassigned/recoded to the appropriate category to improve category 

representation and support statistical analysis. All “Other” responses which corresponded to an 

pre-defined category were reassigned/recoded according to the established coding scheme (1 = 

Office of Academic Affairs, 2 = Schools and Colleges, 3 = Enrollment Management, 4 = Library, 

5 = Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, 6 = Research and Sponsored Programs, 7 = Institutional 

Effectiveness/Research, 8 = International, 9 = Specialty Centers and Institutes, 10 = 

Administrative Services).  As a result, the “Other” category was eliminated in the  functional 
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area, and the corresponding open-ended response text column was deleted from the final dataset 

to ensure proper formatting for SPSS. 

Three participants identified their functional areas as Advancement and one identified 

Business and Finance. Given the variability in how higher education institutions organize 

administrative functions, these roles were evaluated in relation to their alignment with the 

general academic mission of colleges and universities. At some higher education institutions, 

non-academic staff perform a wide range of functions that directly support academic activities 

(Rogers & Schofield, 2013). Based on this contextual consideration, and with the approval from 

the researcher’s dissertation chair and faculty research advisor, these four cases were recoded as 

Academic Affairs to reflect their alignment with academic operations.

After data screening and cleaning procedures were completed, the final sample consisted 

of 85 participant responses to include demographics variables, 31 mentoring items, and 18 career 

advancement items. Fifty-one responses were excluded from the dataset, including 32 responses 

due to incomplete data in the career advancement and/or mentoring scale and 19 responses from 

individuals employed in divisions deemed outside of the Academic Affairs division. Prior to 

importing the dataset into SPSS, one row containing survey question text was removed in Excel 

to ensure proper formatting for SPSS.

Participant Demographics 

A total of 85 mid-level African American women administrators in higher education 

located at colleges and universities in the southeastern United States participated in the study. 

Demographic data collected included institutional type, state of employment, academic degree 

attainment, years of professional experience, functional job area, and position classification. 

Institution type was treated as a categorical variable with categories including Historically Black 
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Colleges & Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs), Predominantly White 

Institutions (PWIs), and other. No recoding of institution type was necessary. The survey 

instrument did not include an open-ended response option for participants who selected “Other”, 

and therefore responses in this category could not be classified. The absence of an open-ended 

response option for the “Other” category represents a limitation of the survey design, as it 

restricted the ability to classify the responses.

Table 2

Participant Demographics by Institution Type

Institution Type Frequency Percentage

Predominantly White Institution (PWI) 40 47.1

Historically Black College or University (HBCU) 32 37.6

Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) 0 0

Other 13 15.3

Total 85 100

Participants represented the institutional types, HBCUs and PWIs. Some participants 

selected “Other” when identifying their institutional type. Nearly half of the respondents worked 

at PWIs (n = 40, 47.1%), followed by HBCUs (n = 32, 37.6%). Thirteen participants (15.3%) 

selected “Other” when identifying their institution type, while no participants reported working 

at HSIs or selected the “Prefer not to answer” option. These responses were retained for 

descriptive reporting but were excluded from inferential statistical analyses due to insufficient 

group sizes and lack of a clearly defined institutional category. Inferential analyses comparing 



69

institutional type included only participants from HBCUs and PWIs. Table 2 presents the 

distribution of participants by institutional type.

Participants also represented multiple states across the southeastern United States. The 

majority of the participants worked in higher education institutions in Georgia, (N = 50, 58.8%), 

followed by North Carolina (N = 11, 12.9%). Additional state representation included Alabama 

(N = 7, 8.2%) and Mississippi (N = 7, 8.2%), as well as South Carolina (N = 5, 5.9%), Florida, 

(N = 3, 3.5%) and Tennessee (N = 2, 2.4%). These findings indicate that while the sample was 

heavily concentrated in Georgia, participants from several other southeastern states contributed 

to the dataset, providing broader regional representation. Table 3 presents the distribution of 

participants by state of employment. 

Table 3

Participant Distribution by State of Employment

State Frequency Percentage

Alabama 7.0 8.2

Georgia 50.0 58.8

Florida 3.0 3.5

Mississippi 7.0 8.2

North Carolina 11.0 12.9

South Carolina 5.0 5.9

Tennessee 2.0 2.4

Total 85.0 100.0
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Participants reported a range of highest academic degrees earned. Nearly half of the 

participants held master’s degree (N = 42, 49.4%), while over one-third held a doctoral degree 

(N = 31, 36.5%). A smaller number of participants reported holding a bachelor’s degree (N = 11, 

12.9%) and educational specialist degree (N = 1, 1.2%). This distribution indicates that the 

sample was largely composed of highly educated professionals, with the majority possessing 

advanced degrees beyond the bachelor’s level. Table 4 presents the distribution of participants by 

highest degree obtained.

Table 4

Participant Distribution by Highest Degree Earned

Degree Frequency Percentage

Bachelors 11.0 12.9

Masters 42.0 49.4

Specialist 1.0 1.2

PhD / EdD 31.0 36.5

Total 85.0 100.0

Participants represented a variety of functional areas within higher education 

administration. The largest proportion of participants reported working in enrollment 

management (N = 29, 34.1%), followed by colleges and schools (N = 20, 23.5%), and the Office 

of Academic Affairs (N = 18, 21.2%). Additional functional areas included specialty centers and 

institutes (N = 8, 9.4%), administrative services (N = 4, 4.7%), library (N = 3, 3.5%), research 

and sponsored programs (N = 2, 2.4%), and diversity, equity, and inclusion (N = 1, 1.2%). This 

distribution is consistent with the educational expectations of mid-level administrative roles in 
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higher education. Table 5 presents the distribution of participants by functional area of 

employment.

Table 5

Participant Distribution by Functional Area

Functional Area Frequency Percentage

Office of Academic Affairs 18.0 21.2

Colleges and Schools 20.0 23.5

Enrollment Management 29.0 34.1

Library 3.0 3.5

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 1.0 1.2

Research and Sponsored 
Programs 2.0 2.4

Specialty Centers and Institutes 8.0 9.4

Administrative Services 4.0 4.7

Total 85.0 100.0

Participants also reported their current position classification within their respective 

institutions. The largest proportion of participants held director-level roles (N = 35, 41.2%), 

followed by other administrative roles (N = 18, 21.2%) and coordinator positions (N = 11, 

12.9%). Additional classifications included assistant director (N = 7, 8.2%), executive director 

(N = 5, 5.9%), associate director (N = 4, 4.7%), associate dean (N = 1, 1.2%), manager (N = 1, 

1.2%), and operations manager (N = 1, 1.2%). This distribution indicates that the sample was 

largely composed of mid-level administrative professionals, with many participants occupying 

roles that involve both supervisory responsibilities and operational leadership with a notable 
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concentration in director-level positions, suggesting a sample with substantial leadership 

responsibility at their institutions. Table 6 presents the distribution of participants by current 

position classification.

Table 6

Participant Distribution by Current Position Classification

Position Classification Frequency Percentage

Executive Director 5.0 5.9

Director 35.0 41.2

Associate Director 4.0 4.7

Assistant Director 7.0 8.2

Manager 1.0 1.2

Coordinator 11.0 12.9

Administrative Manager 2.0 2.4

Associate Dean 1.0 1.2

Operations Manager 1.0 1.2

Other 18.0 21.2

Total 85.0 100.0

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the key characteristics of the study 

variables. Descriptive statistics were calculated to summarize participants’ responses to the 
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continuous variables mentoring and career advancement. The mean, standard deviation, 

minimum, and maximum values were calculated to provide an overall description of the data. 

The mentoring scale had a mean score of M = 2.80 (SD = 0.46), with scores ranging from 

1.74 to 3.77, while the career advancement scale had a mean score of M = 2.71 (SD = 0.28), with 

scores ranging from 2.00 to 3.33. Mentoring scores were slightly higher than career advancement 

scores, indicating a small difference between the two variables, suggesting that participants 

reported somewhat more favorable perceptions of mentoring experiences relative to their 

perceptions of career advancement. 

In addition, total mentoring scale scores were calculated following reverse coding 

procedures, yielding a mean score of M = 52.23 (SD = 6.52) out of a possible 72. This suggests 

that participants generally reported positive perceptions of mentoring, with most respondents 

indicating moderate to high levels of perceived mentoring support.

Variability was greater for mentoring than for career advancement. The greater standard 

deviation observed for mentoring indicates more variability in participants’ responses, suggesting 

that experiences with mentoring differed more widely across the sample. In contrast, the smaller 

variability in career advancement scores indicates more consistency in participants’ perception of 

their career advancement. Overall, these findings reflect moderate levels of perceived mentoring 

experiences and career advancement among participants. Detailed descriptive statistics are 

presented in Table 7.
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Table 7

Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables

Variable n M SD Minimum Maximum

Mentoring 85 2.80 0.46 1.74 3.77

Career Advancement 85 2.71 0.28 2.00 3.33

Note. Descriptive statistics for mentoring and career advancement scales. N = 85. M = mean. SD 

= standard deviation.

Inferential Statistics by Research Question

Inferential statistical analyses were conducted to address each research question and 

examine the differences in outcomes across groups and assess the influence of mentoring on 

career advancement. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to evaluate 

Research Question One (RQ1) and Research Question Two (RQ2). This method of analysis is 

used to determine how much of the total variability can be attributed to different components. 

These analyses were conducted to determine whether statistically significant differences existed 

in years of professional experience across levels of academic degree attainment (RQ1) and in 

career advancement across institutional types (RQ2). 

In addition, a simple linear regression analysis was conducted to examine Research 

Question Three (RQ3) which investigated the extent to which mentoring predicts career 

advancement among mid-level African American women administrators in higher education. 

Simple linear regression evaluates how changes in one variable are associated with changes in 

another variable. The results of these analyses for RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3 are presented below.
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Research Question One (RQ1) 

What is the difference, if any, in the years of professional experience in mid-level African 

American women administrators in higher education based on their academic degree attainment?

Research Question One (RQ1) examined whether differences existed in years of 

professional experience in mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education based on academic degree attainment. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 

conducted to determine whether years of professional experience differed significantly across 

academic degree levels. The results indicated that there was not a statistically significant 

difference in years of professional experience among the degree groups, F(3, 81) = 2.283, p = 

.085. Therefore, the null hypothesis was not rejected. The results are presented in Table 8.

Table 8

ANOVA Results for Years of Professional Experience by Academic Degree Level

Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F p

Between Groups 14.406 3 4.802 2.283 .085
Within Groups 170.347 81 2.103

Total 184.753 84

Note. N = 85. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Research Question Two (RQ 2)

What is the difference, if any, in perceived career advancement opportunities among mid-level 

African American women administrators in higher education based on institution type, 

Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCUs), and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs)?
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Research Question Two (RQ2) examined whether differences existed in perceived career 

advancement opportunities among mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education based on institution type. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to 

determine whether career advancement opportunities differed significantly between institution 

types. Due to no participant responses from Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), the analysis 

compared participants from Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) and Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) only.  The results indicated that there was a statistically 

significant difference in career advancement opportunities between institution types, F(1, 70) = 

9.601, p = .003. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected. The results are presented in Table 9.

Table 9

ANOVA Results for Career Advancement Opportunities by Institution Type

Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F p

Between Groups 1.766 1 1.766 9.601 .003

Within Groups 12.873 70 .184

Total 14.639 71

Note. N = 85. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Research Question Three (RQ3)

To what extent do institutional support systems, specifically mentoring programs, impact the 

career advancement of mid-level African American women administrators?

Research Question Three (RQ3) examined the extent to which institutional support 

systems, specifically mentoring programs, predicted career advancement among mid-level 

African American women administrators in higher education. A simple linear regression analysis 
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was conducted to determine whether mentoring significantly predicted career advancement.  The 

regression model was not statistically significant, F(1, 83) = 0.227, p = .635. The model 

explained a very small proportion of the variance in career advancement (R2 = .003). Mentoring 

was not a statistically significant predictor of career advancement (β = .052, p = .635). Therefore, 

the null hypothesis was not rejected. Results are presented in Tables 10, 11, and 12.

Table 10

Regression Analysis Predicting Career Advancement from Mentoring - Model Summary

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 Std Error of 
the Estimate

1 .052a .003 -.009 9.601

Note: N = 85. a: Predictors: (Constant), mentoring_mean. 

Table 11

Regression Analysis Predicting Career Advancement from Mentoring – ANOVA

Model
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F p

1 Regression .049 1 .049 .227 .635b

Residual 18.054 83 .218

Total 18.103 84

Note: N = 85. *p < .05. **p < .01. b: Predictors: (Constant), mentoring_mean
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Table 12

Regression Analysis Predicting Career Advancement from Mentoring

Coefficients

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

Model B Std. Error β t p

1 (Constant) 2.570 .489 5.252 <.001

mentoring_mean .086 .180 .052 .476 .635

Note: N = 85. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Chapter Summary

This chapter presented the data preparation and variable coding, sample, descriptive 

statistics, and results of the statistical analyses conducted to address the three research questions 

guiding this study. The sample consisted of 85 mid-level African American women 

administrators employed in higher education across the southeastern region of the United States, 

including, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and 

Tennessee. Most of the participants were employed in Georgia and North Carolina, with most 

respondents working at PWIs and HBCUs. Prior to statistical analysis, the raw data was cleaned 

and prepared through appropriate data cleaning procedures and variables were coded to align 

with the study’s framework. The finalized dataset was then imported into SPSS for data analysis.

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the participant demographics and key study 

variables, providing a foundational understanding of the sample. Inferential analyses were 

conducted to examine differences in outcomes across groups and to assess the influence of 

mentoring on career advancement. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to 

address Research Question One (RQ1), which examined the difference between professional 

years of experience and academic degree attainment, and Research Question Two (RQ2), which 

explored whether perceived career advancement opportunities differed by institution type, while 

a simple linear regression analysis was conducted to address Research Question Three (RQ3), 

which investigated the extent to which mentoring predicated career advancement among mid-

level African American women administrators. The results of the one-way ANOVA for Research 

Question One (RQ1) indicated that there was no statistically significant difference between years 

of professional experience and academic degree attainment. In contrast, results for the one-way 

ANOVA results for Research Question Two (RQ2) revealed a statistically significant difference 
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in perceived career advancement opportunities based on institution type. Finally, the results of 

the simple liner regression analysis for Research Question Three (RQ3) indicated that mentoring 

was not a statistically significant predictor of career advancement among mid-level African 

American women administrators. 

Overall, the findings presented in this chapter provide a foundation for understanding the 

differences in years of professional experience and perceived career advancement across groups, 

as well as the influence of mentoring on career advancement in mid-level African American 

women administrators in higher education. Chapter V will further discuss these findings in 

relation to the existing literature and theoretical framework of Black Feminist Thought and 

Intersectionality guiding the study.

.
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This chapter presents a discussion of the findings from this quantitative, non-

experimental study examining differences in years of professional experience and perceived 

career advancement among mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education in the southeastern United States, as well as the influence of mentoring on career 

advancement. Using inferential statistical analysis, including one-way analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) and simple linear regression, the study analyzed differences in professional 

experience by academic degree attainment, differences in perceived career advancement by 

institutional type, and the extent to which mentoring predicts career advancement.

This chapter builds upon those findings by interpreting the results within the context of 

existing literature and the study’s theoretical frameworks grounded in Black Feminist Thought 

and Intersectionality. The chapter is organized into several sections, including a summary of key 

findings, discussions of the results for each research question, limitations of the study, 

implications for practice, recommendations for future research, and concluding remarks.  

Summary of Findings

The study examined differences in years of professional experience and perceived career 

advancement across groups, as well as the influence of mentoring on career advancement in mid-

level African American women administrators in higher education. Specifically, this study sought 

to determine whether differences existed in years of professional experience based on academic 

degree attainment and institutional type, and to assess the extent to which mentoring predicted 
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career advancement. Using statistical techniques, several key findings were identified for each 

research question. 

Findings from the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) of Research Question One 

(RQ1), what is the difference, if any, in the years of professional experience in mid-level African 

American women administrators in higher education based on academic degree attainment, 

indicated that there was no statistically significant difference in years of professional experience 

across academic degree levels. This suggests that, within this sample, the level of academic 

degree attained did not meaningfully differentiate participants’ years of experience in the field.

The results from the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) of Research Question Two 

(RQ2), what is the difference, if any, in perceived career advancement opportunities among mid-

level African American women administrators based on institutional type, Primarily White 

Institutions (PWIs), Historically Black Colleges & Universities (HBCUs), and Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions (HSIs), revealed there was a statistically significant differences in career 

advancement opportunities at PWIs and HBCUs. It is important to note that no participants in 

this study identified as working at HSIs; therefore, this institutional category was not represented 

in the analysis. These findings indicated that institutional type, among the represented groups, 

influence career trajectories for mid-level African American women administrators.

In addressing Research Question Three (RQ3), a simple linear regression analysis was 

conducted to examine whether mentoring experiences predicted career advancement. The results 

indicated that mentoring was not a statistically significant predictor of career advancement 

among mid-level African American women administrators in this sample. Although mentoring is 

widely recognized in the literature as a crucial support pillar of professional growth, the findings 
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from this study suggest that its direct impact on career advancement may be more complex or 

influenced by additional factors not captured in this analysis. 

Overall, the findings of this study indicated no statistically significant differences based 

on academic degree attainment; however, institutional type was statistically significant in 

relation to perceived career advancement, and mentoring experiences did not significantly 

predict career advancement. While these results may appear to contrast with existing literature 

that positions these factors as critical to career progression, they suggest that traditional 

indicators of career advancement may not fully capture the lived realities and career trajectories 

of mid-level African American women administrators. When considered within the context of 

race and gender, these finding underscore that the experiences and advancement outcomes for 

African American women are often shaped by intersecting systems of inequality that extend 

beyond conventional measures of success. These results suggest the need for a deeper 

exploration of structural, cultural, and intersectional factors that may play a more substantial role 

in shaping the career advancement of mid-level African American women administrators in 

higher education.

Discussion for Research Question One (RQ1)

Research Question One (RQ1) examined whether differences existed in years of 

professional experience in mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education based on academic degree attainment. The findings from the one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) indicated that there were no statistically significant differences in years of 

professional experience across academic levels. This suggests that within this sample, the 

attainment of academic degrees did not correspond to increased years of professional experience 

in a meaningful way. These findings are noteworthy given the prevailing assumption in higher 
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education that advanced degrees serve as a primary mechanism for career progression and 

professional mobility. 

When considered alongside national trends in educational attainment among African 

American women, existing data indicate that African American women continue to earn 

advanced degrees at disproportionately high rates, including master’s and doctorate degrees, and 

consistently outpace their male counterparts in degree completion (AAUW, n.d.; Journal of 

Blacks in Higher Education, 2022, 2024; NCES, 2024). Given that advanced degrees are widely 

regarded as a key credential for leadership roles in higher education, one might expect a 

corresponding increase in career advancement outcomes. However, the findings of this study 

suggest that even with high levels of educational attainment, African American women may not 

experience equitable returns on their credentials.

These findings also align with broader research indicating that increased educational 

attainment among African American women does not necessarily translate into equitable career 

advancement outcomes. Prior studies have shown that despite earning academic degrees at 

increasing rates, African American women remain underrepresented in senior-level positions and 

are often concentrated in lower-status roles within higher education institutions (NCES, 2023; 

Urban Institution, 2024). This pattern, described in the literature as occupational crowding, 

reflects structural constraints that limit access to leadership opportunities, even among highly 

qualified individuals. From a structural perspective, these inequities are reinforced through 

organized hierarchies, role classifications, and institutional practices that systematically restrict 

advancement (Bolman & Deal, 2013). With that in mind, the lack of a statistically significant 

outcome between academic degree attainment and years of professional experience in this study 
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may be understood as a reflection of the broader structural barriers, rather than an indication that 

educational credentials lack value.

This finding further underscores the relevance of Black Feminist Thought and 

Intersectionality as guiding frameworks for this study. Black Feminist Thought sets forth that 

Black women’s experiences are shaped by the interlocking systems of oppression related to race, 

gender, and class, which influences their access to power and opportunity with institutional 

spaces (Allen, 2000; Collins, 2000). Similarly, an intersectional lens highlights how these 

overlapping identities produce unique forms of disadvantage that are not fully captured by 

traditional measures of merit, such as educational attainment. Within this context, the absence of 

a significant relationship between academic degrees and years of professional experience may 

reflect not a deficit in qualifications, but rather the persistent impact of systematic inequities that 

impact African American women’s career trajectories in higher education (Crenshaw, 1993).

Discussion for Research Question Two (RQ2)

Research Question Two (RQ2) examined differences in perceived career advancement 

opportunities among mid-level African American women administrators in higher education 

based on institutional type, Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs). A one-way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed a statistically significant difference in career 

advancement between institution type, specifically Primarily White Institutions (PWIs) and 

Historically Black Colleges & Universities (HBCUs), F(1, 70) = 9.601, p = .003. Therefore, the 

null hypothesis was rejected. This finding indicates that institutional context plays a meaningful 

role in shaping career advancement opportunities for mid-level African American women 

administrators in the southeastern United States. 
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This result is consistent with existing literature suggesting that institutional environments 

vary significantly in terms of support, inclusion, and access to advancement opportunities for 

African American women. HBCUs have been widely recognized as spaces that provide more 

affirming and supportive environments for African American professionals, often fostering a 

greater sense of belonging, mentorship, and leadership development (Albritton, 2012). In 

contrast, PWIs have been associated with more complex and at times, exclusionary climates, 

where African American women may encounter racialized and gendered stereotypes and barriers 

that hinder career progression (Patitu & Hinton, 2003). African American women’s persistent 

exclusion from higher-status positions has historically been justified through deeply embedded 

social norm that position them as appropriate labor, reinforcing their concentration in roles that 

are undervalued and limited in upward mobility and constrains access to senior leadership 

opportunities. African American women continue to be marginalized in the workforce due to the 

persistent perception that they are naturally suited for labor. Additionally, from an intersectional 

lens, African American women may face compounded forms of marginalization at PWIs that are 

different from those experienced at HBCUs, where racial identity is more centrally affirmed 

within the institutional culture. 

The statistically significant difference observed in this study also suggest that mid-level 

African American women administrators may experience varying levels of access to greater 

advancement depending on the type of institution in which they are employed. These differences 

may be influenced by factors such as institutional culture, availability of mentorship and 

sponsorship, representation in leadership, and the presence of supportive professional networks. 

As Bolman and Deal (2013) suggest, organizational structures and role classifications often 

reproduce existing power dynamics which contribute to inequities in the workplace that hinder 
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access to advancement and leadership opportunities. As a result, disparities in career 

advancement chances are reflected not just in institutional type but also in ways that gender and 

racial systems function in various intuitional contexts. Black female employees at PWIs will 

have different experiences than those at HBCUs.

These findings underscore the importance of institutional accountability in addressing 

inequities in career advancement in mid-level African American women administrators. While 

HBCUs provide more supportive environments for Black women administrators, the 

responsibility for fostering equity must be shared, and not be that of HBCUs alone. PWIs must 

all examine their institutional structure, culture, and practices to ensure that Black women have 

equitable access to leadership opportunities and professional advancement.

Discussion for Research Question Three (RQ3)

The purpose of Research Question Three (RQ3) was to examine the extent to which 

institutional support systems, such as mentoring, predict career advancement among mid-level 

African American women administrators in higher education. The results of the simple linear 

regression analysis indicated that mentoring was not a statistically significant predicator of career 

advancement. The model was not significant, F(1, 83) = .227, p = .635, and accounted for a 

small proportion of variance in career advancement (R2 = .003). Additionally, mentoring 

demonstrated a very weak, non-significant relationship with career advancement (β = .052, p = 

.635), so there was no discernible correlation between the two variables. Therefore, the null 

hypothesis was not rejected. Although mentoring has been widely recognized and documented in 

literature and practice as a critical mechanism for career acceleration, the findings of this study 

suggest that mentoring alone may not be sufficient to significantly influence career advancement 

for mid-level African American women administrators. 
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This finding does both, support and contradict previous literature in the context of 

African American women.  Research by Mullen & Klimaitis (2021) and Cullen and Luna (1993) 

emphasize the importance of mentoring in the workplace as a strategic tool to access supportive 

roles for career advancement, however, these benefits are often contingent upon the availability 

of mentors who are both culturally aware and positioned to provide meaningful guidance. A 

persistent challenge noted in the literature is the limited representation of African American 

women in senior leadership roles, which reduces opportunities for racially and experientially 

aligned mentorship (Lloyd-Jones, 2014; West, 2020). As a result, many African American 

women must rely on cross-racial mentoring relationships, which while beneficial in some 

respects, may be constrained by cultural disconnects or limited understanding of the unique 

challenges Black women may face in higher education environments (Davis & Maldonado, 

2015). These organizational limitations suggest that mentoring in the absence of shared live 

experience or institutional influence, may not provide the level of advocacy, insight, or access 

necessary to significantly impact career advancement outcomes. Clayton’s (2009) study 

highlights the experience that Black women administrators, particularly in PWIs, often 

experience negative mentoring relationships that are shaped by intersectional barriers related to 

both race and gender. Taking together, these findings suggest that the limitations of mentoring 

are not merely individual or relational but are deeply embedded within broader systems of power 

and inequality, a reality that is more fully understood when examined through the lenses of Black 

Feminist Thought and Intersectionality.

From the perspective of Black Feminist Thought and Intersectionality, this finding is 

particularly significant. These frameworks highlight how overlapping systems of oppression 

such as race, gender, and organizational structure, shape the professional experiences of African 
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American women. While institutions of higher education often position themselves as 

meritocratic and inclusive, research suggests that they frequently reproduce racialized and 

gendered hierarchies in practice (Liu, 2011). Black Feminist Thought highlights how institutional 

power structures, professional advancement opportunities, and everyday workplace interactions 

are shaped by intersecting identities of race and gender (Allen, 2000). Within this context, 

African American women administrators occupy a unique and often marginalized position of 

both racial and gender discrimination (Showunmi, 2023). Therefore, mentoring relationships that 

are not attuned to these intersecting identities may fail to address the structural barriers that 

impede advancement. In other words, mentoring that is unofficial or informal, inconsistent, 

inaccessible, or unrelated to institutional authority may not result in real career advancement. 

Intersectionality further highlights how these overlapping systems of oppression are 

structurally embedded, positioning Black women as lower-status actors within organizational 

hierarchies (Crenshaw, 1993). As a result, even when mentoring relationships are present, they 

may operate within systems that limit access to power, visibility, and advancement opportunities. 

This helps explain why mentoring, as examined in this study, did not emerge as a significant 

predictor of career advancement. Without addressing the broader institutional dynamics that 

shape who is valued, sponsored, and promoted, mentoring alone may be insufficient to disrupt 

entrenched patterns of exclusion.

Finally, it is important to consider that the measurement of mentoring in this study may 

not have fully captured the complexity of mentoring experiences. Variations in mentoring formal 

vs. informal, frequency of interaction, mentor positional power, and cultural alignment may all 

influence outcomes. These factors were not differentiated in the analysis. As a result, the non-
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significant finding does not necessarily indicate that mentoring lacks value, but rather that its 

impact may be dependent on certain conditions and be influenced by other factors. 

The findings of this study offer several important implications for practice within higher 

education, particularly for institutions seeking to support the career advancement of mid-level 

African American women administrators. Grounded in Black Feminist Thought and 

Intersectionality (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991), these implications underscore the need for 

institutions to move beyond race and gender-neutral approaches and instead adopt intentional, 

equity-focused strategies that acknowledge the unique challenges faced by African American 

women in mid-level administrative roles who cannot launch higher into senior or executive-level 

roles. The results of this study suggest that while structural and institutional factors shape 

advancement opportunities, targeted interventions in mentoring, sponsorship, leadership 

development, and organizational cultures, are critical to fostering more inclusive and supportive 

pathways for career progression. 

First, institutions should prioritize the development of intentional and culturally 

responsive mentoring programs that move beyond informal or ad hoc approaches. Although the 

findings did not indicate a statistically significant relationship between mentoring and career 

advancement, this does not negate the importance of mentoring, it is still meaningful. Rather, it 

suggests that existing mentoring practices may be non-existent or lacking in depth regarding 

cultural responsiveness or consistency necessary to effectively support mid-level African 

American women administrators. This aligns with prior research emphasizing the importance of 

culturally responsive mentoring and counterspaces in supporting Black women’s professional 

advancement (Cobb-Roberts & Esnard, 2023; West et al., 2018). Mentoring initiatives should be 
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designed to account for the intersectional experiences of race and gender, incorporating elements 

such as sponsorship, advocacy, and access to leadership programming and networks.

Another key consideration arising from the study is institutions of higher education must 

critically examine organizational cultures and structural practices that may hinder the 

advancement of mid-level African American women to senior or executive-level roles. The 

findings indicate that career advancement opportunities differ across institutional types, 

suggesting that the workplace environment and institutional norms play a significant role in 

shaping professional trajectories. Additionally, these findings are consistent with research 

indicating that organizational structures in higher education often reproduce racialized and 

gendered hierarchies (Allen, 2000). Institutions should engage in or re-instate on-going equity 

audits, leadership accountability measures, and biased-informed training to address systematic 

barriers, including racialized and gendered stereotypes that influence promotion and leadership 

selection processes.

Additionally, institutions should invest in targeted leadership development initiatives that 

intentionally prepare mid-level African American women administrators for senior or executive-

level roles. This includes creating structured leadership pipelines, offering professional 

development opportunities, and ensuring equitable access to high-visibility assignments that are 

often precursors to advancement (Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Without intentional investment, 

African American women may remain concentrated in mid-level roles despite their qualifications 

and experience.

Finally, institutions should utilize data-informed approaches to assess and improve career 

advancement outcomes for African American women administrators. This includes 

disaggregating data by race and gender to identify disparities, tracking promotion patterns, and 



92

evaluating effectiveness of mentoring and professional development programs. Data 

transparency and accountability are essential to ensuring that diversity and inclusion efforts 

translate into measurable change. Collectively, these implications highlight the need for higher 

education institutions to adopt intention, equity-driven practices that not only support the 

advancement of African American women administrators but also challenge and transform the 

structural conditions that have historically limited their progression.

Future research is needed to build upon the findings of this study and further explore the 

factors that influence the career advancement of mid-level African American women 

administrators in higher education. While this study provided valuable insights into the 

differences among years of professional experience, academic degree attainment, institution type, 

and mentoring, additional research can deepen understanding and address the limitations 

identified.

Future studies should include larger and more geographically diverse samples to enhance 

generalizability. Given the limited representation from certain states in this study, expanding 

participation across regions would provide a more comprehensive understanding of how 

geographic and institutional contexts shape career advancement experiences in mid-level African 

American women administrators in higher education. 

Additionally, future research should explore the experiences of mid-level African 

American women administrators across a broader range of higher institutional contexts, 

including Hispanic Serving Institutions, technical colleges, university system offices, public, 

private, and for-profit institutions. The absence of these type of institutional representation 
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highlights the need for more inclusive sampling to better understand how institutional 

environments influence advancement opportunities.

Given that mentoring was not found to be a statistically significant predictor of career 

advancement in this study, future research should further investigate the availability, quality, 

structure, and impact of mentoring resources. Qualitative or mixed-methods approaches could 

provider deeper insight into how mentoring is experienced by mid-level African American 

women administrators and identify what makes mentoring effective within this population.

Future research should explore the experiences of mid-level African American women 

administrators beyond Academic Affairs, including those in Finance and Administration, Student 

Affairs (or Student Life), Enrollment Management, Institutional Advancement (or University 

Development), Information Technology, and other functional areas in higher education. This 

would provide a more holistic understanding of career advancement pathways across higher 

education. Additionally, while this study provided important quantitative insights, the findings 

also suggest the need for deeper contextual understanding. Future research would benefit from a 

mixed methods approach that integrates qualitative inquiry to complement quantitative finds. 

Although the statistical results offer valuable information about patterns and relationships, they 

do not fully capture the lived experiences and nuances that shape career advancement in African 

American women in higher education. Such an approach would provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of the structural and interpersonal dynamics influencing career progression and 

further illuminate the complexities identified in this study.

Collectively, these recommendations highlight the need for continued research that not 

only expands the scope of the inquiry but also deepens the understanding of the structural, 
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systematic, and institutional factors that influence the career advancement of mid-level African 

American women in higher education.

This study examined differences in years of professional experience and perceived career 

advancement based on academic degree attainment and institutional type, as well as the influence 

of mentoring on career advancement among mid-level African American women administrators 

in higher education in the southeastern region of the United States, with a focus on those 

working within the Academic Affairs division. Grounded in Black Feminist Thought and 

Intersectionality, the study sought to better understand how structural and interpersonal factors 

shape the professional trajectories of this population. The findings revealed that while 

institutional context plays a significant role in career advancement, mentoring, in how it’s 

experienced, was not a statistically significant predictor. These results suggest that the pathways 

to advancement for mid-level African American women administrators are influenced by 

complex and intersecting factors that extend beyond traditional measures of professional 

development.

This study contributes to the growing body of literature that challenges the assumption 

that higher education functions as a purely meritocratic space. Instead, the findings reinforce that 

organizational structures, cultural norms, and institutional practices continue to shape and 

constrain advancement opportunities for African American women. Through the lens of Black 

Feminist Thought and Intersectionality, this study highlights the importance of recognizing and 

addressing the unique experiences that emerge at the intersection of race and gender in the 

context of African American women administrators in higher education. 
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The implications of this study underscore the need for higher education institutions to 

adopt intentional, equity-driven practices that support the advancement of African American 

women administrators. This includes implementing or revamping mentoring approaches, 

addressing structural barriers, and investing in leadership development initiatives that are 

responsive to the lived experiences of African American women. As institutions navigate 

changing social and legal contexts regarding diversity and inclusion (DEI) in the United States, 

the responsibility to foster inclusive and equitable workplaces remains critical. 

The advancement of mid-level African American women administrators in higher 

education is not solely the responsibility of the employee, but a collective institutional 

responsibility. Institutions of higher education are traditionally understood as spaces that provide 

specialized knowledge, cultivate critical thinking, and prepare individuals to make meaningful 

contributions to both society and the workforce. In addition to fostering personal and career 

development, these institutions contribute to the broader cultural and intellectual fabric of 

society. However, within the context of this study, these responsibilities must extend beyond 

students to include the professional development and advancement of the African American 

women they employ. As institutions of higher learning shape knowledge production and career 

pathways, colleges and universities have an obligation to create equitable environments where 

mid-level African American women administrators are not only supported, but intentionally 

developed, mentored, and positioned for leadership. Failure to do so reflects misalignment 

between the espoused mission of higher education and its internal practices.

While this study provides valuable insights, it also points to the need for continued 

research that further explores the complexities of career advancement among African American 

women in higher education. Expanding the scope of future research to include diverse 
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institutional contexts, methodological approaches, and broader populations will be essential in 

advancing both scholarship and practice.
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