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Abstract

Background/purpose. The educational landscape is evolving to meet
the need for gender-responsive and effective leadership practices that
align with the diverse needs of stakeholders. Furthermore, the
challenges and strategies required to thrive in a higher education
environment are significant in the face of a volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) driven reality. This study aims to
explore the strategies employed by women academic leaders in a
VUCA environment to survive and thrive in the ever-changing
educational context.

Materials/methods. The issues were explored in a state university in
the Philippines using a phenomenological-transcendental qualitative
approach. Purposeful sampling was used with sixteen (16)
participants. Interviews were conducted, and thematic analysis was
utilized to examine the data, with results validated through
triangulation and member checking.

Results. Findings revealed that relational leadership has been crucial
in sustaining commitment and support, fostering a mindset of
adaptability and innovation. Gender dynamics underscored both the
reconceptualization of women as academic leaders and skepticism
about their ability to manage responsibilities, with limited support
systems making it difficult to achieve work-life balance. The findings
lead to the creation of the RISE model, which can serve as a framework
for guiding women's academic leadership in a VUCA environment.

Conclusion. The explored experiences revealed the survival and
reconfiguration of leadership roles, as well as a shift toward a human-
centered academic environment. This study contributes to the
understanding of academic leaders' VUCA environment by
highlighting the subtle yet powerful ways women navigate this
landscape, demonstrating immense resilience that aligns with their
personal and professional responsibilities.
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1. Introduction

Unprecedented changes are occurring in the global landscape of academic leadership (Rowe et
al., 2023), and government-run colleges and universities in the Philippines operate in a volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environment. The pressure on higher education
institutions has grown over the years, intensified by the external environment in a VUCA context.
VUCA is a term that encompasses multiple dimensions, resulting in unpredictable environments that
are challenging to comprehend and navigate. The occasion embodies the rapid shifts and inevitable
dynamics in society, the economy, politics, and technology. Following its introduction, it was adopted
by various fields, including the social sciences, to inform strategic decision-making and problem-
solving. The VUCA environment presents daunting obstacles for leaders (Butler, 2019), particularly
for women. It demands proactive thinking, adaptability, resilience, optimism, communicativeness,
compassion, and intelligence to overcome adversity as a leader.

In the educational realm, where universities are not immune to the VUCA environment,
conventional methods of organizational leadership may not effectively address the challenges it
poses. Does it mean male leadership should be at the forefront? Although historically, males
dominated the top levels of leadership in higher education, women are ambitious and desire
excellent outcomes. The metaphor of a glass ceiling has transformed, no longer viewed as debatable.
Authentic leadership is key for women leaders; however, it may require more flexible attributes to
navigate adversity. The intersection of leadership in academia and the VUCA environment
underscores the importance of understanding how women leaders experience challenges and
opportunities as champions of their institutions. Research indicates that, despite gender equity
programs, women continue to face scrutiny. Women are less fit for leadership because of the
traditional notion that this job is for men; women are too gentle and do not fit the role, and focus
less due to parenting obligations were some of the concerns that emerged from women leaders.
However, amid these challenges in a VUCA environment, women currently exhibit diverse
perspectives and experiences that are adaptable for driving organizations positively. This study
sought to verify the integrity of the claim.

In various respects, the Philippines is the strongest advocate of gender equality in the East Asia
and Pacific region and globally (Buchhave & Belghith, 2022). Despite the country's performance,
women's labor force participation remains low. Home responsibilities primarily influence this, and
they are permitted to hold government positions but often lack representation in the highest ranks
(David et al, 2018). However, despite published statistics, women's leadership remains
underrepresented in the country, and there is a notable shortage of articles discussing academic
leadership in a VUCA environment. The study focuses on navigating, the strategies employed, and
the support received amid a VUCA environment. Primarily, it is what middle management women
academic leaders experience in a volatile environment, including natural disasters, political
instability, health crises, technological disruptions, policy changes, and faculty turnover. This can
provide insight into women's leadership practices that promote organizational effectiveness in the
ever-evolving academic landscape. While there may be several pieces of literature on academic
leadership in a VUCA world (Butler, 2019; Davis & Graham, 2018; Kezar & Holcombe, 2017), there
remains a limitation on empirical studies exploring the experiences of women academic leaders in
the Asian context since many are focused on Western settings (Fombona Cadavieco & Listopadzka,
2023; Miska et al., 2020; Syamsir et al, 2025). This study emphasizes a gap in navigating women
academic leaders' experiences of survival, adaptation, and resilience in a country like the Philippines.

Furthermore, a universally adopted model is scarce specifically named women's academic
leadership in a VUCA world which investigated the gender dynamics and initiatives for inclusion that
can lead to the supportive environment of women academic leaders facing VUCA challenges; thus,
this study steered the exploration of a model which is empirical, based on realizations, and
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experiences or data (Churchill, 2013). When women's leadership is showcased, it can strengthen
institutional resilience and help foster inclusive policies that support equity and effectiveness. This
work is vital because it will address the limitations of the literature on women academic leaders in a
VUCA environment. It will also highlight the natural and unique experiences of women as they survive
and adapt to the changing landscape of education, thereby informing policy formulation among state
universities in the Philippines.

Generally, guided by the stated rationale, the study aimed to explore the lived experiences of
women academic leaders to inform the development of a proposed model and the formulation of a
policy. The study examines a phenomenon revolving around the challenges and opportunities faced
by women academic leaders in a VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity) environment.
Specifically, it sought to meet the following specific questions:

1. How do women leaders navigate the volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA)
nature of professional environments?

2. What strategies do women leaders employ to thrive and succeed amidst the challenges posed
by the VUCA conditions?

3. How do organizational cultures either support or hinder the ability of women leaders to
navigate and excel in a VUCA environment effectively?

The study may be limited in number, limiting its ability to generalize from a naturalistic
perspective; however, the results were framed in a specific context, particularly the experiences of
academic leaders at one higher education institution. Qualitative research does not aim for
generalizability but rather an in-depth exploration of particular experiences or transferability
(Carminati, 2018). Furthermore, findings were supported by published literature from the same
context. However, this study captured experiences at a single point in time; other studies may employ
a longitudinal approach to track changes in perceptions over time.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Women's Leadership in Education

Leadership roles are genderless (McNae & Vali, 2015), and the skills required for success are no
longer defined by gender. The journey of women into academic leadership is complex, marked by
challenges and development (Bilen-Green et al., 2009). Historically, women were excluded from
academic leadership; however, during the 19th and early 20th centuries, significant developments in
women's education increased their access to leadership opportunities (Rury, 1991). The glass ceiling
is @ common deterrent to this notion and has transformed into a labyrinth (Eagly & Carli, 2007).
Although women have been appointed to significant positions in universities, their participation rate
remains lower, and they encounter limitations that affect their choices and decisions (Cheung, 2021;
Eagly & Carli, 2007; Parker, 2015). Extensive studies have demonstrated that women in leadership
roles have a significant impact on an organization's success (Lucchetti et al., 2023). These include
organizational effectiveness, more significant innovation and creativity, and new approaches to
decision-making. In other words, it brings new perspectives, resulting in a well-defined and inclusive
environment that meets the current demands of academic culture.

Exploring education leadership is vital, as the new landscape of higher learning demands
proactive goals (Lo, 2014) to thrive. In the Philippines, indicators of women's well-being are
established and prioritized, with a focus on achieving gender parity in education. The Commission on
Higher Education in the Philippines reported that of more than 2,100 higher education institutions,
39 percent, or 850, were led by women in 2011 (Gooch, 2012); these numbers have been growing
for years. This phenomenon has emerged over time, and women have gained seats in critical
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positions (Carli & Eagly, 2012), although they do not advance at the same pace as men (Thomas et
al., 2004). The concept of women's leadership has diverse definitions, including transformational
leadership (van Engen & Willemsen, 2004), which emphasizes the socialization process as more vital
for nurturing subordinates, and women's greater participation than men (Eagly & Carli, 2003; van
Engen & Willemsen, 2004). Additionally, in the academic sphere, female leaders are perceived as
more sensitive to students' needs (Shollen, 2015). There is some literature published on academic
leadership in higher education institutions in the Philippines (Barrot, 2024; Obmerga, 2024; Rosario,
2014), but none has been contextualized about women leaders in the VUCA environment.

2.2. Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous (VUCA) Framework

The volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) framework has gained popularity in
recent years as a means of understanding the contemporary environment (Ezzeddine, 2023; Mack &
Khare, 2016). It was introduced as a military jargon (Glaser, n. d.) and was first publicly published by
Barber in 1991 (Wright & Wigmore, n.d.), which is now widely used either in public or private
organizations to define a volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous world (Mack & Khare, 2016),
thus, this idea has been used to describe an unpredictable environment. Volatility refers to the pace
and capriciousness of change (Bennet & Lemoine, 2014); a lack of predictability is characterized by
uncertainty. Complexity is defined as the connections between various components in a system,
whereas ambiguity refers to a lack of clear meaning and haziness of reality (Robins, 2018).
Understanding the VUCA lens might lead to more rational decision-making (Glaser, n.d.). Many
scholars (Shet, 2024) have acknowledged these concepts to understand today's dynamic
environment and guide the multifaceted aspects of management and leadership. Various stages and
approaches require exploration to understand the VUCA landscape effectively. This may necessitate
dexterous techniques, including strategic thinking, flexibility, adaptability, and partnerships.

2.3. Women Leaders in a VUCA Environment

Women steer the challenging environment in a VUCA world characterized by uncertainty and
unpredictability (Showunmi et al., 2022). Despite these challenges, they continue to overcome them
(Hoyt & Murphy, 2016) and showcase their skills at the table, resulting in resilience and victories. The
remarkable agility leverages their insights to realize the multifaceted environment. Women
commonly exhibit inclusive leadership (Schnackenberg & Simard, 2017), promoting holistic decision-
making that makes the organization more responsive to its dynamic environment. The ability to thrive
in uncertainty (Morley & Crossouard, 2016) enables them to be champions who cultivate
relationships with their subordinates, enabling them to share their full potential and be proactive in
an ever-changing world. It is crucial to recognize that women leaders in VUCA environments face
numerous challenges (de Moura et al.,, 2018), including domestic political events, health crises,
artificial and natural disasters, and environmental concerns, among others, that hinder their
progress. Promoting equal opportunities to dismantle how women are viewed as leaders
(Dingindawo et al., 2016) will be better, leading to supportive frameworks that foster them as
progressive leaders.

The reviewed literature highlights the nexus of leadership, women's leadership, and the VUCA
framework. VUCA underscores the need to become adaptive and resilient in shifting environmental
conditions, while women's academic leadership is bringing new understandings and perspectives to
the higher education landscape. They demonstrate new capabilities and a holistic approach, which
serve as a driving force for survival with purpose and innovation. However, responding to a VUCA
environment is still underexplored in the Philippine context. Thus, the study aims to explore the lived
experiences of women academic leaders, providing empirical evidence on how they survive and
contribute to an organization despite challenges, remove barriers to advancement in leadership, and
persist in a VUCA higher education environment.
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3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design

The experiences of women academic leaders were explored using a qualitative research
approach. This offered flexibility to delve into the intricacies of the experiences in a VUCA context.
Specifically, the phenomenological design was employed to understand the natural occurrences
(Eagleton, 1983; Smith, 2018). The design features the slogan "back to the things themselves"
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 26). The study used the phenomenological transcendental by Husserl (1982),
who introduced the employing of reduction or epoché, which is "bracketing" or setting aside all
assumptions or preconceptions about the external world, to focus on the structures of consciousness,
including perception, to manifest impartiality, without influence by external theories or beliefs.

3.2. Research Participants

This phenomenological study purposefully selects 3-10 participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018)
to achieve sufficient data, aligning with the work of Hennink et al. (2016), which emphasizes that
these numbers are sufficient and that the codebook can be stabilized. Hence, the inclusion and
exclusion criteria were strictly adhered to. However, the study also considered data saturation (Rahimi
& Khatooni, 2024), which means that the researcher used an iterative process (Neale, 2016); thus,
after each data collection session, the researcher continuously reviewed and analyzed data to identify
when saturation was nearing, resulting in sixteen (16) participants. They are purposefully selected
based on experience related to the phenomena under exploration, as well as designated program
heads and deans of the university's programs. The inclusion criteria are that participants must be
women in familial roles with at least two years of experience in leadership positions, specifically as
academic heads. They must express their willingness to participate in the study, particularly in the
interview. Insufficient knowledge, unwillingness, or inability to participate and engage in the study
are the exclusion criteria.

3.3. Interview Guide

The study explored three central questions, and sub-questions were formulated and directly
asked of the participants. As part of the validation process, experts reviewed each question for
language, wording, and relevance (Majid et al.,, 2017); accordingly, modifications were made as
necessary. The modified questions were used for the pilot interview with two participants (Majid et
al., 2017) who were not part of the study. For both the pilot and the actual conduct of the study, a
maximum of 60 to 90 minutes (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012) of the interview was considered to ensure
participants' commitment. A pilot interview aims to know the practicability of the research; the
researcher can practice gaining experience for the actual conduct and observe how to build rapport
with participants (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012; Majid et al., 2017), thus leading to the identification of
limitations and flaws to be addressed before the actual interview. The questions were revised twice
before the full-scale interview based on the expert's suggestions to make them more personal and
comprehensive. After these processes, the questions were used to conduct the study. However, new
questions also emerged during the interview, which displays the flexibility of qualitative research.
Interview protocols (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012) were prepared to guide the researcher in using a script
during the interview, ensuring the informed consent form has been signed before the interview, using
open-ended questions, however, beginning with more uncomplicated to difficult questions, practicing
flexibility, and being mindful of the time spent during the interview without sacrificing the quality of
data.

3.4. Data Collection

To ensure the principle of trustworthiness, the study is guided by the works of Korstjens and
Moser (2018), particularly in terms of credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and
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reflexivity, which are all embedded in the processes undertaken. The researcher employed reflective
listening and an open-minded approach during the interview. They were conducted privately (Arifin,
2018), face-to-face, and via Google Meet, depending on participants' availability. All the data collected
was stored and protected with a password on a computer device. Hard copies are stored in a secure
location that is accessible only to the researcher.

3.5. Reflexivity and Researcher Bias

Reflexivity (Palaganas et al., 2017) was also practiced since the researcher is a faculty member of
the same university. Before each interview, the researcher reflected on her positionality and
maintained a reflexive journal to review her changing perspectives, thereby balancing objectivity with
subjectivity. It ensures that the researcher's bias was guarded, as the journal documented
assumptions, emotions, and decisions at every stage of data collection. Bracketing was applied
systematically; thus, it maintains phenomenological reduction and refrains from the researchers'
preconceptions.

3.6. Data Analysis

Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step approach to thematic analysis was followed. Figure 1 below
illustrates the six steps of data analysis.

Naming and

Themes searchin
Data Familiarization g Defining Themes
cam y Name/definition
UFLEE T Significant BariErs Refinement as i Coherent and
Reading h d Theme generation to accuracy and of themes. .
Note Taking BRIRSSSWWORcS based on research T Ensuring enough AT
Focus on sentences. question. . data to support presentation
VUCA framework themes
Initial Coding Themes review Report Writing

Figure 1. Six Steps Data Analysis

Emic-to-Etic transcription was used, which means the data were checked word by word. The
researcher collaborated with another qualitative researcher (Francois et al., 2018), familiar with
handling qualitative information, who reviewed the transcribed and coded data to ensure that all
information was documented, organized chronologically, and reviewed repeatedly, ensuring that
every piece of data was treated accurately. A cool-to-warm analysis was conducted to identify
significant themes and sub-themes.

Results underwent member checking, in which participants reviewed the accuracy of the results
and confirmed their agreement with the analysis and presentation (Creswell, 2005); this ensures the
correctness of the report. On the other hand, the numerical performance of academic leaders over
the past two years, as well as their policies and activities, including seminars conducted explicitly for
women academic leaders at the university, were also analyzed to triangulate the findings. Expert
triangulation was also employed, with five experts agreeing to review the study's findings and propose
recommendations on its presentation and analysis.

3.7. Ethical Consideration

On the ethical side of the study, informed consent forms were sent to participants via email,
outlining the details of their involvement and the study's purpose, but not disclosing the central
questions, the research process, or the procedures to safeguard their identity and data confidentiality.
The form clearly articulates the study's purpose, type of intervention, voluntary participation,
procedures, risks, benefits, and confidentiality statement. This study was conducted with the approval
of the relevant participants and in accordance with the university's research ethics protocol.
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4. Results

The study is phenomenological, meaning that the results derived are based on the experiences
of the academic leaders who were purposefully and systematically selected for the study. The
findings are presented in the order of the research questions. To ensure richness and a detailed
account of the data, the study highlights thick descriptions (Korstjens & Moser, 2018), including direct
quotes from participants that convey the original content and explain not only what the data show
but also why they are significant in the analysis.

Research Question 1. How do women leaders navigate the volatile, uncertain, complex, and
ambiguous (VUCA) nature of professional environments?

Themes: Adaptive leadership, Decision-making in uncertain situations, Balancing leadership and
relationships, Promoting empowered teams and resilience, and Stress and self-reliance in leadership

4.1. Adaptive Leadership

Participants claimed that in a VUCA environment, academic leaders must consider both the
institution's needs and their major stakeholders. Thus, the complementation of the institution's
needs and those of its stakeholders has been explored. Harmonizing their needs is a challenge that
requires systematic decision-making. The intertwining of roles and responsibilities is inevitable in a
VUCA environment, underscoring the complexity of academic leadership. This complexity is evident
in the fact that any activities, projects, or decisions made will have multiple effects on the university's
stakeholders. As Participant 7 emphasized:

"I have to consider multiple factors before | make a decision; | have the director, the manual
of the students, and the concerns of other stakeholders, such as faculty members and the
community.”

4.2. Decision-Making in Uncertain Situations

On the other hand, despite performing their roles, they sometimes feel confused about how
policies are implemented and must deal with uncertainty. The university operates on 10 campuses;
however, as the study reveals, its policies are interpreted differently, leading to inconsistent
implementation. This often leads to non-compliance, which frequently frustrates academic leaders.
It results in complex decision-making. This highlights the intricacy of being an academic leader; they
must be adaptable, balancing the goals of meeting the Community's needs with regulatory
requirements. As a participant claimed:

"We always issue policies; however, due to differences of interpretation, we end up non-
compliant." (P15).

When unexpected circumstances arise, they adapt and work to overcome the challenges they
bring. As both academic leaders and family women, the participants found it challenging to balance
the demands of their roles. Teaching, performing administrative functions, and personal obligations
are very weighty. It necessitates emotional resilience; dealing with agitation, struggles, anxiousness,
and frustrations is heartbreaking. For participants, the demanding environment stresses resilience
as a means of survival.

They narrated that making decisions is essential for the organization to run smoothly. Typically,
setups in middle management require approval from higher authorities, especially for critical issues
or when innovations are proposed and implemented. Furthermore, as women academic leaders,
they reiterated that they need to consider higher authorities when making or asking for decisions,
but also deliberate within their families on matters that can significantly affect their personal lives.
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Thus, there is a consensus among them. They consistently strike a balance between their professional
and personal responsibilities. One said:

"I am not weak in decision making; however, | have to weigh if it will affect my family." (P3)
4.3. Balancing Leadership and Relationships

Women academic leaders are perceived as being soft-hearted; they approach others with
kindness and tact. Convincingly, the participants emphasized their authority despite how others
perceived them as leaders. However, they maintain authority while also being approachable. Thus,
they are constantly reminded to separate their leadership from their stance to handle a VUCA
environment effectively. A sense of maturity and professional boundaries is in place. Participants
guarantee open communication. They ensured they were always present in the office whenever
possible. Thus, they believed it could build trust and collaboration. Participant reiterated:

"I created a mechanism which invites and maintains a feedback loop." (P6)
4.4. Promoting Empowered Teams and Resilience

Strengthening the teams is needed. The members are a big help in continuously managing the
unit's operations. This is part of navigating the professional landscape in a VUCA environment,
ensuring it remains intact and prepared for inevitable changes. How do academic leaders do it?
Primarily, they learn the team dynamics and manage conflict. It cannot be called a team when
delegation and empowerment are not practiced. They let their subordinates perform related tasks.
Thus, they believe it promotes flexibility. Teams are also encouraged to be resilient and adaptable.
These are commonly blended with empathy and strategic guidance of women academic leaders.
They asserted that part of their role is to act as a stabilizing force amid challenges, providing both
emotional and professional support. They acknowledge the uncertainties but encourage everyone
to face problems and be persistent. Fostering a growth mindset, letting faculty and students face
and embrace changes, and positively seeing them as opportunities. Participant 11 emphasized:

"If being resilient is practiced and taught, the organization will ensure smooth operations
despite the changing environment."

They acknowledged that holding a position and performing the various functions of state
university faculty — such as instruction, research, and extension — can be stressful. Being an
academic leader requires additional tasks that do not entail more compensation. As they quoted it,
"for the love of the country." Given the reality of the situation, they continue to perform their tasks,
and, as women, they reasoned, it is because of the trust placed in them to hold these positions.
However, even if the mind is willing, the body is not. Many of them are besieged with emotional and
physical stress, which is due to the high-stress work environment. Women have demanding roles
and responsibilities, and stressors lead to exhaustion and health-related issues. Some of the
participants experience headaches every day, which leads to high blood pressure, while the effects
on others are different, including gaining weight due to stress eating.

4.5. Stress and Self-Reliance in Leadership

Given the situation, which heightened the work-related stress of the women academic leaders,
the organization is expected to assist in managing the problem. Surprisingly, participants rely on
personal stress management. They reiterated making their coping mechanisms. Participants
expressed various views, like watching movies, shopping with family, and exercising. At the same
time, one participant deviated, becoming lazy and refusing to perform her duties for a period.

Although this reflects individual strength, working in high-stress, changing environments might
lead to serious consequences. It may affect participants in the future, as it can lead to a continuous
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deterioration of their health conditions. Thus, it can influence the quality of their decision-making,
increasing the risk of mistakes and, at worst, leading to a serious illness. Additionally, they face
challenges in maintaining a work-life balance. There are times when family time is affected by their
workload. The filial obligations are disrupted by their school responsibilities. One of the participants
said:

"My daughter said, Mom, we do not bond much anymore." (P13).

Research Question 2: What strategies do women leaders employ to thrive and succeed amidst
the challenges posed by the VUCA conditions?

Themes: Relational leadership, Sustained commitment reinforced by support, and innovation
and adaptability

4.6. Relational Leadership

From the academic leader's perspective, they value team members' involvement in sharing a
common organizational purpose, which leads to relational leadership. Thus, the people will feel
supported and valued members of the organization, resulting in a motivated team. Offering help and
assurance while maintaining morale is vital to maintaining a high spirit among others. This fosters a
workplace culture where employees feel valued, and their contributions are recognized. As one
participant said:

"I cannot deny, but help. | believe that whenever they confide in me, they expect me to help
them in any way | can. | shall say part of our roles is providing guidance or a counselor, if that
is the right term." (P5)

They felt it was part of their moral obligation as women to keep their hands always open to
anyone who seeks help. This strategy helped them build strong connections with people. They
agreed that being designated as an academic leader entails embracing the rigors of both formal and
informal communication, as these methods can strengthen relationships and foster a positive
organizational culture. They naturally act as a stabilizing force; they claim to be forward thinkers, in
effect, ensuring that collaboration and the effective accomplishment of tasks are in place, even in
volatile or uncertain environments. They will not relinquish their roles, even if it means taking on
extra tasks. The participants reiterated that only health-related issues and family reasons can stop
them. A growth mindset holds that, whether small or significant accomplishments, one should focus
on contributing to institutional progress.

They reiterated that it is part of their life's mission to shape the youth's minds; it deepens their
attachment and effort, making it more difficult to turn their backs on their roles. Although they do
not receive additional compensation, their service goes beyond financial rewards. They emphasized
the importance of leaving a lasting impact and being remembered as the leader who helped the
institution grow. Participants said it is a calling tied to their faith, and that their abilities as women
are a testament to the role they have to fulfill that others cannot.

4.7. Sustained Commitment Reinforced by Support

Academic leaders found sustenance from friends, peers, and students; they helped them refresh
and fulfill their roles. However, family support helps them stay resilient; it serves as a source of
encouragement. They persevere with words of comfort, helping them fulfill their role as mothers by
sharing household responsibilities and other filial obligations. The VUCA environment presents
inevitable changes, but what remains constant for survival is the support from family, which is
invaluable, particularly in fostering a shared purpose. They strive to do better, as their family is their
inspiration. Participants stated:
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"In reality, without my family's support, | might have quit this role a long time ago. It burdens
me; | am not complaining because it also gives me a sense of fulfillment, but there are times |
am fed up because of the multiple obligations." (P4)

"The positive mindset | have is because of my family support." (P7)
4.8. Innovation and Adaptability

Amid the challenges, participants continue to adapt and innovate, as this is a significant approach
that involves seeking new ways to solve problems and rethinking traditional ones. It can be used to
leverage technology, resource management, and continuous learning to enhance a leader's self-
efficacy. Participant 6 said:

“We worked in a state university, and there is always a scarcity of resources. We do not expect
it to provide luxury, sophisticated, and complete supplies for faculty and students. However,
we can survive; we spend our money or bring our resources.”

From all of these experiences, they aimed to learn continuously. They ensured that the
challenges they faced brought them and their teams additional knowledge. They have also
mentioned leveraging technology, which has enabled them to gather real-time data and make
informed decisions.

Research Question 3: How do organizational cultures either support or hinder the ability of
women leaders to navigate and excel in a VUCA environment effectively?

Themes: Gender dynamics in academic leadership, Structural constraints in innovation, Support
system for women leaders

4.9. Gender Dynamics in Academic Leadership

The participants have not observed any gender bias among women leaders in the university.
Women are recognized as capable leaders who display commitment in their roles. Although men are
mainly selected as academic leaders, it is acknowledged that gender is not a basis for appointments.
They stated that women exhibit a distinct and evolving perspective on leadership. Thus, this
challenges the old notion of men's leadership space. This portrays an inclusive leadership culture
that prioritizes competence over gender. Participant 4 said:

"The basis of the appointment is not gender, but the educational qualification as stated in the
Commission on Higher Education memorandum order of the program.”

Despite the recognition, others are still skeptical of women's leadership skills. The old cultural
mindset still prevails, suggesting that leaders should be authoritative, thereby undermining women's
potential. A form of stereotyping that needs traits to be attributed to men. However, this does not
affect them. In these circumstances, they needed organizational support. However, it was revealed
that the university lacks a leadership program for women leaders. Participants stated that this
limitation hinders their ability to progress and advance in their leadership roles. A lack of mentorship
highlights a gap in organizational culture efforts for women leaders.

4.10. Structural Constraints in Innovation

Rigid policies and hierarchical decision-making slow down the implementation of new ideas.
Participants claimed they offer innovation and would like to introduce initiatives; however, they were
hindered by tedious approval processes and a lack of support. They would not want to attribute it to
gender issues; instead, they observe it as an organizational practice. They reiterated that culture
should encourage everybody to take risks or experiment with new systems or processes. Participants
claimed:
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"There is variability in administrative support; some are fostering innovation while others are
less engaged." (P5).

"Even when faculty members identify gaps in the system and propose solutions and policies,
leadership inaction prevents meaningful changes." (P8)

4.11. Support System for Women Leaders

Women leaders should have a support system to ensure success in a VUCA environment. One
of the participants' challenges is a lack of institutional support. While others have mentioned
receiving informal support, such as conversations with higher authorities, as part of emotional
backing, formal structures like policies are absent. Women must balance their careers and family
obligations, and the limitations of structural support can hinder their progression. One said:

"I just take it upon myself to manage my work-life balance, there is no formal support." (P3).

There might be a consistent approach to the concerns of women leaders. Initiatives such as
remote work options, flexible work hours, mentorship and leadership development programs, and
the establishment of a peer support network where employees can share their strategies and
experiences may be in place.

5. Discussion

The results narrated how women academic leaders face difficulties, a finding similar to that of
Bilen-Green et al. (2009) in a VUCA environment. They emphasized the contextual barriers that
challenged the women leaders. Published literature has focused more on common challenges of
women leaders; this study, in the Philippine context, however, demonstrated mastery in balancing
serving the needs of various stakeholders, fulfilling the roles embodied in institutional goals, and
prioritizing the services needed by students, faculty, and the Community. An argument for effective
leadership, as supported by Odhiambo & Hii (2012), is that it involves balancing the expectations of
various stakeholders. This reveals how women leaders practice relational, inclusive decision-making.
Thus, there is a significant adjustment leading to sustainable and equitable leadership. The
educational environment described in the study is supported by Rowe et al. (2023), who state that
policies are driven by external factors such as global uncertainties. However, emotional resilience
and personal adaptability are key mechanisms of today's women academic leaders. This is further
echoed by John (2022), who reiterates that adaptive leadership is characterized by decisions made
amid uncertainty. The study clearly contributes to theoretical understanding by showing that
resilience is a collective practice shaped by people's expectations. Unlike Violon and Prado (2024),
who see structures as hierarchical constraints, the study shows that structures can help build strong
resilience to changing organizational dynamics and benefit from broadening how women's leadership
is viewed through a relational lens.

Participants demonstrate professional competence; beyond this, responsibility reflects the
balance between relationship and leadership. A culturally embedded "maternal" approach,
highlighting the significance of seeking and giving support. Aligns with the idea of Vongas & Al Hajj
(2015), who believe that empathy is the cultural image of women's leadership. On the contrary, it
presents challenges when conflicts arise between being authoritative and approachable. Empathy
can sometimes be exploited, leading to the need to set boundaries with the teams. The balancing
act comes into play: being assertive while maintaining a culture of collaboration. Emotional labor
(Heffernan & Bosetti, 2020) has long been a guarded topic, as expectations for women leaders are
disparate. Another prominent finding is the stress level participants experience; despite this, they
remain still and continue to strive in the challenging environment. This is attributed to their multiple
roles as women. Since no institutional psychological support exists to address the concern, personal
coping strategies are the key to survival. Displaying resiliency is a vital indicator of existence.

https://doi.org/10.22521/edupij.2026.21.25 Published online by Universitepark Press


https://doi.org/10.22521/edupij.2026.21.25

Inarda | 2

However, a lack of structured support mechanisms may factor into the ability to excel. To support
this finding, no recorded projects or activities have been identified to address this concern, although
there are informal initiatives to boost morale. The study clearly implicates that women are compelled
to survive and develop approaches to thrive amid limitations, underscoring endurance as a strategic
tool.

The strategies employed are encapsulated into relational leadership, sustained commitment,
innovation, and adaptability. These are the qualities demonstrated to navigate the VUCA
environment. Relational leadership is the collaboration of members and leaders, where everyone
feels valued and believes in common goals. It helps in fostering inclusivity and trust, among other
benefits. This springs the pillars of support among academic leaders, ensuring their stakeholders'
needs and feelings are considered. It highlighted that leadership is about providing direction and
creating an educational atmosphere where everyone is valued, as reinforced by Eagly & Carli (2003),
who advocate that effective leadership stems from trust and mutual respect.

On the other hand, motivation does not rest on financial incentives. They acquired fulfillment
through service and mentorship; the concern for students (Shollen, 2015) compensates the effort.
The findings communicate the growing belief that human-centered leadership can thrive and succeed
even amid uncertainties and resource constraints.

Additionally, strong support from family and peers is needed to navigate the complexities. It is
not a solitary endeavor; reinforcements are still required. Continuously steering the roles assigned,
being resourceful, leveraging technology, and learning constantly are helpful. Adjustments to the
rigors of technology have reshaped leadership approaches, enabling individuals to stay connected
and informed. The demands on women's academic leadership in a VUCA world are challenging;
therefore, there is a need to elevate the skills, knowledge, attitudes, and experiences.

Gender dynamics continuously reshape the facets of women's academic leadership
(Galsanjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023). They are recognized as capable leaders, and gender is not a
provocative factor in the appointment. In the study context, individuals are selected based on merit.
It is also confirmed by McNae and Valie (2015), who emphasized that the old notion has been
changing, which is giving leadership space only to men. On the other hand, skeptical views about
women's leadership still have not been eradicated. There are still prejudices, although they do not
significantly impact women leaders' ability to secure leadership positions. This can be facilitated by
consistent institutional support that continually empowers women. Relying on personal initiative and
informal support networks can never sustain the endurance required to navigate the complexities
(Parker, 2015) of academic leadership in a VUCA context. Providing the necessary tools, skills, and
knowledge can be an additional arm to traverse adversities. Furthermore, balancing work and life is
essential for women and their professional commitments. This will help ensure that they can
continuously harmonize their various roles and responsibilities.

The explored experiences revealed the survival and reconfiguration of leadership roles, as well
as a shift toward a human-centered academic environment. The study's findings can be explained
through a model. It is based on empirical findings that summarize the study's results. It effectively
captures the journey of women academic leaders, highlighting the various challenges they face and
the strategies they employ to overcome them. From these challenges, coping strategies have been
developed, including the RISE Model—a framework that aligns effectively with the findings. Volatility
arises from sudden policy shifts and crises, which are effectively managed through adaptive
leadership, collaboration, and technical support. There is uncertainty about roles and unclear
directives, which conflict with the need for flexibility, innovation, dialogue, and self-learning. The
multiple responsibilities and bureaucracies in the process resulted in complexity, which is managed
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through the development of support systems, including team encouragement, peer and family

backing.
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Figure 2. RISE Model: Women Academic Leaders Thriving in VUCA Environments

On the other hand, unclear expectations and gender stereotyping are described as ambiguity,
which is navigated through strategic decision-making, improved performance, and a focus on their
purpose. The core of the model is the woman academic leader who endures the challenges of VUCA
conditions, transforming them into opportunities to prove and develop leadership skills. R is for
resilience: the ability to survive despite limitations, challenging situations, uncertainties, and skeptical
views of women's leadership. | stand for innovation by leveraging technology and being adaptive,
enabling me to make informed strategic decisions. S is for support, emphasizing that roles cannot be
accomplished without building networks and support from both the stakeholders and the family.
Lastly, E is for empowerment, being friendly and approachable; however, they still emphasize the
authority associated with their responsibility. The model was validated using the Delphi method
(Thangaratinam & Redman, 2011), and the results are copyrighted and serve as a valuable resource
for educators and experts in the field, elucidating how women academic leaders thrive in a VUCA
environment.

6. Conclusion

The study explores the lived experiences of women academic leaders in a VUCA environment.
Women academic leaders valiantly navigate this environment. Thus, it is no longer a rare occurrence
but a new terrain of educational leadership. Resilience and a maternal approach are emphasized,
maintaining a balance among the needs of all stakeholders. It enriches the challenges and strategies,
thus highlighting that leadership is constantly transforming into a relational approach—the need to
develop self-reliance to survive in a challenging workplace environment.

Gender-responsive actions emerge to navigate adversity and uncertainty. Women leaders'
performance is preferably bolstered by emotional backing from family, which serves as a strength
and a pillar of support. However, the institution's programs are lacking. The importance of
supportive networks and innovation is valuable for women academic leaders to advance and progress
in their roles.
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While women are recognized as capable leaders in academia, they continue to face deep-rooted
skepticism in the male-dominated leadership space. These challenges showcase the abilities in the
workplace. At home, juggling family responsibilities without work-life balance complicates their roles
as academic leaders.

7. Suggestion

The findings indicate that there is more to be done or revisited regarding policies and practices.
The Philippines is a lower-middle-income country where resource scarcity is evident, serving as an
eye-opener in a state university setting where faculty members are given additional tasks that may
not encourage a balance between professional and personal obligations. Work-life balance is a
prevalent global issue that involves maintaining well-being and productivity. Organizations should
set clear boundaries to promote flexible work arrangements, considerate workloads, and prioritize
employees' well-being.

The study may be limited in number, limiting its ability to generalize from a naturalistic
perspective; however, the results were framed in a specific context, particularly the experiences of
academic leaders at one higher education institution. This captures experiences at a single point in
time; other studies may employ a longitudinal approach to track changes in perceptions over time.
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Appendix I.
Interview Guide

Enduring Spirit Through the Odds: Phenomenologizing the Experiences of Women Academic
Leaders in A Vuca Environment

Profiling of participants to establish robotfoto:

Years of experience as academic leader:

Position Handle:

Gender:

Average performance for the last three years:

Awards received for the past five years:

Have you been invited to be a speaker in a conference/seminar on leadership-related topics:
(give details)

Does the university have a support network for women academic leaders: (give details)
Have signed the informed consent form (Y/N):

Willing to participate (Y/N):

Interview introduction:

Good day! | am Analyn V. Inarda, a faculty researcher from the University of Rizal System,
Rodriguez. | am happy to meet you today to participate in the study, "Enduring Spirit Through the
Odds: Phenomenologizing the Experiences of Women Academic Leaders in a Vuca Environment."
Because of your established qualifications, you have been chosen to participate in the study, provided
that you affix your signature to the informed consent form. This study aims to understand the
experiences, challenges, and strategies of women leaders in dynamic and unpredictable
environments.

As a researcher, | aim to gain insights from you on your unique perspectives on applying your
leadership in a VUCA environment. Your immense contribution will advance knowledge on this topic,
which can further this principle. The interview will last for 60-90 minutes.

| will be asking a series of questions to delve into your experiences. Please state your willingness
or unwillingness to agree to take pictures and record the interview process. Rest assured that the
data obtained will be handled confidentially and used solely for this study. Please feel free to share
your experiences, as they will be instrumental to the success of this study.

Central Question 1: How do women academic leaders in public organizations navigate the
volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) nature of their professional environments?

1. Can you describe a particularly challenging situation you've faced in your professional role as
an academic leader that you would classify as volatile, uncertain, complex, or ambiguous?

2. What emotions or thoughts did you experience during the challenge, and how did they
influence your decisions?

3. How did this experience shape your leadership approach moving forward, and what personal
or professional growth did you gain from it?"

4. How do you approach decision-making when faced with a VUCA situation like the one you
described? Please reflect on your thought process, the strategies you used, and how you navigated
the complexities involved.
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5. How did you involve your team or stakeholders in the decision-making process, and what role
did their input play?

6. How do you build and maintain strong, effective relationships with key stakeholders (e.g.,
faculty, students, administration, and external partners) when navigating the challenges of a VUCA
environment?

7. Can you share a specific instance were maintaining or building a relationship with a
stakeholder was particularly challenging in a VUCA situation? How did you manage it

8. How do you ensure that trust, communication, and collaboration are sustained with
stakeholders, especially when circumstances are unpredictable or rapidly changing?"

9. How do you manage and lead your team during a VUCA environment, where uncertainty and
complexity often shape daily challenges?

10. How do you communicate the vision or goals to your team when circumstances are volatile
or unclear?

11. How do you manage stress and maintain your well-being while navigating a VUCA
environment, both on an institutional and personal level?

Central Question 2: What strategies do women leaders employ to thrive and succeed amidst the
challenges posed by the VUCA conditions within public organizations?

1. How do you build and maintain a strong network of support and resources during times of
uncertainty and volatility in a VUCA environment? Reflect on the strategies you use to create
meaningful connections that help you navigate challenges and grow both personally and
professionally.

2. Can you share a time when your network played a pivotal role in helping you manage or
overcome a particularly challenging VUCA situation? How did the support from your network make a
difference?

3. How do you develop and sustain a growth mindset amidst the uncertainty and complexity of
a VUCA environment? Reflect on the mindset shifts, strategies, and practices you adopt to stay
resilient, adaptable, and open to continuous learning during challenging times.

4. What specific practices or habits do you incorporate into your daily routine to nurture your
growth mindset, especially during times of stress or unpredictability?

5. How do you leverage technology and innovation to navigate and thrive in a VUCA
environment?

6. What specific technologies or innovative solutions have you integrated into your leadership
practices to address challenges in your institution? How have these tools helped you adapt to shifting
circumstances?

7. How do you communicate effectively and build trust with your team and stakeholders during
times of volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity?

8. What specific communication strategies do you rely on to keep your team informed and
engaged when the situation is uncertain or rapidly changing?

9. How do you ensure that your communication remains inclusive and accessible to all
stakeholders, especially when dealing with diverse teams or external partners who may have
different needs or perspectives?"
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10. How do you prioritize and manage your time and resources when facing the challenges of a
VUCA environment?

11. How do you decide which tasks or projects take precedence, especially when facing multiple
competing demands or shifting goals?

12. How did you balance short-term needs with long-term objectives in that situation?

13. How do you ensure that your team or department is equipped with the resources and
support they need to thrive, particularly when institutional resources are scarce or uncertain?"

Central Question 3: How do the organizational cultures that either support or hinder the ability
of women leaders to navigate and excel in a VUCA environment effectively?

1. How does the organizational culture in your institution promote or, at times, hinder diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEl), particularly for women leaders navigating the complexities and
uncertainties of a VUCA environment?

2. Can you share an example of how the organizational culture either supported or posed
barriers to your ability to lead effectively as a woman in a VUCA context? What impact did this have
on your leadership decisions or outcomes?

3. How do policies, practices, or attitudes within the institution either facilitate or challenge your
efforts to promote DEI within your team or department during times of uncertainty?

4. How does the organizational culture in your institution either support or hinder the
development and advancement of women leaders, particularly in the context of VUCA conditions?

5. How do leadership development programs, mentorship opportunities, or institutional policies
(or the lack thereof) affect your ability to thrive and advance in your leadership journey amidst
uncertainty and change?

6. How does the leadership team provide growth, learning, and advancement opportunities to
women leaders?

7. How does the organizational culture in your institution encourage or discourage innovation
and risk-taking, particularly for women leaders navigating VUCA conditions?

8. How does the organizational culture support or limit your ability to introduce new ideas,
implement change, or take calculated risks, especially when facing ambiguity and shifting priorities?

9. How does the organizational culture in your institution support or hinder effective
communication and trust-building, especially for women leaders navigating the volatility, uncertainty,
complexity, and ambiguity of a VUCA environment?

10. How do the organizational culture and its communication norms help or challenge your
efforts to ensure transparency, inclusivity, and clarity in your leadership during uncertain and
complex situations?
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