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Abstract

This paper explored women departmental heads’ leadership 
experiences in higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This paper highlighted aspects of their care and coping 
mechanisms in terms of them working in virtual spaces. Most 
scholars have examined employees’ effects and challenges while 
working from home during a lockdown. However, most studies 
are silent on women in leadership, especially concerning the 
provision of resources to enhance effective leadership during this 
crisis. The paper draws on three concepts of Sen’s Capabilities 
approach: functionings, freedoms, and agency. This approach 
facilitates an incisive understanding of institutional and individual 
coping mechanisms that might be beneficial for women leaders to 
mitigate the challenges of the devastating COVID-19 lockdowns. 
The qualitative narrative approach, supported by a feminist lens, 
provides a critical, in-depth understanding of the real-life stories 
of women in leadership positions when making-sense of their 
challenges in working in a virtual environment. Data which was 
collected through semi-structured interviews with ten female 
heads of department, was analysed thematically by applying the 
Capabilities Approach as an analytical tool. The findings indicated 
that functionings and freedoms are inextricably intertwined to 
institutional ethnographies. These ethnographies might support 
or hamper the coping capabilities of women leaders in academic 
institutions, especially during the COVID-19 crisis.

Keywords: capability approach, coping strategies, Covid-19 
pandemic, higher education, women leaders, stress

1. Background
COVID-19 was reportedly first detected in Wuhan, China 
in 2019; and this progressed to a global pandemic, which 
spread to South Africa only in March 2020 (Giandhari et 
al., 2020). Governments in all countries rushed to find ways 
and means to protect people from the deadly pandemic 
(Jakovljevic et al., 2020). Globally, lockdowns were imposed 
to minimise physical contact among people which led to 
most workers transitioning from working in offices to working 
from home. Kniffin et al. (2020) who highlight the impact of 
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the pandemic on employees and organisations, describe disruptions in normal work practices, 
economic repercussions, and social instabilities. Working from home became a new normal for 
the working class around the world (Mcpherson, 2020). In education, it involved learning new 
skills to access online and virtual learning platforms which replaced face-to-face classroom 
teaching-learning environments. In South Africa, this migration to online strategies of teaching 
and learning affected all spheres of education, including higher education institutions (HEIs) 
that responded by developing capacity-building initiatives to upskill workers for online work 
environments (Dumulescu & Mutiu, 2021; International Labour Office, 2021). Such skills 
development initiatives included webinars on how to effectively conduct lessons online, online 
meeting management, and online management of administrative duties, amongst others 
(Dumulescu & Mutiu, 2021; International Labour Office, 2021). While such initiatives could 
have been helpful, scholars argue that these efforts did not realistically provide a smooth 
transition to working online for a multiple of reasons (Mangolothi, 2021; Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2020). Studies conducted during the pandemic in 
different parts of the world indicated a plethora of challenges that HEI staff had to contend with 
(Mangolothi, 2021; International Labour Organisation, 2020).

2. Research interest 
Generally, women leaders in academia were challenged by virtue of their positions (Ramohai, 
2019; Sherpered, 2017) regarding the debilitating effects of the pandemic. Studies by Rhyan 
and Haslam (2005) and Sabharwal (2013) assert that deep-rooted cultural and political barriers 
plague the higher education institutions at all times. These challenges emanate from the 
hostile socio-political gender-related discourses in higher education that discriminate against 
women as leaders in HEIs (Sherpered, 2017; Ellemers, 2018). Women leaders execute their 
roles in planning and monitoring the curriculum, teaching and learning, financial management, 
and staff development. In addition to these roles, women leaders have to shoulder heavy 
teaching responsibilities. 

When COVID-19 disrupted the higher education sector, particularly when lockdowns 
were introduced, all staff were adversely affected. Scholars immediately explored challenges 
experienced by workers in an effort to find solutions. Studies that focused on women and 
their challenges during this period, had a general focus on all women leaders. In this paper, 
we focused specifically on academic departmental heads to understand how their leadership 
was affected, and more importantly, how they coped. We believe that shedding light on the 
COVID-19 lived-experiences of women academic leaders will enable institutions to understand 
them and draw on their narratives when planning interventions during crisis periods.

The main question that this paper addressed was: How did COVID-19 and the resultant 
lockdowns affect academic women departmental leaders, and what coping mechanisms did 
they use to deal with their challenges? 

Emanating from this main question, the following secondary questions were interrogated:

• What challenges did academic women departmental heads face as leaders during 
COVID-19?

• What resources and capacity-building initiatives did women leaders use to cope with the 
effects of COVID-19 on their leadership?

• How did their own capability and agency as leaders pave the way for effective leadership 
during lockdown? 

http://dx.doi.org/10.38140/pie.v40i4.6190
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3. Theoretical framework
To attempt to answer the main and secondary questions, Sen’s (1999) Capabilities Approach 
(CA) was adopted. The Capabilities Theory in general looks into how environments enable 
people’s functionings and agency (Sen, 1999). The four important principles advocated in 
this theory are functionings, capabilities, agency, well-being, and conversion factors which 
emanate from the belief that human beings only attain a sense of well-being and achievement 
if they have freedom to be, and to do (Robeyns, Ingrid & Byskov, 2020). This means that the 
environment should offer enablers as tools that create a conducive environment for people 
to succeed in becoming, and being (White, Imperial & Pereira, 2016). Such enablers are 
resources and opportunities in the environment which could be harnessed as a means to an 
end. What is important though, is not the abundance of enablers, but the practical opportunities 
they provide to capacitate people to become, and do. 

For the purposes of this paper, CA assisted the researchers to gain insight into women 
leaders’ resources for coping. In this case, we explored the personal coping mechanisms that 
were a source of strength, in addition to the resources that the institutions provided to assist 
women who are heads of department (HoDs) to enact effective leadership practices during 
the COVID-19 period. In this regard, CA refers to these personal and environmental resources 
as enablers or functionings (Sen, 1999) which are opportunities that are available to create a 
means to achieve what people do, or wish to be. However, while it was important to explore 
the enablers, we were cognisant of the critical CA aspect of freedoms which signifies that the 
availability of functionings should be investigated in conjunction with how accessible they are, 
and how easy it is to fully utilise them. Accordingly, an exploration of functionings (enablers) 
was extended to include whether the women leaders had the agency and capability (White, 
Imperiale & Perera, 2016) to successfully utilise the resources at their disposal to combat 
the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. In emphasising the importance of agency in CA, 
Buzzelli (2015) reiterates that people should have freedom to choose, and achieve what 
they value through the use of available resources. This choice is what makes the available 
resources real opportunities. The assumption we had at the commencement stage of our 
research after reviewing relevant literature sources, was that institutions provided resources 
to assist women HoDs to cope with the challenges COVID-19 imposed on leadership roles. 
However, we needed to establish whether the women had any choice in when, how and 
why they used the resources to assist in the effective management of the crisis period for 
themselves and their departments in terms of successful teaching and learning. 

4. Leadership and coping during the crisis 
Managing a crisis has never been an easy task for any leader. Leaders are often expected 
to buffer the effects of the crisis so that subordinates do not feel the full impact of the crisis 
(Klann, 2003). An emergency crisis can entail any situation requiring unprecedented effort to 
respond to challenging circumstances and still deliver the required outputs. The energy and 
commitment needed from leaders during a crisis could be a tremendous test of a leader’s 
strength and resilience (Klann, 2003). As work environments experience crisis periods 
ranging from operational and policy development to procedural and process management, 
leaders are generally expected to cushion the devastating effects on employees, sometimes 
without formal training on the strategic management of crises. This constant transformation 
and stress in the higher education context could lead to psychological distress that includes 
anxiety, burnout, and at times depression on the part of the leaders (Hulbert-Williams et al., 
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2021). Leaders, therefore, require coping mechanisms for crisis management to prevent 
physical and mental ill-health (Lupe et al., 2020; Vinkers et al., 2020).

This paper delved into women HoDs in higher education with a view to understanding their 
challenges and coping strategies during the devastating time of COVID-19, specifically the 
online working aspect. A particular focus on women leaders was essential when considering 
women’s history as a marginalised group in all spheres of the labour market (Casale & 
Shepherd, 2021). Scholars (Priola, 2004; Ellemers, 2018) have always emphasised the 
challenges women in leadership face as they execute their role as leaders, in addition to other 
multiple roles that they are expected to perform at home and on other fronts. The challenges 
also occurred during regular face-to-face interactions; therefore, it is critical to establish how 
women leaders coped in critical crisis periods such as lockdowns. Scholars have already 
conducted several studies on the effects of COVID-19 on human beings in different work 
environments; hence, they allude to the crippling effects of mobility restrictions such as 
quarantine, isolation, and social distancing (Rubin & Wessely, 2020; Talevi et al., 2020). Studies 
by Amaral-Prado et al. (2020) and Roy et al. (2020) on university staff during COVID-19 found 
that many suffered from mental health complications that affected their normal work functions. 
The mental health challenges mainly originated through inadequate preparedness of staff to 
work via virtual platforms (Babore et al., 2020) and their unpreparedness in using technology.

As mentioned earlier, despite the challenges engendered by the pandemic, university 
leaders and management had the difficult task of continuing with the academic programmes 
during this traumatic period. They had to stabilise internal and external demands (Skinner & 
Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016) by adapting their functions to online platforms. Adapting assessment 
strategies was particularly difficult, requiring extra efforts by ordinary academics to align these 
to online learning and teaching. When leaders manage this stressful transformation, they 
guard against staff burnout and low morale. Klann (2003) emphasises that crisis management 
and leadership are demanding on the leader because it entails managing operations and 
human responses simultaneously. Managing the workforce (humans) is particularly 
challenging as people’s emotions are involved. Women leaders are even more challenged 
because they must constantly play a balancing game of sound professional leadership while 
still attending to household responsibilities. For most women, multitasking has created a 
confusing and disempowering space. As such, Mangolothi (2021) describes the dire situation 
of women in higher education who must multitask through their work responsibilities which 
include nurturing, child-rearing, and home-caring roles during the lockdown. The women are 
forced to engage adaptive coping behaviours to reduce, tolerate and manage this stressful 
balancing game (Algorani & Gupta, 2020; Baqutayan, 2015; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). 
Therefore, the question is, what critical-thinking and behaviours were enacted by women 
departmental heads to cope with, and to continue with daily responsibilities (functionings) in 
a psychologically-distressed context? While scholars have investigated multiple coping and 
adaptation strategies that academic leaders applied to cope with the effects of the pandemic, 
their studies do not focus on women in leadership positions who also had to mitigate pandemic 
challenges (Almazan et al., 2019; Chirombe et al., 2020; Gan, 2020; Seriño & Ratilla, 2021; 
Verdida et al., 2020). It is the contention of the authors of this paper that the voice of women 
leaders in HoD positions is imperative to create a platform for them to narrate their own 
experiences, and to offer workable and realistic strategies that might assist them in similar 
crisis situations.

http://dx.doi.org/10.38140/pie.v40i4.6190
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5. Methods
The phenomenon of coping in a crisis among academic women HoDs was explored through 
the narrative inquiry qualitative research method (Butina, 2015). This narrative qualitative 
methodology allowed us to engage women via in-depth discussions (Etikan, 2016) into their 
lived-experiences of leadership during the COVID-19 period through an interpretive paradigm. 
Such discussions mostly occurred via the media platform instead of face-to-face interactions. 
This was due to the fact that, at the time of data collection, lockdown restrictions had just been 
lifted, and most participants were uncomfortable with contact sessions. Ten (10) academic 
women leaders from two HEIs in South Africa were selected to participate in individual semi-
structured interviews which were aligned to the study’s purpose and research questions. Thus, 
this narrative inquiry was relevant and feasible because the researchers collected extensive 
information to make-sense of the context of individual women leaders during a pandemic 
crisis. Additionally, the selection of participants and institutions was conducted through the 
convenience sampling technique as we ensured that selected participants were available, and 
that they met the necessary criterion (Etikan, 2016) of holding a HoD position at a HEI during 
the pandemic peak periods of 2020 and 2021. From both higher education institutional cases, 
the same email that clearly stipulated the inclusion criteria for the target population, and was 
approved by the ethical clearance committee beforehand, was sent to participants. In the case 
of the one institution, the researcher used the central head of department email address, while 
for the second institution emails were sent through the relevant representative deans on the 
ethics committee. In both cases, the first five HODs who responded were selected. Table 1 
depicts the demographic information of the selected women HoD participants.

Table 1: Demographics and summary of women academic leader profiles

Woman academic code Institution Age Years of experience in HoD position

HOD1 HEI1 42 2
HOD2 HEI1 63 2
HOD3 HEI1 34 3
HOD4 HEI1 58 8
HOD5 HEI1 60 1 year & 6 months
HOD6 HEI2 43 2
HOD7 HEI2 51 4
HOD8 HEI2 52 2
HOD9 HEI2 51 5 months
HOD10 HEI2 65 2

The demographic data showed a greater participation of women leaders aged between 34 
and 65 years who occupied academic leadership positions during the last five months to 
eight years.

6. Data analysis, interpretation, and discussion 
The aim of this study was to understand and share the challenges experienced by ten university 
women academic leaders (i.e. two case studies which are referred to as HEI1 and HEI2) during 
COVID-19. This pandemic resulted in an abrupt change in the HEIs’ routine which caused 
strenuous demands; for example, technological resources that had never been used much 
before for leading, teaching, learning and administrative activities, were now compulsory for 
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remote work. Thus, throughout this pandemic the higher education environment, leaders, staff, 
and students were exposed to psychological and physical pressures which required resilience 
and coping strategies to deliver astute management and leadership. The findings of this 
research confirmed that the duties of all women academic leaders’ astronomically increased 
to include additional tasks related to online teaching and learning management. Therefore, 
these women academic leaders indicated that it was critical to alleviate the negative effects 
of their stress for a healthier, more productive, collective future for higher education. This was 
evident when participants shared that healthy eating, sleeping, resting, and exercise habits 
remain essential for operative leadership (HOD5/HEI1; HOD9,10/HEI2). In terms of women 
leaders’ study programmes, one participant stated that due to high workload demands at 
university she had to suspend her doctoral studies for a year (HOD1/HEI1). 

Concerning the analysis of collected narrative data for this study, thematic analysis was 
applied by using the Capabilities Concepts as analytical tools based on the psycho-social 
model approach (Lizano, He & Leake, 2021). This demonstrated a significant connection with 
other biopsychosocial models in coping studies (Son et al., 2016; Amaral-Prado et al., 2020). 
The findings revealed that women HoD narrators utilised social, physical, psychological, and 
spiritual resources (Lizano, He & Leake, 2021) to develop capacity- building skills to cope with 
their diverse leadership responsibilities during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Additionally, the Psycho-social Model approach (Amaral-Prado et al., 2020) aligned with 
Folkman and Lazarus’ (1980, 1988) Inventory of Coping Strategies. Most of the adaptive 
coping strategies and the dynamics of biopsychosocial factors that these ten university 
women leaders unitised were either problem-focused or emotion-focused approaches. These 
two approaches are consistent with Algorani and Gupta’s (2020) assertions mentioned in a 
comparable study on coping strategies in the United States. Moreover, the coping strategies 
that women academic leaders displayed were mostly linked to Sen’s (1999) Capability Model. 
In line with this model, the findings are discussed below in congruence to the concepts of 
functionings, freedoms, agency, and institutional structures that might support or hamper 
the coping abilities of women leaders, especially during times of crises. Within the coping 
strategies discussion in the sections below, challenges that women leaders in HEIs faced, are 
highlighted. We therefore did not include a section specifically dedicated to challenges as we 
believed that these are intertwined with the coping mechanisms.

6.1 Social resources utilised by women academic leaders to cope with 
the effects of COVID-19 on their leadership

This study ascertained that adaptive coping strategies of women leaders during the pandemic 
predominantly aligned with proactive cognitive and behavioural dispositions. This resulted in 
snowballing two coping strategies (which will jointly be discussed for that reason), namely:

• Confrontative coping refers to attempts to aggressively confront a stressful crisis to 
change the situation. Women academic leaders shared their experiences:   
(HoD6/HEI2): I directly confront my line manager or colleagues.  
(HoD10/HEI2): The dean became my greatest support.   
(HoD1/HEI2): I focused on getting things to work.  
(HOD1,5/HEI1): But you must act quickly.   
(HOD9/HEI2): There is the need to be assertive during crisis periods.  
(HOD4/HEI1; HOD9,10/HEI2): I had to put my foot down and [say no] … this   
is the policy that we all have to follow; and confronting the line managers  
also ensured that we could address a negative working environment.  
(HOD5/HEI1): I am getting into a toxic space, so the one thing now is I’m ready to fight. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.38140/pie.v40i4.6190
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• Seeking social support refers to efforts to find information, including emotional and 
instrumental support. This strategy which links to the confrontative one (above) is applied 
to enhance the confrontative mechanisms used by the HODs. The support that the HODs 
referred to included friends and colleagues (HoD1), the IT department, secretaries, and 
other support departments and family (HoD5). The HoDs reported that without these 
fundamental support systems, their leadership during the pandemic would have been 
unsuccessful. Thus, most of the narrative reflections (HOD1,4,5/HESI1; HOD6,9,10/HEI2) 
on the effects of COVID-19 on women academic leadership practices confirmed that 
confrontation and seeking support as cognitive and behavioural tactics, were the valued 
functionings for these participants. Also, the academic women leaders chose to grasp 
opportunities such as reaching out to line managers or colleagues (social support), and 
other relevant departments to assist and minimise the debilitating effects of the pandemic. 
In other words, the women HoDs themselves were instrumental in increasing their own 
functioning by using the social institutional resources to increase their agency. 

6.2 Physical resources utilised by women academic leaders to cope with 
the effects of COVID-19 on their leadership 

The results of this study indicated that management in the two institutions ensured that 
curriculum delivery functionings within higher education became a priority. The majority of the 
women academic leaders’ narratives disclosed the provision of physical institutional resources 
that included a range of capacity-building programmes, administrative support, and digital 
technology provision that were meant to facilitate the smooth transition to virtual platforms. 
This is consistent with other studies that report on the initiatives by HEIs in their endeavours 
to provide support to all employees to mitigate stress levels (White, Imperiale & Perera, 2016; 
Nash & Churchill, 2020).

In the first institution (i.e. HEI1) in particular, the Deputy Vice-Chancellor organised a series 
of leadership seminars that focused specifically on capacitating HODs during COVID-19. While 
these were not tailor-made for women leaders, its importance for all HODs’ capacitation was 
applauded by some of the participants from this institution. However, some HoDs felt that this 
initiative was misplaced because it shifted the accountability burden from top management to 
the HoDs. One HoD from this institution expressed the following sentiments: 

For me, it was an insulting response to a crisis amongst HODs to take the people that are 
the most functional, the most capable, who are holding things together by a thread, and 
tell them that they’re the ones who need leadership training (HoD3)

This excerpt is a clear example of how the concepts of functionings and freedoms could be 
misaligned. The HoD3/HEI1 in this instance, felt that this initiative was not increasing her 
agency to function better, but was a demeaning exercise. This highlights the importance of 
following a consultative process in assisting leadership during times of crisis. It is, however, 
worth acknowledging that institutional interventions assisted the women leaders to cope better. 
The HoDs’ functioning was also strengthened through regulated access control overseen by 
them, in addition to them providing guidelines to others to follow a clear direction to transition 
during lockdown. 

While focusing on the available resources might present a picture of smooth-running 
institutions during pandemic lockdowns, a look at the challenges that the women academic 
leaders mentioned indicated that women leaders still lacked the freedoms and agency to lead 
effectively during this period. The multiple roles of women as workers and home-caregivers 
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have always been at the centre of research on women – which now increased to home-office 
duties during the pandemic. In other words, boundaries between home and work became 
progressively blurred (Alon et al., 2020; Augustus 2021; Cui, Ding & Zhu, 2020; Yildirim & 
Eslen-Ziya, 2020). Women academic leaders were not only confronted with the home being 
an unsuitable environment for formal work duties, but also to enact the balancing of diverse 
roles during their daily functioning. One HoD lamented:

Nobody looks at who you are, whether your home is a conducive environment to work 
in… you are married, you have a husband, you have maybe relatives coming into visit 
or my friends coming to visit. And here I am occupying this table now and don’t want any 
noise. (HOD2)

This situation affected their families in a negative way. Families, and not institutions, had 
to make space to accommodate work-related activities in their family spaces. One of the 
participants aptly commented on the sacrifice that families had to make:

(HOD2/HEI1): I am occupying this table now, and don’t want any noise.

On the lack of shared understanding concerning resource provision, Sen (2020) emphasises 
the importance of freedoms and agency since organisations and institutions provide necessary 
valued potential functionings such as digital and technology management, including support 
and access to devices for staff in various departments – all of which contribute to alleviating 
the stresses of operating during the pandemic. Thus, during the pandemic it was not merely 
a provision of effective and efficient resource- support, but also interacting proactively and 
innovatively to convert these online digital resources (e.g. through weekly research broadcasts) 
into opportunities for research support and output achievements (HOD7/HEI2). Another HOD 
(HOD8/HEI2) stated it was beneficial to enhance one’s own technological skills and expertise 
to build a supporting learning community within a department. 

6.2.1 Focusing on problem-solving and managing technology
From this study, it emerged that women academic leaders are active problem-solvers who 
adopt analytical approaches to initiate change to lessen the effects of a stressful situation like 
the COVID-19 pandemic. They applied techniques such as ‘prioritising written tasks’ (HOD2/
HEI1; HOD8/HEI2), conducting ‘strategic planning meetings’ (HOD3/HEI1) or diffusing 
a conflict management situation ‘by acting as a safety net for staff’ (HOD9/HEI2). Another 
(HOD8/HEI2) indicated that the success of problem-solving is related to a leader’s ‘work 
ethics’ which ‘determines how you are going to cope, perceive stress and solve problems’ 
related to the online work environment. 

Other women leaders stated that to have ‘competent members in your team’ (HOD3/
HEI1) and being ‘flexible’ and ‘my way is not the only way’ (HOD8/HEI2) assisted in enacting 
problem-focused coping strategies which are essential to decrease the intensity of stress 
during a crisis. This stressful situation is especially due to the increased complexities at 
universities that necessitate prompt solutions, such as finding strategies to limit the effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on educational programmes. Al-Dabbagh (2020:2) emphasises that 
“making innovative decisions and responding to needs within the limits of time, uncertainty, 
the lack of information, and high level of stress”, intensified the difficulty of the decision-
making process for leaders during COVID-19. It was significant that women academic leaders 
demonstrated that they improved their professional development in the midst of the COVID-19 
pandemic crisis through ‘creative research broadcasts’ (HOD9/HEI2), ‘paying attention to 
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detail and correcting your own mistakes’ (HOD9/HEI2), and adjusting to the crisis through 
decentralised decision-making processes (Al-Dabbagh, 2020; Augustus 2021). 

In this study, it was evident that during the traumatic COVID-19 pandemic, women academic 
leaders not only fulfilled an essential role so that their universities became functional, but 
also displayed distinct leadership competencies. Similar studies advocated crucial leadership 
competencies to circumvent the challenges associated with the pandemic; namely flexibility, 
accounting for emotions, attention to others’ opinions, engagement, sense-making, being a 
technology enhancer, possessing emotional stability, and emphasising employee well-being 
(Dirani et al., 2020; Schwantes, 2020). Aligned to the range of leadership competencies, 
academic leadership normally comprises of diverse management roles such as strategic 
management, administrative roles, transformational agendas, and visionary planning (Settles 
et al., 2019). The women leaders in this case demonstrated these competencies to serve as 
safety nets for their departments while creating a flourishing and functional online working 
environment. However, using online spaces presented its own challenges that affected the 
freedoms and agency of women HoDs to effectively and efficiently utilise valuable resources 
provided by the institution. The women mentioned barriers such as loadshedding, increased 
workloads (HOD9,10/HEI2), limited time for research (HOD8,9,10/HEI2), as well as being 
physically and emotionally exhausted (HOD9,10/HEI2). 

In some cases, the resources did not offer sufficient relief from the exhaustion of leading 
during COVID-19, as adequate rest and sleep (HOD5/HEI1; HOD9,10/HEI2), and good eating 
habits (HOD10/HEI2) to release tension were difficult to attain. The value of teamwork (HOD3/
HEI1; HOD9/HEI2) and a sense of community (HOD10/HEI2) were also perceived as powerful 
resources for effective decision implementation (Kohtamäki, 2019; & Zafar et al., 2019). In this 
study women leaders were plagued by regular uncertainties and inconsistencies, which were 
only possible to eradicate by exhibiting trust (HOD7,8,9,10/HEI2), honesty, and ensuring that 
systems are implemented to promote psychological safety (HOD7/HEI2) as recommended by 
Samoilovich (2020).

6.3  Psychological/Spiritual resources applied by women academic 
leaders to cope with the effects of COVID-19 on their leadership

6.3.1 Distancing and escape-avoidance 
It was evident that only one woman academic leader did not utilise cognitive efforts to 
decrease the effects of the stressful COVID-19 pandemic situation. This was illustrated when 
the narrator stated: ‘I’m better off in a lecturer position because then at least I can protest ... 
being a lecturer ...researcher’ (HOD3/HEI1). This confirmed that she did not display resilience 
to lessen the effects of the challenges during the pandemic. Others who lacked resilience to 
cope with the stresses of the pandemic at an HEI recently resigned, citing burnout as a cause 
(Clark et al., 2020). Although this study demonstrated that these two Higher Education cases 
have taken steps to support employees during the COVID-19 pandemic, including initiating 
remote working arrangements (Nash & Churchill, 2020), it appeared that flexible working 
arrangements were not consistently applied. Despite these ‘flexibility freedoms’ regarding 
their functioning, some women leaders felt that they should not micro-manage from home 
(HOD7,9,10/HEI2), but rather ‘create an innovative environment where staff can flourish and 
be appreciated’ (HOD7/HEI2). 
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6.3.2 Self-control, accepting responsibilities, positive appraisal, and 
connectedness

Worldwide, the COVID-19 pandemic forced higher education institutions to adapt and migrate 
towards online platforms. In this study women academic leaders’ efforts to control their actions 
and emotions, also known as “internal locus of control” (Kniffin et al., 2020; Rotter, 1954; 
Rotter, 1966) assisted them when confronted with ‘a chaotic job’ (HOD3/HEI1). To exacerbate 
the situation, additional administrative responsibilities which were unavoidable (HOD10/HEI2) 
during the pandemic, overburdened the women HoDs. For example, monitoring campus 
access was not only a tedious administrative task, but also emotionally stressful. However, 
these women leaders gallantly fulfilled their contribution in addressing the related problems 
concerning the pandemic by accepting increased responsibilities, even if this meant an 
increased workload. One HoD confirmed that despite the increased workload, she could cope 
because of the assistance of a supportive dean, and by belonging to a small department 
(HOD10/HEI2). Additionally, these women leaders could perform with inner strength and 
courage due to online professional development opportunities; one-woman leader articulated 
‘If I know how it is done [capabilities], it is easier to lead others’ (HOD6/HEI2). Additionally, 
self-appraisal is motivational: ‘Thank you for being honest’ (HOD6/HEI2), ‘balancing verbal 
presence via your voice’ (HOD8/HEI2), and ‘students have often said to me… we appreciate 
… you are honest about your experiences and your mental health … it makes us feel … if 
you struggle … can also be successful (HOD3/HEI1). These motivational articulations are 
enriching for women leaders to feel self-connected, and to strengthen their relationships with 
other academics and students. These women leaders balance the problem-focused with the 
emotional-focused coping strategies that facilitate engagement and shared decision-making. 
Dumulesco and Mutiu (2021) emphasise that a shared leadership paradigm assists higher 
education institutions to react to a crisis through distributed leadership and an increase in 
responsibility at any organisational level (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Besides, distributed 
leadership implies creating connections among all higher education staff members at all 
levels to confront a crisis and facilitate meaningful transformation in the future. Women 
leaders’ balancing act between problem-focus and emotion-focus coping strategies ensures 
psychological safety in the department. 

7. Conclusion
Global pandemics such as COVID-19 have forced many to re-think how they function, use 
their homes and offices, and appreciate their freedom. Additionally, the higher education 
environment becomes progressively more complex as our society evolves through technology 
to allow unlimited connections and possibilities. In this study, identifying coping structures was 
necessary to understand how stress related to COVID-19 affects human health, functioning, 
and the freedom and psyche of academic women departmental leaders. Thus, this case 
study analysis makes a significant contribution to contemporary literature and research on the 
challenges of women’s academic leadership during crisis situations. Additionally, this research 
innovatively used an non-controversial gender lens on COVID-19-related research with 
women academic leaders taking centre stage. These academic women leaders’ narratives 
confirmed that balancing their problem-coping and emotional-coping competencies defined a 
space for merging coping categories in response to psychological stress – usually triggered 
by abrupt changes. Life stressors such as the pandemic require coping strategies that are the 
behaviours, thoughts, and emotions that one activates to adjust to the changes that occur in 
one’s life to create a flourishing working environment. Women academic leadership practices 
may vary across higher education institutions according to their differing organisational 

http://dx.doi.org/10.38140/pie.v40i4.6190


992022 40(4): 99-103 http://dx.doi.org/10.38140/pie.v40i4.6190

Ramohai & Holtzhausen Academic women departmental heads’ coping mechanisms during COVID-19

culture, tradition, and mission. Lastly, this study’s limitations were related to the small number 
of participants due the fact that the purposive sample was based on voluntary participation; 
therefore, future studies should address this phenomenon by including larger samples.
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