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Executive Summary

The American Council on Education’s (ACE) longstanding commitment to advancing women in higher 
education includes a 10-year-long effort with a vision of achieving gender parity in the college presidency by 
2030. This initiative, Moving the Needle (MTN), began in 2009 and has produced not only commitments by 
leaders in the field, but also a wealth of new information upon which ACE can reflect when charting its next 
era of women’s leadership work. 

This report features an analysis of collected materials from this period, including MTN meeting notes, 
transcripts, and other internal documents. As ACE looks forward to a new phase of supporting women’s 
leadership in higher education, this report offers a reflection on the key topics discussed and ideas that 
emerged over 10 years of meetings and summits. 

Key to the ACE women’s leadership agenda over the past decade has been:

The ACE Women’s Network, a system of state-based networks with the goal of support-
ing and advancing women in higher education. Currently, 45 active state networks exist 
across the country with extensive membership rosters. These networks provide support to 
women in myriad ways, such as through mentoring programs. 

The ACE Women’s Network Executive Council (WNEC), composed of executive leaders 
who support state networks through mentorship, leadership development, and as a 
liaison between the networks and ACE. The WNEC serves as a critical thought partner 
in advising ACE on issues pertaining to the overall functioning of the ACE Women’s 
Network and women’s leadership needs in higher education. The Council held co-own-
ership with ACE of the MTN initiative and served as its principal steering committee for 
the initiative for many years.

The Moving the Needle pledge, a campaign for raising awareness and generating buy-in 
among higher education leadership with respect to gender parity. To date, over 900 
leaders have signed the Moving the Needle pledge. ACE’s future programmatic efforts 
devoted to institutional change for women’s leadership could work to build on the 
momentum of the Moving the Needle pledge to create a means for communicating with 
interested leaders. 

Research has also been central to ACE’s support of women’s leadership in higher education, including several 
recent ACE publications on the topic (Gray, Howard, and Chessman 2018; Johnson 2017; Howard and 
Gagliardi 2018). Dozens of ideas for future research emerged from ACE Women’s Network and Moving the 
Needle meetings. Some of the topics most often mentioned include:   

• Unpacking barriers: The Moving the Needle summits devoted substantial time to unpacking barriers 
for women seeking leadership positions, which tend to fall into the following categories: demand-side 
(hiring), supply-side (the pipeline), and perspective-based (understanding the larger issue).
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• Best practices: A consistent theme across every one of the Moving the Needle summits was the need 
to identify and disseminate best practices at the institutional level. More research is needed to unpack 
how the various steps to support women’s leadership at individual campuses unfold.

• Hiring process: A critical juncture where aspiring women leaders face roadblocks in their journey to 
executive leadership comes during the hiring process. Research and educational tools are needed to 
unpack the search and hiring processes and combat bias. 

• Self-assessment tool: Self-assessment of institutions emerged as an important strategy for encourag-
ing and monitoring women’s leadership. Future content creation could include the development of a 
self-assessment dashboard and toolkit for member institutions.  

• Women of color: Women of color and experiences pertaining to intersectionality were discussed at 
summits and meetings from 2010 to 2017. Recently, ACE staff have worked to cultivate intentional 
space for conversation specific to women of color in executive leadership through a conference session 
at ASHE and an ACE publication (Gray, Howard, and Chessman 2018). Many opportunities for 
future research specific to the experience of women of color emerged from that conference session and 
are outlined. 

Looking Ahead
Building from the research ideas that emerged from the past decade and are outlined in this report, ACE 
intends to continue its commitment to this work in the following ways: 

• The ACE Learning and Engagement Division’s operating model, finalized in 2019, highlights wom-
en’s leadership as a core initiative within the equity-minded leadership frame. Out of the division’s 
overall operating model, the research and professional learning teams have been crafting an operating 
model specifically for the women’s leadership agenda. 

• Other programs and services supported by ACE include the ACE Women’s Network and other 
communities, Transformation Labs, ACE Engage®, the ACE Fellows Program, regional summits, and 
forums, all of which require a strong evidence base and provide an opportunity to infuse women’s 
leadership content throughout. 

A next major focus for ACE is building out its women’s leadership research agenda such that it can inform 
ACE’s programmatic offerings and product development—a substantial contribution that ACE can offer the 
field and its many stakeholders, including the Women’s Network. Building on this document, ACE is actively 
engaging sponsorship partners to co-host a convening where a multitude of higher education stakeholders can 
invest in planning and executing on the next phase of this work and beyond.
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The Women’s Leadership Agenda 
at ACE

One decade ago, the American Council on Education (ACE) launched a new initiative with the Moving the 
Needle: Advancing Women in Higher Education Leadership Summit to raise national awareness on the 
importance of advancing gender parity in higher education leadership. Since then, hundreds of leaders in the 
field have been engaged in this initiative in various ways, supported by ACE. Alongside Moving the Needle’s 
annual summits and the work of dedicated volunteers assigned to manage each goal, the ACE Women’s 
Network Executive Council (WNEC) has been central to ACE’s strategy for supporting women’s leadership 
across the states and through the ACE Women’s Network. As ACE looks forward to a new phase of support-
ing women’s leadership in higher education, this report offers a summary of the past decade of work by the 
ACE Women’s Network and the Moving the Needle initiative, based on a document analysis of meeting notes 
and transcripts.1 

History of Moving the Needle 
At the time of the initial Moving the Needle summit in 
2010, only 23 percent of presidents or chancellors in higher 
education were women. The first summit provided an 
opportunity for higher education leaders to recognize how 
relatively little progress had been made on gender parity 
and the need to ignite a new conversation on women’s 
leadership. The report Benchmarking Women’s Leadership 
had recently been released by the nonprofit The White 
House Project (2009), recognizing and providing strategies 
for closing the leadership gap in 10 sectors. Editor Lucie 
Lapovsky and White House Project President Marie Wilson 
attended the 2010 summit, praising ACE as the first group 
to strategically respond to the report. The report outlined the following six recommendations for advancing 
women’s leadership: (1) work to achieve a critical mass of women in leadership roles in every sector, (2) use 
financial resources strategically, (3) amplify women’s voices in the public arena, (4) collect and analyze the 
data, (5) maintain accountability through setting targets, and (6) improve flexibility in workplace structures. 
Many of these recommendations set the stage for the Moving the Needle initiative over the next decade and 
continue to be relevant to the future of this work. The 2010 summit served as a call to action for higher 
education to address gender disparity in the number of women in senior leadership positions. 

1 In an effort to document the organizational learning over the last decade of this work, ACE contracted with Higher Ed Insight (HEI) to review 
internal documents from 2010 to 2019. This analysis consisted of reviewing 140 total documents, including meeting notes, transcripts, agendas, 
and other internal materials from Moving the Needle summits, four Moving the Needle breakout “goal groups,” and ACE Women’s Network 
Executive Council meetings. In addition, HEI conducted interviews with key staff to provide context beyond internal documents. The analysis 
gleaned key themes and future ideas for research and programmatic endeavors. This resulting report was produced to support ACE as it identifies 
where it has been and builds on these efforts in its next iteration of supporting women’s leadership.  

Hundreds of leaders in the 
field have been engaged in 
this initiative in various ways, 
supported by ACE.

http://www.higheredinsight.com/


 2   |   American Council on Education

ACE, in close collaboration with the WNEC, held the Moving the Needle summit annually from 2010 
through 2017, providing a space for leaders in higher education and partners from other organizations to 
come together with a focus on advancing women’s leadership. In 2014, ACE and the WNEC homed in 
officially on the vision of achieving gender parity in the percentage of women higher education chief execu-
tives by 2030. They established four key goals that year:  

Goal One: Generate a national sense of urgency elevating the need for advancing 
women in higher education leadership positions.  

Goal Two: Encourage governing boards and other higher education institutional deci-
sion-making and policymaking bodies to consider practices for recruiting and hiring 
women to chief executive offices.  

Goal Three: Achieve women’s advancement to mid-level and senior-level positions in 
higher education administration by building capacities in women and in institutions.  

Goal Four: Suggest practices and models that recognize success in advancing women 
in higher education.

These four goals provided the structure within which Moving the Needle would focus research and program 
investments relevant to its vision. From 2014 through 2016, four groups of volunteers (one for each goal) 
held monthly calls. Over 80 volunteers, both men and women, participated on these calls. While relying 
on volunteers was ultimately unsustainable and led to the eventual dissipation of the groups, the work they 
accomplished is outlined in this report. 

Research: A Focus for ACE’s Next Phase on Supporting 
Women’s Leadership
ACE’s research capacity and connectivity to the scholarly community is central to the organization’s work 
on women’s leadership in higher education. Recent work includes the publication Leading the Way to Parity: 
Preparation, Persistence, and the Role of Women Presidents (Howard and Gagliardi 2018). This report outlines 
data from the 2017 American College President Study (ACPS), along with qualitative data from an ACPS 

roundtable on the topic. A second study, edited by Ashley 
Gray, Elizabeth Howard, and Hollie Chessman (2018), 
is titled Voices from the Field: Women of Color Presidents 
in Higher Education. This report offers insight into the 
experiences of women of color through interviews on their 
experiences as presidents. A third report published by ACE, 
Pipelines, Pathways, and Institutional Leadership: An Update 
on the Status of Women in Higher Education (Johnson 2017), 
provides an accessible update on women’s leadership in 
higher education.

Research is a formal component of the ACE Learning and 
Engagement Division’s operating model. Importantly, 

>>

>>

>>

>>

ACE’s research capacity and 
connectivity to the scholarly 
community is central to the 
organization’s work on women’s 
leadership in higher education. 
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this model places women’s leadership as a core initiative for the division, thus making research a critical 
component to the women’s leadership portfolio alongside ACE’s suite of programs and services. These include 
the ACE Women’s Network and other communities, transformation labs, ACE Engage, the ACE Fellows 
Program, regional summits, and forums (i.e., convenings associated with individual projects and products). 
All of these activities require a strong evidence base and provide an opportunity to infuse women’s leadership 
content throughout ACE’s programs. For example, a forthcoming Equity Lab will have at its foundation 
research on diversity, equity, and inclusion, and ACE’s experience and learnings from Moving the Needle and 
the ACE Women’s Network. 

Since the operating model was finalized, the research team has been working with professional learning 
colleagues to build an operating model specifically for the women’s leadership agenda. Research staff have also 
been creating space for facilitated conversations on the topic of women’s leadership in an effort to inform this 
agenda. For example, in 2019, staff held focus groups at the Association for the Study of Higher Education 
(ASHE), the CREDO Women in Higher Education Leadership Institute,2 and ACE’s Annual Meeting, 
among others. These conversations have informed the group’s direction alongside the dozens of potential 
research topics that emerged from the discussions that took place during the Moving the Needle summits and 
Women’s Network meetings over the past decade—many of which are organized in this report by theme. 

In fact, this very report will serve as a launchpad for a 
convening, the goal of which is to provide a space for key 
higher education stakeholders with a vested interest in 
women’s leadership to engage in planning the next phase 
of this work. These stakeholders will include provosts, 
presidents, faculty, researchers, leaders in higher education, 
and potential funders. Building from the research ideas that 
emerged over the past decade and are outlined in this report, 
the main outcome of this event will be to set a future agenda 
for research in this area, which ACE can support, highlight, 
and drive through its programs and product development. 
Using the collaborative facilitation approach of appreciative 
inquiry, this event is designed around a process for iden-
tifying personal and shared values and tapping into shared understanding and community. Ultimately, the 
group will build out both future areas of inquiry and plans of action for applied research that might result in 
professional learning content, toolkits, microcourses, programs, and research portfolios.  

State Networks: Moving Women’s Leadership Forward for 
Almost 50 Years 
Although Moving the Needle was only launched in 2010, ACE has been engaged in promoting women’s 
leadership in higher education for decades. ACE’s Office of Women in Higher Education was formed in the 
1970s and created the structure for what would become the ACE Women’s Network. The ACE Women’s 
Network is a system of state-based networks with the goal of supporting and advancing women in higher 
education. Currently 45 active state networks exist across the country. These state-based networks have 
different organizational structures based on the capacities and needs of each state. ACE supports the state 
chairs through the Women’s Network Executive Council (WNEC) and brings state chairs together, organized 

2  Transcripts and meeting memos from these recent facilitated conference sessions were included in this document analysis.  

The research team has been 
working with professional 
learning colleagues to build an 
operating model specifically for 
the women’s leadership agenda.
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by geographic regions. Several state networks are 501(c)(3) organizations with extensive membership rosters 
and provide support to women across their state in various forms, including programs, scholarships, and 
online engagement. Many of these state networks run their own mentoring programs for women both within 
institutions and across institutions. 

In 2018, ACE entered a new phase of engaging the Women’s Network by recreating a position to support 
and enhance its work. Annual meetings of the Women’s Network Leadership Conference currently offer 
in-person support and professional development to state chairs and state network executive board members. 
ACE supports the state networks by providing an ACE Network Directory, conducts regular assessments to 
ascertain the vitality and needs of state networks, occasional webinars, and other resources in support of the 
operations and management of state networks. ACE supports the Women’s Leadership Legacy Fund (WLLF), 
where individual donors contribute toward scholarships for women to participate in professional development 
opportunities. ACE also offers the State Network Leadership Award, which recognizes an innovative program 
relevant to women’s advancement run by a state network or higher educational institution. The Women’s 
Network is key to the success of any ACE initiative to advance women’s leadership in higher education, as it 
provides a structure for supporting women within their state contexts. A number of opportunities for future 
research pertaining to the state networks emerged in this analysis, including:

• Conducting a strengths/needs assessment of the state networks, exploring their membership, leader-
ship capacity, and financial structure. 

• Outlining how one (or several) state networks successfully cultivated a structure where women’s 
leadership has thrived, and creating an accessible written document with corresponding webinar or 
podcast on best practices. 

• Researching the collective impact of the network on women around the country.

• Conducting a longitudinal analysis of how women within the networks have ascended into executive 
leadership to understand trends over time. 

In addition to supporting the state networks directly, state network chairs through the WNEC, and creating a 
research agenda that supports the work of the Women’s Network, ACE could explore how to further empower 
women’s network leaders. At Moving the Needle meetings, leaders regularly express a desire to support the 
Women’s Network and elevate the important work women are doing on the ground in their states. Sharing the 
success stories in state networks could be done through the Engage platform and/or at ACE-supported events. 
State networks recognized for strong programming might be assisted through micro-grants or another form of 
financial support. 

Moving the Needle Pledge: A Strategy for Promoting 
Awareness
In January 2016, ACE launched the Moving the Needle pledge as a campaign for raising awareness and 
generating buy-in among higher education leadership. This strategy was the signature initiative of the volun-
teers focused on the fourth Moving the Needle goal, which was organized around the task of generating “a 
national sense of urgency elevating the need for advancing women in higher education leadership positions.” 
They originally conceived this campaign as a “Presidential Pledge” to get college and university presidents to 
think about their successors and commit to diversifying the next generation of leaders in the top positions. 
This volunteer-led group put effort into the pledge launch, aiming for 100 presidents to sign on before the 
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official announcement. As a result of this effort, 229 presidents and chancellors had signed the pledge within a 
week of ACE’s public announcement. 

Later, the pledge was extended from only presidents to any leader who supports the advancement of women 
in higher education. When higher education leaders sign the pledge, they commit to: 

Nominating qualified women to the highest positions of leadership in higher education 
wherever and whenever possible. 

Providing opportunities for emerging women leaders to gain access to the skills and 
experiences necessary to advance.

Educating others, including boards, on the benefits of a gender-diversified leadership. 

Empowering leadership teams in their own institutions to sponsor women leaders.

Today, over 900 leaders have signed the Moving the Needle pledge, including a governor, several members of 
boards of trustees, and higher education association executives. Upon its launch, ACE President Emerita 
Molly Corbett Broad stated, “As presidents, we must offer our sponsorship and mentorship and recognize that 
every presidential vacancy is an opportunity to advance women. The presidents that have already signed on 
have sent a powerful signal about the importance of this issue and this commitment.” The pledge generated a 
high level of investment and energy among ACE membership. From the start, the pledge’s ability to attract 
both women and men who are invested in supporting women’s leadership has been one of its core strengths. 

While the pledge reflects investment by Moving the Needle 
leaders, ACE has encountered challenges along the way 
regarding how best to engage leaders who have self-identi-
fied as interested in supporting women’s leadership. Leaders 
involved in Moving the Needle summits recommended 
several ideas over the years, such as developing regular 
communication with signatories on relevant action items or 
requesting that signatories report back with the best prac-
tices among their peers. A toolkit was designed to be shared 
with those who made a pledge and was recently updated 
and placed on ACE’s website as a resource, but it remains 
unclear how engaging with signatories would be sustained. 

ACE’s future programmatic efforts devoted to institutional change for women’s leadership could work to build 
on the momentum of the Moving the Needle pledge to create a means for communicating with interested 
leaders. For instance, any research generated could be shared through the channel of pledge signatories, or a 
search for best practice institutional examples could be launched through this list. Attendees at several of the 
summits recommended that ACE invite the signatories into a physical conference or summit to share best 
practices and discuss strategies to address key challenges. Volunteers in one of the goal groups worked hard to 
develop the pledge and launched it with intention, but ongoing communications were ultimately not sus-
tainable for this group of volunteers after all the time they had devoted to the pledge launch. If the group of 

>>

>>

>>
>>

Today, over 900 leaders have 
signed the Moving the Needle 
pledge.
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signatories is to be developed into a network of committed individuals, it is likely that a communications plan 
will need to be developed and increased capacity (such as in the form of ACE staff time) devoted to sharing 
the pledge and engaging with signers.

Professional Development: Building Capacity for Individual 
Women
Participants at Moving the Needle and Women’s Network meetings consistently express concern about the 
need for capacity building for women—specifically providing individual women with opportunities to culti-
vate their leadership skills. One of the volunteer groups was tasked with taking action surrounding “women’s 
advancement to mid-level and senior-level positions in higher education administration by building capacities 
in women and in institutions.” This group noted the importance of both institutional and individual capacity 
building, recognizing that individual women leaders often come through different pathways and would 
benefit from leadership development to hone their skills. ACE has recently launched a platform for sharing 
content through its peer-to-peer online learning platform Engage, a space where content specific to women’s 
leadership in higher education can be shared with current and potential leaders. Summit attendees and 
network volunteers regularly suggested professional development topics (in the form of podcasts, webinars, or 
accessible written materials) including: 

• Topics that women leaders regularly encounter as barriers to leadership in higher education, including 
financial acumen, construction, athletics, or the art of negotiation for women.

• Relationship-based skill development from a women’s leadership perspective, which could include 
cultivating relationships with donors, trustees, search firms, or the media. 

• An informational series for new presidents in their first year, such as how to engage with your institu-
tion’s board. 

• An informational series specific to mid-presidency leadership such as launching an effective capital 
campaign or crisis management preparation (e.g., for natural disasters). 

• Topics for prospective women leaders, sharing skills such as how to market your skill set for positions 
in higher education, particularly for those who come from other fields or might have gained 
experience in nontraditional ways, even from working in the home. These materials could be shared 
through the Women’s Network. 

• Crafting a career map to executive leadership in higher education for women. 

They also suggested the creation of specific tools, including:

• An online inventory of leadership development programs for women from alternate pathways.

• In-person sessions at women’s leadership spaces that focus on wellness, such as strategies for work-life 
blend, approaches to navigating identities, and mindfulness practices. 

• A self-assessment tool that would help individual women understand where to focus their skill 
building through professional development or mentorship. 

Summit attendees and network volunteers recognized state networks as a vehicle for promoting professional 
development opportunities. The newly redesigned ACE Women’s Leadership web page and the Engage 
platform are other channels for disseminating professional development tools. 
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Mentor Network: Bringing Women Leaders and 
Prospective Leaders Together
For the past decade, Moving the Needle has provided valuable spaces for individuals engaged in the topic of 
advancing women’s leadership to come together in small goal groups and at larger annual summits. Likewise, 
the state Women’s Network provides regional connections for many women around the country. The need to 
develop sustainable mentorship scaffolding has been a recurring theme for these groups, specifically to culti-
vate the next generation of leaders and to help women in leadership experience success by feeling less isolated 
and more supported. The need for programmatic support for building mentor relationships was a recurring 
theme from the earliest MTN meetings. Early programmatic 
ideas, such as updating a database of women in leadership or 
creating a “hotline” for senior leaders to answer questions, 
have been replaced in more recent discussions with the 
need to connect these efforts to existing technological 
platforms. In-person networking spaces remain important 
and key to the state network dynamic. In addition, matching 
prospective or newer women in leadership with mentors (or 
“sponsors”) and providing a space via a platform such as ACE 
Engage is one avenue for helping to cultivate connections 
in a way that would be more sustainable than creating a 
separate digital space. Network participants also suggested 
that ACE could create content that highlights strong examples of women’s leadership success through mentor-
ship—or even a guide to good mentorship practices to be shared with individuals and institutions. In addition 
to technological resources, they also identified in-person networking spaces as essential.

Best Practices: Recognizing the Good Work Already Being 
Done
A consistent theme across every one of the Moving the Needle summits was the need to identify and dissem-
inate best practices, particularly at the institutional level. This topic came up consistently out of a desire to 
showcase success and unpack how systems can work well with an eye towards replication. In meetings, summit 
participants regularly used the phrase, “good work is happening,” highlighting the importance of recognizing 
institutions where diverse leadership is already highly valued. One of the volunteer-led goal groups was 
tasked with taking action surrounding women’s advancement to mid-level and senior-level positions in higher 
education administration by building capacities in women and in institutions. This group regularly unpacked 
how an institution that has the stated value of developing and supporting women’s leadership can institution-
alize that value. These volunteers theorized that campuses that were doing this well could potentially have 
dedicated budgets or grants for women’s leadership development. Ultimately, the volunteer group determined 
that more research is needed to discern what best practices at the institutional level look like. Specific research 
topics include:

• Conducting a meta-analysis of research on best practices regarding cultivating women’s leadership in 
higher education, with a particular care taken to delve into dissertation work on this topic. 

The need to develop sustainable 
mentorship scaffolding has 
been a recurring theme.
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• Exploring the actions taken by a handful of the over 900 campus leaders who have signed the pledge 
to support women in executive leadership and identifying what these institutions have in common 
that could be outlined as best practice. 

• Unpacking a few successful strategic planning processes with a focus on diversity. 

• Investigating how campuses have successfully embedded a strategy for diverse leadership in their 
search processes. 

• Studying how individual institutions effectively train employees, boards of trustees, and other stake-
holders on topics related to diversity, publishing best practices and creating tools based on findings. 

In addition to traditional modes of research dissemination, other learning tools that emerged related to best 
practices include: 

• A toolkit for state networks on how to identify and support women leaders.

• A how-to guide for faculty on infusing scholarship on women’s leadership into the curriculum.

• Training materials for human resource personnel and/or search committee members that highlights 
best practices.

Institutional Award/Assessment Tool: Recognizing 
Institutional Change
Another group of volunteers organized around one of the four goals was tasked with addressing strategies to 
encourage women’s advancement to mid-level and senior-level positions in higher education administration by 
building capacities in women and in institutions. This goal group focused their energy on determining how an 
institution that has the stated value of developing and supporting women’s leadership can institutionalize these 
efforts. The group recommended recognizing change at the institutional level by using a scorecard or a set of 
standards for measuring progress. The key idea that emerged from these meetings was to create an institutional 
award that would “recognize successful, innovative programs/methods for moving the needle to advance 
women in administrative positions in higher education.” The award would be presented at the Women’s 
Leadership Dinner. The goal group started to identify what this award could look like, such as naming it after 
a sponsor corporation and soliciting applications from the six presidential associations. 

A key benefit of introducing such an award would be helping ACE and partners to identify best practices 
at the institutional level. An award process could also lead to the creation of a rubric where institutions 
could self-assess their own efforts related to institutionalizing diversity in leadership. The goal group listed 
the following data that could be collected for a self-assessment tool: (a) percentage of senior staff that are 
women, (b) percentage change in senior staff over the last five years, (c) discussion of internal versus external 
promotion at the institution, (d) funds dedicated to sponsorship and professional development for women 
leaders, and (e) description of operational plans and dedicated budget to ensure sustained efforts. It should be 
noted that some raised a concern that this additional award would overlap with ACE’s existing Donna Shavlik 
Award and State Network Leadership Award. 

By 2016, the Moving the Needle volunteer group dropped the language of “award” due primarily to concerns 
of the program’s sustainability, but the desire for a process to allow institutions to share best practices 
remained. The leaders of this group desired more information on how institutions were doing the work of 
promoting women leaders well and discussed the need for an environmental scan or more research on best 
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practices. In addition to best practices, other Moving the Needle and volunteer group meetings also identified 
the need to assist institutions by providing self-assessment tools. One meeting in 2016 yielded the idea to 
develop and distribute a white paper that includes a self-assessment toolkit to assist institutions with examin-
ing institutional policies, executive practices, and cultural norms which either directly or indirectly reinforce 
limiting gender and/or sex-role stereotypes or promote/foster gender inequity. Future efforts might build on 
this work by creating:

• An interactive dashboard where institutions can track and monitor measurable diversity-related goals.

• A toolkit for institutions for development, implementation, and evaluation, tailored to specific 
institutional types.

Discussions at Moving the Needle summits around self-assessment underscore the need to frame these tools 
with an emphasis on intentionality and purposefulness, recognizing that change happens through concerted 
effort and reflection among institutional leadership. 

Barriers for Women in Leadership
The Moving the Needle summits devoted substantial time to unpacking barriers for women. The barriers for 
women most frequently mentioned are as follows:

Demand-side: The decision-makers in the search and hiring process (i.e., governing 
board members, search committee members, and trustees) are often men. More 
women need to be tapped for these positions and existing leadership needs to be 
educated on the importance of diversity in leadership and the existence of implicit bias 
in search processes.

Supply-side: While women are in the pipeline to become executives in higher edu-
cation, some are less trained in self-advocacy as compared to men. Still others are 
uninterested in top leadership positions. Institutional, cultural, and personal factors all 
contribute to why women might not pursue executive positions. 

Perspective-based: A lack of understanding about the problem, or a belief that gender 
equity has already been achieved. 

At the 2017 Moving the Needle Summit, ACE researchers presented findings from the American College 
President Study (ACPS) with a focus on the trajectories and experiences of the one-third of presidents who 
are women. This presentation allowed for a different approach to discussing barriers to women’s leadership, 
as compared to previous meetings (2010, 2012, and 2014) which focused mostly on brainstorming existing 
barriers. Highlights from the presentation include that women presidents are less likely to be married or have 
children and more likely to have a doctorate as compared to their male peers. ACPS also noted the fact that 
women of color are greatly underrepresented in presidency positions. Ideas for action on barriers that emerged 
at the summit include:

• Conduct a meta-analysis on barriers as they relate to women in executive leadership within higher 
education, recognizing that research on barriers is fairly abundant. This type of study would pair well 

>>

>>

>>
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with the ongoing ACE American College President Study, which offers descriptive statistics on the 
college presidency, rather than the barriers or existing pipeline to executive leadership. 

• Create webinars, podcasts, or accessible written materials for individual women seeking help with 
how to approach the stressors of advancement. As one leader mentioned at a Moving the Needle 
meeting in 2019, “When the shards of glass are falling because you broke the ceiling, what do you 
do?” 

• Conduct research on work environments recognized as supportive of women, including those outside 
of higher education, and what they have in common in terms of policies and procedures. Create a 
plan to share those practices with institutional leaders. 

• Investigate the leadership pipeline to understand where prospective women leaders fall away from 
pursuing executive leadership and why. 

• Conduct research on the challenges for women specifically in the transition from lower level to 
executive leadership roles. Resulting research can help the field understand the “leak in the pipeline.” 

Women of Color
Women of color and experiences pertaining to intersectionality were discussed sporadically at Moving the 
Needle summits and meetings from 2010 to 2017. At the first summit in 2010, the word “intersectionality” 
was highlighted in framing Moving the Needle, noting the importance of recognizing multiple identities. 
By 2016, the often-unique experiences of women of color were noted, but a concern that intersectionality 
had been politicized was also pointed out. At various times over the years when data was shared in meeting 
spaces, the relatively small percentage of women presidents who are women of color was highlighted. In the 
effort to broaden diversity, participants noted that one programmatic strategy was the targeting of presidents 
at HBCUs to sign the pledge and consider succession plans with women in mind. Beyond these relatively few 
mentions of intersectionality or women of color, the fact that race was not explicitly discussed more often over 
the course of the Moving the Needle summits could potentially be traced to ACE’s historical separation of 
three different diversity and inclusion initiatives: those focused on people of color, members of the LGBTQI 
community, and women in leadership. 

Recently, ACE staff supported the cultivation of intentional space for the voices of women of color in execu-
tive leadership, in both research and academic spaces. One 
of the key publications supported by Moving the Needle is 
Voices from the Field: Women of Color Presidents in Higher 
Education (Gray, Howard, and Chessman 2018). This 
publication makes an important contribution by highlight-
ing the voice of women of color in executive positions. In 
2019, ACE staff Lorelle Espinosa and Jonathan Turk 
facilitated a space at the conference for the Association for 
the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) titled “Talking 
About Race: The State of Race and Ethnicity in Higher 
Education and Implications for Future Research.” This 
invitation-based conference session included a number of 
administrators with faculty backgrounds and current 
research agendas, resulting in a number of strong ideas for 

Several women in the 
conversation explicitly voiced 
appreciation for the opportunity 
to discuss these topics, which 
they experienced as a rare 
space in the experience of their 
career. 
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future directions regarding intentionally exploring the leadership pathways and needs for women of color in 
higher education. Several women in the conversation explicitly voiced appreciation for the opportunity to 
discuss these topics, which they experienced as a rare space in the experience of their career. 

Specific ideas include:

• A broad literature review of women of color in higher education leadership, with a particular focus on 
dissertation research, where the topic is often explored without being widely disseminated. 

• A series of research articles where the experience of sub-groups can be intentionally disaggregated. For 
example, an entire paper can be dedicated to outlining the current research on Latina women aspiring 
to senior leadership. 

• Research that relies on methodological diversity to understand the experiences within communities of 
color. 

• Explore, with an asset-based lens, women leaders at varies types of institutions. The ASHE group 
noted that most women (and particularly women of color) in executive leadership are not at high 
research institutions, which is often discussed using deficit language. A future study could highlight 
the work of women in executive leadership at various types of institutions, particularly those who 
serve students of diverse backgrounds.

• Investigate the benefits of women, and particularly women of color, to higher education leadership. 
While early MTN meetings pointed to the field of business regularly as having supported women in 
executive leadership, the ASHE session questioned this link, with one participant noting that what 
worked in business is not always relevant to higher education.  

• Unpack the search firm process, using ethnographic methods and/or discourse analysis of the conver-
sations surrounding a search. Follow the experience of women who say “no” to engaging in a search, 
to understand whether some aspect of the role or the institution is unattractive or unwelcoming to 
women in leadership. 

• Develop training materials on implicit bias for search firms and boards of trustees to help them 
identify the unseen barriers for women of color and offer tools to help them overcome unintended 
bias in search processes and when supporting leadership. 

• Explore how the next American College President Study could contribute to gaps in the research on 
the topic of gender parity in leadership, particularly for women of color, in its next iteration. 

Hiring Process: Where Many Women Leaders Fall Out of 
the Pipeline 
A recurring theme at Moving the Needle summits was the fact that women face roadblocks in their journey to 
executive leadership during the hiring process. Both search firms and boards are important partners and places 
where education on the importance of diversity in leadership might be shared. Ideas from past meetings for 
future steps include:

• Conducting an examination of the search process with an eye toward diversity in leadership in every 
stage (i.e., job description, committee appointments, committee training, candidate selection, etc.). 
Content focused on best practices in search processes could be shared with boards, search firms, and 
search committees, potentially through the partnership with the Association of Governing Boards.
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• Investigating best practices with an eye toward a search firm who has had success in presenting 
women for executive leadership, to be shared with other search firms. 

• Conducting a meta-analysis of the value of women’s leadership rooted in asset-based research frame-
works, with materials developed specifically for the hiring process in order to educate stakeholders 
on the value of women in executive positions. A need to recognize and lift up the value of women in 
leadership was a reoccurring theme across the history of ACE’s work on this topic. Research on the 
benefits of women in leadership could focus on benefits to the institution, future leaders (including 
staff and students), or the field of higher education more broadly.

• Exploring the phenomenon of women being hired at struggling institutions. This challenge was 
mentioned several times in Moving the Needle meetings, where anecdotes were shared that women 
are being hired at institutions that have deeply entrenched preexisting challenges, thus setting the 
new executive leader up for difficulty. This phenomenon offers an opportunity for research as well 
as professional development for women as they search for a position that will be a good fit for them 
professionally and personally.  

• Creating or identifying webinars, podcasts, or accessible written guides on implicit bias in order 
to train relevant stakeholders in the search process. The topic of implicit bias was one of the most 
important and most regularly mentioned at Moving the Needle meetings. 

In addition to these content ideas, programming around 
diversifying boards to include more women is needed. 
One idea for programming unfolded around enlisting state 
governors, potentially through the Women’s State Network, 
to make a case for women’s leadership in executive positions. 
Since the governor and the board of governors are in the 
position to appoint board of trustee members at most public 
institutions, educating them on the importance of diversity 
is key to these efforts. Another programming idea addressed 
the need to get relevant positions in front of women. Since 
many institutions and search firms look to ACE to help 
them share job postings without an existing structure in 
place, ACE could consider partnering with existing job 
search engines, such as Higher Ed Jobs, to avoid duplicating 
efforts while still promoting executive-level positions for 
qualified women candidates. 

Partnerships: Connecting with Other Organizations Doing 
This Work
Developing partnerships has been a clear focus of the Moving the Needle initiative. At the inaugural 2010 
meeting, ACE established the importance of working with other associations and organizations who have 
a women’s leadership agenda in order to “more effectively leverage efforts, promote collaboration, and raise 
national visibility on the issue.” The organizations most often mentioned and represented at meetings were: 
(1) Association of Governing Boards (ABG), (2) HERS, (3) American Association of University Women 
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leadership during the hiring 
process.
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(AAUW), (4) TIAA, and (5) Catalyst. Other potential collaborators listed at the summits include:

• Nonprofits (such as the Girl Scouts)

• Foundations (such as the Women’s Foundation)

• Associations across sectors of higher education (such as the Association of Community College 
Trustees (ACCT), State Higher Education Executive Officers Association (SHEEO), Council of 
Independent Colleges (CIC), or the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU))

• Associations specific to women, people of color, or the LGBTQI community (such as the American 
Association of Hispanics in Higher Education (AAHHE), LGBTQ Presidents in Higher Education, 
Women Leaders in College Sports, or the National Association of Diversity Officers in Higher 
Education (NADOHE)) 

• Corporations (such as General Electric or Deloitte)

• Politicians (such as governors) 

• Institution-based women’s centers 

Summit attendees identified key campus leaders who are in a position to promote women’s leadership, noting 
that ACE could help support existing programs to expand opportunities for women (such as HERS). They 
also identified other partners as existing networks or platforms where the Moving the Needle agenda could be 
shared, such as associations across higher education. Attendees recognized some partners for their ability to 
reach prospective women leaders, such as partnering with undergraduates at women’s centers or AAUW, since 
this is not the primary focus of ACE efforts. They also recognized a group of partners due to their potential 
interest (or ongoing efforts) in funding this work, such as TIAA. In addition to engaging partners in program-
matic initiatives, they suggested exploring what effective coalitions look like and how that relates to how the 
women’s leadership agenda could emerge.  

As leaders have come together to define the Moving the Needle strategy, they have been clear in their desire 
that ACE avoid replicating endeavors that already exist. A list of potential partnerships was generated at every 
Moving the Needle convening and many breakout goal group meetings. A number of these listed partners 
participated in Moving the Needle though avenues such as speaking on panels during summits. This focus 
on partnerships underscores the importance of collaboration, recognizing that other groups are actively 
addressing the broad topic of women’s leadership in higher education. Still, meeting participants underscored 
the challenges surrounding partnerships, particularly regarding how ACE differentiates itself in its work with 
partner organizations on women’s leadership. The need for a strategic focus for maximum impact guiding 
ACE partnerships came up in most discussions.  

ACE’s Strengths Within Women’s Leadership in Higher 
Education
The core challenge of the ACE Moving the Needle initiative over the past decade has been its reliance on 
volunteers. Since these volunteers are often leaders in other spaces within higher education, their capacity for 
sustained engagement is a concern. Nevertheless, ACE has played an important role in supporting women’s 
leadership for decades and can build on the strength of its expertise within the landscape of higher education. 
Meeting participants through the years described ACE’s strength as a membership organization and its ability 
to develop systemic change through collective action. Since ACE is connected with individuals and institu-
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tions across the country, the organization is well suited to bring together leaders through initiatives such as the 
Moving the Needle pledge or sharing resources through the Engage platform. The state networks are another 
strength of ACE’s structure, which empowers women’s leadership within a state system, moving the needle 
state by state. Finally, ACE’s role as a research hub for topics relevant to higher education leadership indicates 
that developing a research agenda on women’s leadership in higher education will be a substantial contribution 
that ACE can offer the field as it looks toward the next decade of this important work.  
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