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The purpose of this qualitative research study was to better understand the ways 

community college administrators navigate power, politics, and human relations in the 

workplace. Community college administrators shared narratives of learning leadership and 

navigating power and politics. Participants described the circulation of power among 

college stakeholder groups, as well as power struggles between administrators and other 

stakeholder groups. Foucault’s conceptualizations of power, discipline, discourse, and 

ethics underpin this study’s theoretical framework. These conceptualizations are useful in 

studying community college leaders’ development and leadership practices because they 

provide a perspective for critiquing community college’s underlying structures and the 

ways these structures shape leaders’ and others’ actions. Administrators’ uses of and 

subjections to power vis-à-vis economic, ethical, political, and educational discourses 

problematize traditional constructions of leadership and management. There are no current 

narrative analyses or studies on higher education and community college leaders’ 

leadership development and navigation of power and politics. Specifically, this study’s 

results address the gap in the literature on community college administrators’ leadership 

development and on theoretical understandings of power relations in the community 

college context. Some implications of these findings are strategies for community college 

leaders’ negotiation of power relations, development of ethical selves, and communication 

and relationship development with constituency groups. 
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The purpose of this qualitative research study was to better understand the ways 

community college administrators navigate power, politics, and human relations in the 

workplace. Community college administrators shared narratives of learning leadership and 

navigating power and politics in their contexts. Participants described power struggles and 

instances and outcomes of resistance among administrators and other employee groups. 

Foucault’s (1982, 2000, 2007) discussions of power, discipline, discourse, and ethics underpin 

the theoretical framework for this study. Foucault’s theorizations of power problematize 

leadership and management, specifically administrators’ uses of and subjections to power vis-à-

vis economic, social, political, and educational discourses. These discourses define and confine 

organizational leaders. In the community college context, democratization of education is 

emphasized due to its open-access mission, and shared governance is valued (Gibson-Benninger 

et al., 1995). 

In this context, administrators are as much subjected to power as subjects who exercise 

power. Higher education administrators are subject to the power of governments, external 

agencies and constituencies, higher-level administrators, governing boards, colleagues in 

equivalent administrative roles, and subordinates and their organizations such as unions and 

faculty and staff senates. Any decision or power they assert is shaped by others’ power and may 

face opposition and resistance from those at any level in the organizational hierarchy, 

disciplining administrators’ words and actions (Bento, 2011; Mifsud, 2015). Mifsud (2015) 

summarized Foucault’s theorization of power: “power … is both coercive and enabling, in that it 

is not imposed from ‘outside’ or ‘above’, but circulates within institutions and social bodies, 

producing subjects who exert a ‘mutual ‘hold’ on one another” (p. 56). In their discussions of 

administrative power, higher education scholars have noted the tensions between managerialism, 
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associated with greater calls for accountability in educational settings, and a distributive model 

of leadership, associated with shared governance models frequently found at higher education 

institutions such as community colleges (Beattie, 2020; Bento, 2011; Eddy, 2013; Mifsud, 2015).  

This study addresses the gaps in the literature on community college administrators’ 

leadership development and theoretical understandings of power relations in the community 

college context. There are few studies and theoretical works on leadership learning (Channing, 

2020), adaptive community college leadership (Channing, 2021), and community college 

leadership development (Eddy, 2010; Boggs & McPhail, 2016; Weatherspoon, 2010). Prior 

research evaluated professional development for community college administrators (Bresso, 

2013; Gibson-Benninger et al., 1995; Robinson et al., 2010) or described the need to increase the 

number of individuals in the leadership pipeline at community colleges (Wrighten, 2018). Other 

research has examined educational leaders’ discourses and the ways discursive practices inform 

power struggles over meaning and ideology (Anderson & Mungal, 2015; Mautner, 2010). 

Niesche (2016) and Niesche and Haase (2012) discussed the ways Foucault’s fourfold ethical 

conceptualization could help explain teachers’ and principals’ formation of ethical selves. No 

study has specifically examined power relations and leadership learning in the community 

college context. Northouse (2019) claimed, “Although there are no explicit theories in the 

research literature about power and leadership, power is a concept that people often associate 

with leadership” (p. 9). Foucault’s (1982) conceptualizations of power, discourse, and ethics are 

useful in studying community college leaders’ development and leadership practices because 

they provide a perspective for critiquing community college’s underlying structures and the ways 

these structures shape leaders’ and others’ actions. According to Eddy (2013), “Power becomes 

manifested in the organizational structures and roles of institutions, as well as in communication 
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and the value placed on expertise and products” (p. 122). Identifying and critiquing power 

relations, as well as “by recognizing the sources of power within their institutions, managers can 

adjust dysfunctional or deleterious operations, particularly those with imbalances in power, 

which typically are not addressed when power remains unquestioned” (p. 122).  

Theoretical Framework 

Several studies focus on Foucault’s work and education (Bouvier, 2017; Fejes & Nicoll, 

2008; Mayo, 2000; McNichol, 2005) and Foucault’s application to educational leadership in the 

K-12 context (Anderson & Mungal, 2015; Giles, 2013; MacKinnon, 2018; Mifsud, 2015; 

Mifsud, 2017; Niesche, 2010; Niesche, 2013; Niesche, 2015; Niesche & Haase, 2012; Niesche & 

Keddie, 2016; Sackney et al., 1999; Thomson et al., 2013; Wilkinson et al., 2018; Winkelmans, 

2014). However, little attention has been paid to the implications for Foucault’s work in the 

higher education context (Beattie, 2020; Bento, 2011; Morrissey, 2013), and no previous study 

has substantially applied Foucault’s conceptualizations of power, discourse, and ethics to the 

community college or community college leadership context.  

Foucault revolutionized ways of thinking about power, discourse, and social structures 

and institutions. He did not provide solutions. Rather, he problematized the way we think of our 

world, compelling those of us who study his work to examine culture and society through a 

critical lens (Beattie, 2020; Niesche, 2018). For the purposes of this study, Foucault’s ideas about 

education, discourse, discipline, ethics, and power are particularly important. Foucault (1977) 

argued there was no separation between knowledge and power. Rather, he sought to examine the 

relationship between power and knowledge and to challenge assumptions about power, 

knowledge, and discourse. Foucault (1996) argued that education specifically permitted and 

prohibited knowledge and that “every educational system is a political means of maintaining or 
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of modifying the appropriation of discourse, with the knowledge and the power it carries with it” 

(p. 351). Education is a social institution associated with what Foucault (2007) called 

“governmentality.” Social institutions aligned with governmentality discipline people’s behavior 

so as to maintain social control and proliferate the use of individuals’ skills to serve dominant 

social institutions. Within these social institutions, power and knowledge are intertwined and are, 

at the same time, both productive and restrictive. “Power and knowledge directly imply one 

another … there is no power relation without the relative constitution of a field of knowledge, 

nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” 

(Foucault, 1977, p. 27). In educational leadership fields, and in leadership disciplines in general, 

discourses related to control and authority are prevalent (Humphreys, 2016; Mifsud, 2015). 

However, through the Foucauldian lens, leadership can be seen as not only in the actions taken to 

discipline others’ behaviors and discourses but also in the ways leaders are subject to power 

relations and the circulation of power. For example, leaders’ power is expressed through their 

language and communication strategies, and social structures and other people “discipline” 

leaders’ language and behavior. Foucault (1980) described the power dynamics between leaders 

and subordinates as “a mutual and indefinite ‘blackmail,’” creating “a relationship of mutual 

support and conditioning” (p. 159). Within institutions’ webs of social networks, leaders learn to 

navigate power, relationships, and discourses, as well as develop ethical senses of themselves 

that go beyond traditional prescriptions for ethical leadership behavior. Traditional leadership 

ethics are focused “on altruism as a fundamental principle of moral behaviour” and underscored 

ethics as one’s relationship with others (Mendonca & Kanungo, 2006, p. 21). Foucault’s (1992) 

fourfold ethical framework moves beyond the altruistic tradition and emphasizes one’s 
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relationship with oneself in the development of ethical precepts, testing ethical beliefs, and 

acting on one’s beliefs.  

Research Methodology 

This qualitative study was guided by the following research questions: (1) How do 

community college administrators navigate power, politics, and human relations in the 

workplace? (2) In what ways do Foucault’s theorizations of power, discipline, discourse, and 

ethics inform analyses of community college administrators’ leadership development and 

navigation of power and politics? To learn more about the ways community college 

administrators navigate power, politics, and human relations in their contexts, after securing IRB 

approval, I interviewed twelve community college administrators, serving at the director level or 

higher. I used the snowball-sampling method, whereby participants recommended others. Table 

1 details background information for each participant. Nine participants served as presidents, two 

served as vice presidents, and one served as a director. Five participants identified as women, 

and nine identified as men. I used participant-selected pseudonyms to protect participants’ 

confidentiality. During approximately hour-long interviews, I asked participants open-ended 

questions about their backgrounds; experiences learning leadership; experiences navigating 

power, politics, and human relations; and strategies for communication. Interviews were 

recorded and subsequently transcribed.  
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Table 1 

Participants 

     

Pseudonym Age 

Group 

Gender Position Years of Leadership 

Experience 

Race 

Andrea 40’s Female Vice President 10 years White 

Cassandra 40’s Female Director 10 years White 

Charles 60’s Male President 40 years White 

Kano 60’s Male President 30 years Black 

Dolores 60’s Female President 40 years Black 

Louis 50’s Male President 30 years White 

Lee 50’s Male President 20 years White 

Lynn 40’s Female Vice President 20 years White 

Mary 50’s Female President 30 years White 

Michael 60’s Male President 40 years White 

Sunny 60’s Male President 20 years American 

Indian/White 

Tony 50’s Male President 20 years White 

 
Narrative inquiry and analysis are particularly appropriate for studying community 

college administrators’ leadership learning because narrative methodology gives participants the 

opportunity to respond to open-ended prompts in ways meaningful to them and allows the 

researcher to present and extensively analyze narratives. The narrative data presentation and 

analysis provides “thick descriptions,” supporting the study’s trustworthiness and credibility and 

enabling readers to discern transferability to other contexts (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

According to Freeman (2017), through narrative analysis, researchers study “the way action 

unfolds in a given account, and the complex ways various events and characters intersect with 

these actions, [and] whether what constitutes action is a series of events or a reflective account” 

(p. 32). Although emergent themes were developed through coding strategies, this study’s 

narrative analysis focused on “connections between” narratives “rather than looking primarily at 

patterns of similarities and differences in the content of the talk” (Paulus & Wise, 2019, p. 169). 
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Using ATLAS.ti (version 9), I analyzed codes for intertextuality and emergent themes among the 

narratives collected. “Using software tactics of ATLAS.ti,” I combined “conceptual and 

analytical links in the data to demonstrate the meaning as it is constructed from the dataset” 

(Bower et al., 2021, p. 11). I collaborated with participants to give them opportunities to reflect 

and to add analysis. I recognized my own agenda while privileging the narrators’ analyses of 

their stories and experiences. As I engaged in reflection, I acknowledged my positionality as 

person with middle-class (formerly working-class), multi-ethnic, professional, and queer 

identities, as well as my positions as a university academic leader and a previous community 

college administrator. Although these identities informed my analyses, to mitigate bias, I used a 

systematic reflection process, including reflexive journaling, re-coding transcripts to check for 

consistency, member checking, and keeping transcript notes. I also collaborated with two 

research assistants to code interviews and compared codes to ensure inter-coder reliability and 

representation of codes reflecting emergent themes across transcripts (MacPhail et al., 2016). 

After first order codes were established, the transcripts and first order codes were examined 

again to develop second order codes. From these, I recognized several emergent themes: the 

circulation of power, ethical self-development, and discourses of communication and 

relationships. 

Results and Findings 

 Participants discussed the significance of the circulation of power among stakeholder 

groups in their development as leaders and their negotiation of institutional politics. 

Administrators were confronted with the circulation of power among all stakeholder groups 

including faculty, staff, other administrators, governing bodies/agencies, and superiors. 

Participants often described the ways the scarcity or perceived scarcity of resources created 
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tensions and influenced power relations among groups, and administrators developed strategies 

to distribute resources and to mitigate effects of limited resources. Participants reported the ways 

they developed ethical selves through their experiences and relationships with themselves. 

Relatedly, participants’ communication and approaches to relationship-building demonstrated 

administrators’ ethical orientations and strategies for relating to and reaching stakeholder groups. 

Theme 1: Circulation of Power 

 Community colleges have often been touted as democratic institutions because of their 

open access missions (Cohen & Brawer, 2014), and power at higher education institutions is 

usually distributed by forms of shared governance (Cramer & Knuepfer, 2020). Foucault (1980) 

emphasized that “power is not totally entrusted to someone who would exercise it alone, over 

others, in an absolute fashion; rather, this machine is one in which everyone is caught, those who 

exercise power as well as those who are subjected to it” (p. 156). Higher education 

administrators are often seen as those in authority and those who exercise power. Participants 

acknowledged that hierarchies still exist and play roles in the ways power is exercised at 

community colleges. However, administrators are subject to the power of subordinates, 

superiors, colleagues in parallel positions, and social and institutional structures. Participants’ 

reflections upon the ways power circulated revealed the significant and relational influence of 

others on their leadership learning and navigation of power and politics in their settings. 

Power Struggles Between Equals  

Several participants discussed power struggles among equals and specifically pointed to 

power struggles between academic affairs and student affairs vice presidents. Lee described the 

tensions and successes that we witnessed: 
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I think there’s some natural tension at institutions that exists between academic affairs 

and student affairs, and I’ve seen circumstances where even individuals who have very 

similar concepts in terms of the basic beliefs about student success and how the 

institution should go about achieving that and how we ought to be organized as a way of 

doing that. Sometimes they let their seat in those different divisions create political 

tension that can be unhealthy. I think when you can find a circumstance where you’ve got 

the Vice President of Academic Affairs and Vice President of Student Affairs who are 

sort of in concert and working together and creating a very positive environment for the 

institution as a whole, it creates a very dynamic positive growth opportunity for the 

institution, but I also think there are times where that tension exists. And it sometimes has 

to find a way to relieve itself. And so certainly, I’ve seen examples of that over the years.  

Lynn’s narrative echoed Lee’s, and she emphasized that the irony of the conflicts between vice 

presidents was that their central goals are the same.  

I think every institution has tensions between student services and academic affairs, and 

so most of the tensions are … between leaders of … the student services and then the 

leaders of academic affairs, and the sadness or the challenge with that is that we’re all 

here for the same reason, right? We’re all here to support our students, and to do what’s 

best for our students. But sometimes we talk across each other and talk at each other, 

instead of talking to each other. 

Lynn described an organizational structure that she thought would eliminate this situation and 

create more effective and efficient communication between units. She suggested that some 

institutions: 
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asked their top vice president to oversee both areas, and so sometimes it’s a centralized 

versus decentralized model of leadership, and you have a vice president of academic and 

student affairs. Well, that person [does] this whole job, [and their] responsibility is to 

bring those two into conversation. … So, so I’ve seen it work well when it’s one huge 

job, right? I’ve seen it work really well when there’s one person who has that job. 

Andrea shared her experience in such a position and subsequent power struggles when her 

position changed due to reorganization.  

When I was initially hired to the institution, I was over both student services and 

academics. And last year … the president came to me. He was a new president to the 

institution [and] had decided that he needed to separate my position in half, and I would 

just have academics, and he was going to hire someone else in for student services. And 

even at this point in time, I feel like there’s often times when we are in a power struggle 

as to what are areas that are under her purview [and] what are areas that are under my 

purview.  

Tony suggested that when “the vice president of one area [was] warring with the vice president 

of the other, and it happens every year [during] budget season we sit down and say, ‘This is how 

much money we have,’” the solution was to “hit them with data” to convince them what needs 

must be prioritized.  

Power Struggles Between Hierarchical Levels 

Many of the power struggles that participants mentioned involved groups at all levels of 

organizational hierarchy vying for scarce resources and sometimes power or authority. For 

example, Tony repeated his suggestion for the use of data to convince people when there were 

power differentials and when there were scarce resources. Faculty argued for higher salaries, but 
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according to him, “we don't have it. So, you’d be upfront and transparent with any of these 

groups. It’s amazing how data changes their mind.” He reported that faculty often think that the 

college has more funds for salaries than they do and that administrators refuse to use funds to 

increase faculty salaries. Rather than simply saying that there are not funds, and, thereby, 

exercising his authority as a leader to make such a statement, Tony said: 

Look, this is how much money we have. Here is a copy of the budget. Read through it at  

your will. Here’s what we spent money on. Here’s where it came from. It came from this 

fee account, not from the general fund. That’s why we’re able to do this cafeteria, 

because the kids paid for it out of their dining hall fees, so I'm not going to take dining 

hall fee money and give [it] to you as a raise. That’s not fair to the kids nor to the dining 

hall. So that’s the kind of thing, data, data, data is one of the things that we use to 

convince people [when there] are… power differences that you may feel that that it’s not 

right. But the truth is what the data says, and throw it open to them. … These are all 

educated people so it's hard for them to say, ‘I don't want to see the data. I don't believe 

it.’ 

Recognizing subordinates’ power, Tony was careful not to dismiss their concerns. He addressed 

concerns with persuasive counter arguments, using evidence. He spoke to subordinates through a 

discourse that they value—empiricism. Educators value knowledge gained from research and 

data, and he used this framework to make the case for not giving raises. 

 Cassandra also shared a narrative about the tensions created by scarce resources. State 

funding for colleges declined sharply, and Cassandra’s college struggled to gain more funds 

through property taxes. 
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So, for the last six years we’ve been trying to get this levy, and if you don’t get the levy, 

you’re out the money. And it’s just something that the Board of Trustees has to say, ‘yes, 

we will do the levy’… but because of the finances and everything else, they have not 

done the levy for five to six years, which means we’ve been out [millions of] dollars that 

we could have collected where the state is not increasing any money to us. So … our 

expenses keep going up and our revenues keep coming down. So, the cushion that we’ve 

had for several years is starting to deplete. … Since I started here and was in charge of 

the program to now, our overall budget has decreased by 40%, so when you keep 

decreasing that money and decreasing the line items, it’s to the point now where they’re 

actually … not giving me enough money for accreditation. 

The power struggles and tensions created by scarce resources undermined community colleges’ 

central missions focused on student learning and success and compromised program and 

accreditation requirements.  

Sunny described power struggles between his supervisor and him. He described his 

supervisor as undermining program success and development and as requiring a perfect plan 

prior to execution, resulting in difficulty  

… trying to meet training needs … not to have a program initiative five years... in the 

future that would meet the needs of now, and she’s constantly slowing everything, and 

you have to constantly just keep plugging away. Do the right things. Be persistent, and 

eventually, you’ll accomplish your goals.  

Although Sunny’s supervisor exercised power overtly by thwarting program development, he 

and others resisted her authority by pushing forward with plans despite her directives so that he 

could achieve his unit’s goals. 
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Kano, a college president, held authority and power by virtue of his position, yet he 

described many situations when his decisions, language use (discourses), and behavior were 

heavily influenced by external stakeholders and subordinates. In these instances, he described 

struggles and tensions between groups or individuals and him. 

You learn how to hold your mouth because once you say it, it’s out there. And you learn 

to be politically savvy to survive in both internal, external world, because you will be 

criticized as the leader. I don't care how good you are, how fair you try to be. Someone 

will always find a way to challenge you publicly. 

Kano’s description of the ways stakeholders discipline his discourses, the ways he frames and 

uses language, reflects the circulation of power (Foucault, 1980). “It is never monopolised by 

one centre. It is deployed and exercised through a net-like organization” (p. 98). Through 

experience with subordinates and others challenging him, Kano learned to shape his discourse 

“to survive” and thrive in his contexts.  

Theme 2: The Ethical and Authentic Self 

Niesche (2016) described Foucauldian ethics as referring to “the formation of oneself as a 

subject according to rules or codes of action. That is, Foucault considers ethics to be concerned 

with the relationship one has with oneself with respect to codes of action” (p. 3). Participants 

related the development of their ethical precepts to their experiences and to relationships with 

themselves. Foucault (1997) described ethics as “the kind of relationship you ought to have with 

yourself, rapport a soi” (p. 263) and as a process  

in which the individual delimits that part of himself that will form the object of his moral 

practice, defines his position relative to the precept he will follow, and decides on a 

certain mode of being that will serve as his moral goal. And this requires him to act upon 
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himself, to undertake to know himself, to monitor, test, improve, and transform himself. 

(Foucault, 1985, p. 25)  

Foucault’s fourfold ethical framework includes a focus on the development of the self for ethical 

judgment; understanding of one’s moral obligations; ethical self-development activities; and 

telos, being the ethical subject (Foucault, 1985). 

Experiences and Ethical Self Formation 

Kano’s ethical self was also developed through a series of experiences that were, like 

other participants’, often negative. Through these experiences, he developed precepts to follow, 

test, and act upon in an environment where power clearly circulated among all hierarchical 

groups. He encountered “resistance from a long serving faculty staff or administrator,” which he 

attributed to an attitude of “because that’s what I’ve always done. I have no interest in doing it 

any differently.” They would “come at you every way that they can” in their efforts to resist his 

leadership and initiatives. He reported, “You have to learn how to navigate that.” He developed 

an ethical stance in response to these situations with a recognition that his identity played a role 

in how others perceived him and interacted with him.  

Now, I’ve had some challenges and those challenges are still being addressed. … I’ve 

worked at primarily white institutions where I have been the primary African American 

in the executive team, and … that also presents challenges in which one’s willingness to 

see a person for who he or she is versus seeing a person as being African American. 

He perceived that the predominantly white institutions’ cultures where he served were places 

where white people did not consider his and other African Americans’ perspectives. He 

described these people as “you never have really pushed yourself to better understand persons 
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that look different than you.” However, he developed an ethos of working with people despite 

any implicit or explicit racial biases.  

And I have always gone by, ‘you do not have to like me; I do not have to like you, but 

between the hours of eight and five, we will work together. At 5:01, you go home. I go 

home, and I'll see you tomorrow. 

This ethos is reflected in his determination to “treat everyone with respect” despite any 

“opposition that one may present to me.”   

Authentic Ethical Leadership and Relationships 

Mary told stories about the development of her ethical self, resulting from negative 

experiences and aligning with the development of her authentic self. These experiences 

influenced the formation of her ethical understandings, obligations, and actions. 

And so, I think sort of these early really negative experiences really … made me want to 

do things differently. I know I got told one time by somebody that I really, really admire. 

She was a dean. She … said, ‘never apologize for anything. … And especially for 

women, you don't want to apologize. It’s a sign of weakness.’ And I thought about that 

for a long, long time. And I thought, ‘You know, that doesn't work for me. If I’ve made a 

mistake, I need to apologize. And I do that, you know, to this day. … I’m going to stand 

up there and say, ‘I’m sorry I made a mistake. Here’s what I’m going to do [to] fix this 

mistake.’ And I understand what she was telling me and what she wanted me to 

understand, especially for a woman. … That power differential is so skewed especially in 

Appalachia, where … women are already at a deficit anyway. … But I think sort of my 

very first thoughts about this [a leadership trajectory] were, ‘I have to be able to do this 

my way, in a different way.’  
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Mary learned from an example that stood in opposition to the self she wished to create. 

Intertwined into her creation of an ethical leader self are the power dynamics related to 

geography and gender. The codes of gender, power dynamics, and ethical self-development were 

repeated throughout her narrative. She was told that she “was too nice to ever be a president” by 

a “very well meaning” person, but she recognized that people “wouldn't tell a man that he’s too 

nice to be a president.” She reported, “I thought, well, if I can't be nice and be a president, then I 

don't want to be a president.”  She developed ethical codes such as humility and kindness and 

rejected others’ constructions of “president,” often associated with traditionally “masculine” 

ideals about leaders and leadership. She set out to “do” leadership “in a different way.” Mary 

discussed the ways she could be mission-driven and authentically herself, which reflected an 

ethical understanding of herself in relation to others. 

Just because I'm a president doesn't mean that I can't be … gracious and thoughtful and 

considerate and … all those things that one might consider nice and still be able to have 

the respect that I need to do my job. 

Mary described deriving power from the development of an ethical self.  She described this as 

“the ability to have that sense of power, that power comes, I think, from being authentic, and if I 

can't be who I am, then I don't need to either be at that institution, or I don't need to have that 

job.”  

Dolores described her ethical leadership precepts and, like Mary, associated them with 

authenticity. She strived “to be an authentic leader” with clearly defined precepts:  

So, my word is my bond. I hold everybody accountable. … I don’t show favoritism. …  

We’re here to do a job, and I expect all of you to do it. And you can count on me, and 
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you all have a personal relationship with me. But I’m not one that’s afraid to tackle 

challenging situations or make sure that everybody’s doing what they’re being paid to do. 

Through his genealogical studies, Foucault (1977, 1980) argued that ethical choices require more 

varied and complex approaches than ethical traditions or un-spoken ethical norms may provide. 

Dolores related her ethics to authenticity and relationship development with herself and others, 

and she underscored her ability act dynamically. She embraced the balancing act of maintaining 

relationships while being mission-focused and emphasized that she is not “afraid to tackle 

challenging situations.” She acknowledged her position of authority at the institution and the 

ways she may exercise that authority to ensure people are “doing what they’re paid to do” while 

also maintaining strong “personal” relationships with others. 

Theme 3: Discourses of Communication and Relationships 

“Nothing has any meaning outside of discourse” (Foucault, 1972, p. 45). Discourse, 

according Foucault (1970; 1972), shapes our ideas, our use of language, our behavior, and the 

behavior of others. Although there are many discourses represented in these narratives, two 

prominent and related ones were discourses of communication and relationships. Relationships 

and communication often went hand in hand throughout these participants’ narratives. These 

were central to the leaders’ exercising and maintaining power and authority, as well as being 

subjected to the power of others. At times, too, these discourses reflected ethics of care and 

communication of others’ value.  

Relationship-Building with Subordinates 

Throughout Tony’s narrative are discourses about the circulation and reciprocal nature of 

power. He described his ethical point of view in relation to his employees. 
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And then make it personal. … Always recognize that your power derives from them and 

their hard work and as president, you don’t generate a single credit hour, not one single 

one, they do all the work.... So your job is to support them and make it a … great place to 

… work for them. As long as you communicate … that you’re coming from that 

perspective, they appreciate you a little bit more. 

Tony recognized that he is not a leader without followers and that his power is derived through 

his followers’ activities. He communicated an ethic of care, relating to his followers that he 

valued their activities. In return, he received appreciation for his work. 

 Relationships and communication mattered also when circumstances were not positive. 

For example, Louis described a situation between two vice presidents. “There was one VP, who 

had been there… had sort of seniority.” He had to “do a lot of mending of those fences between 

the two.” He described his team as having “gone through some team building exercises because 

… there is a lack of trust between a few members of our executive team.” He viewed his role as 

serving as a mediator between administrators in conflict due to declining enrollment and scarce 

resources.  

I think that … at the times where … enrollment in community colleges across the nation 

have been down, how tight budgets are, etc.  I think everybody is feeling stressed because 

… they're expected to do more work with fewer people, so … I am seeing some of … 

those struggles right now, and I am trying to be the go-between. But we also have hired a 

consultant to assist us with that. 

Louis described his role as facilitator of communication between employees and employee 

groups. He recognized that relationships mattered for the campus’s smooth operation and was 

willing to invest resources to cultivate effective relationships. 
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Dolores reported that conversation was the best way to overcome power struggles. She 

said:  

I've seen power struggles between students and administration, especially in the early part 

of my career, because students were demonstrating to be able to have co-ed living. Can 

you imagine? And they would storm meetings, like the board [of trustees] meeting, and 

then the vice president would have to come out. So, I find that that power struggles can 

be overcome with conversation. So you invite students and you invite the faculty, and 

you talk to them, or you have an issue with a colleague you talk to them about what the 

challenges are, and then you get over it. You move on to the next thing.  

Dolores’s story indicates the ways she and others have communicated in the face of power 

differentials. The students have power to disrupt board meetings despite board members’ 

privileged positions and authority. When faculty members have conflicts with colleagues, 

departmental or unit relations become strained. Dolores described a communication strategy: 

acknowledge issues, work through them, and then help people “get over” issues to move forward 

and do their work. From both of her examples, her perspective is not as an authority figure 

simply exercising power. Rather, she used communication and relationship-building as strategies 

to negotiate power struggles and tensions between groups or individuals. 

Communication Challenges and Resistance 

 Lee also referred to communication as one of the greatest challenges he faced as a leader 

despite “the different kinds of communication we have with faculty and staff and making sure 

folks know what’s going on at the institution and have an opportunity to provide feedback.” He 

attributed this challenge to “the rate of change.” However, he also saw the role of 

communication in developing relationships within and outside of his institution. He learned to 
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develop relationships with administrators outside his organization as a “support system” to walk 

him through “tough situations” and assist him as he developed relationships and communication 

strategies within his college. 

 Michael also reported challenges associated with communication and relationship-

building.  

There’s a constant tension … between having to be concerned about the viability of the 

institution financially and otherwise and building and maintaining a trusting relationship 

with faculty and trying to ensure that the decisions you make are educationally sound and 

have integrity. And then sometimes the mistrust, or lack of communication that can 

exacerbate all that, look, I learned a lot within the fabric of that kind of tension. 

Michael learned to maneuver within the dynamics of various constituencies. He reported that 

transparency was particularly important for “each of those sets of relationships [that] has its own 

dynamics, which include its own tensions and also its own joys.” He reported that his goal and 

key to his success was his “need to be completely transparent.” He claimed: 

I'm probably transparent to a fault. I've come to believe that it is less risky and often 

attorneys aren’t on the same page here, but it’s less risky to be guarded even about 

sensitive information than it is to put it out there and own it, and to the fullest extent 

possible, let everybody know what the challenges and dynamics are.  

Michael recognized the circulation of power among groups and the tensions that arise among 

groups. He described communication as important in negotiating these challenges. Rather than 

being guarded, he shared knowledge. He reported that people trusted him and developed stronger 

relationships with him because of his transparency in communication. 
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Kano further described the importance of communicating transparently and developing 

relationships with his college’s board of trustees. He stated, “I have an exceptional working 

relationship with the board.” He described his strategy: 

One of the practices that I’ve done as a president is on a weekly basis, I send out a 

weekly update on any institutional updates to keep them informed. If there is any event or 

challenge or issue that’s occurring, they are informed before we hit the paper, before you 

hit the news, so they’re not caught off guard. I’m transparent in regards to discussing the 

budget or challenges and so that they are aware, where we stand and issues we are facing 

and strategies we put in place to address the challenge. So, I keep an open 

communication at all times with all board members; the board chair is a key person. 

Kano presented discourses of transparency to develop trusting relationships that would, in turn, 

assist him in his role as president. By giving his board forewarning of issues, he could anticipate 

how they might respond. He also recognized the “key” role of the board chairperson and 

communicated to cultivate positive and well-functioning relationships. 

Andrea’s discourses of communication and relationships related to “figuring out how to 

communicate, figuring out how to build the relationships with people, how to earn individuals’ 

trusts.” She endeavored to help others understand that she wanted “everyone's opinion, but I 

know … I need to hold the decision in the end.” She sought first “to gather everyone's 

information and make the best decision possible.” The challenging part was “then having 

everybody go forward and … for lack of better term … singing from the same hymnal.” She 

reported: 

I felt like it was always easier when [I was] working directly with faculty, but I'm finding 

as you add a couple more layers in there, it becomes a little bit more difficult to help 
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ensure that you’ve got … that message and ensuring that people understand that they 

were heard, even if what they wanted, wasn't necessarily what the end result was. 

The layers of hierarchy affected Andrea’s ability to reach her audience, in this case, faculty, and 

she found herself in a balancing act, attempting to ensure people felt heard but ultimately taking 

responsibility for decisions and creating an environment where people can move forward with 

decisions even when they disagree. 

Communication and Persuasion 

Tony described how he interacted with constituencies. He said this all depended on 

knowing the audience. 

So if I’m talking to a conservative Republican group like, let’s say … [the] Chamber of 

Commerce, who are so tight with money, they can rub the brown off a penny. Right? So 

when I talk to them, what do I talk about? What’s our job as a college? Workforce 

development! Our job is to get you the employees cheaply and quickly and get those 

people off assistance because you know those people, those people are draining us, and 

we need to do what we can to get them off assistance, and we’re turning tax consumers 

… into tax payers overnight … with our nursing program. And … they love it … because 

nothing’s their fault. It’s those people. And, therefore, when I deal with Democrats, it’s 

just the opposite. It’s that the emotional aspect of it. Look, you guys, a single mom of 

two, barely making it, right, and she is on assistance, and thank goodness for those 

programs that are there, but that’s not a way to live your life, and so help us help her get 

herself out of poverty and change. And studies show that if you go to college, chances are 

your children are going to go to college one day, so there you have broken generational 

poverty for that family. So … that is fantastic, right, the anecdotal stories, and they love 
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that. And so, it’s you show both sides of the aisle that you are critical to accomplishing 

their goals. Educated workforce that’s cheap and gets people off assistance or you’re 

battling poverty to make the world a better place. … So that’s what you learn as 

president, who’s in the room. Sometimes they’re both in the room right when you’re 

doing a hearing, so you make sure that both talking points are right there. While some of 

you believe that our job is this, others believe, guess what we’re doing, both at the same 

time. You’re both getting what you want.  

To gain political favor or funds, Tony learned to tailor his discourse to the audience, even when 

speaking to audiences with multiple perspectives. His communication strategy emphasized 

specific aspects of a narrative to persuade particular audiences, each audience with its own needs 

and preferences.  

Charles also reported the importance of knowing one’s audience. He said, “The power is 

in the mind of the receiver and that you need to understand who your receiver is and their 

abilities on that, on that spectrum.” He described discourses he used for specific audiences. “And 

there might be some elected officials that you might need to use more the five-cent terminology, 

the lowbrow terminology and others that you need to use that 99-cent vocabulary and go more on 

the highbrow statement.” Charles’s expertise in communication helped him understand that the 

power is “in the mind of the receiver.” He contended that “you need to evaluate the mental state 

of the receiver before you would have any idea of how to persuade [him or her].” Charles used 

discourses of persuasion and emphasized analyzing the mental state of the receiver before 

considering ways to persuade him or her. In other words, his language use depended on the 

audience’s knowledge of discourses and their mental states. 
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Discussion 

Foucault (1970, 1972) argued that institutions such as schools are “riddled with power, 

because they privilege particular ideologies, social structures, institutional practices and groups 

over others” (as cited in Cunliffe, 2014, p. 68). Although educational institutions exercise control 

over and “discipline” faculty, staff, students and administrators’ behaviors and language, 

participants described power as circulating among institutions’ stakeholders and not simply 

hierarchical. They described power struggles that did not simply stem from leaders’ activities or 

ways they exerted their power as leaders; rather, participants’ narratives suggested ways power 

circulates within networks. Foucault (1982) argued that power relations “are rooted in the system 

of social networks” (p. 224). Foucault (1982) contended that analysis of power must go beyond 

examining those who “steer” institutions by examining network of power. These networks and 

their inner workings are actually quite messy. For example, participants described conflicts 

among the vice presidents as influenced by the zero-sum game associated with neoliberal 

capitalism. According to this model, there is a constant scarcity of resources and competition for 

available resources, and the one who is able to make the best argument or have the most 

influence is the one who obtains the most resources (Davies & Bansel, 2007). The participants also 

addressed the need for communication and cooperation among units, and one participant 

identified the consolidation of power as an appropriate way to achieve this aim.   

Economics and stakeholders heavily influence power relations, leadership, and leadership 

development. Dennis (2016) argued, “Consideration of their ethical substance, the processes 

through which they become a subject, the purposes a college leader is at liberty to pursue, self, 

and a professional life are all subsumed beneath an ethics of survival. Education is reduced to a 

set of market-based relationships” (p. 126).  Garza Mitchell (2014) contended: 
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Increasingly limited resources have resulted in college leaders being more selective in 

their responses to stakeholder needs. The types of decisions faced by leaders today 

require a delicate balance of stakeholder need versus college resources, mission, vision, 

and values. The manner in which presidents share information with others inside and 

outside the organization, frame the information that is shared, and interpret the college 

mission and their own role as leader all stem from one’s ethical perspective. (p. 64) 

Participants described this delicate balance of stakeholders’ needs and colleges’ fiscal viability; 

however, they also described value systems that overlap in many ways, as was evident through 

their ethical precepts related to transparent communication and care for and value of 

subordinates and others. While participants were heavily influenced by a market-based economy 

and the tensions it creates, their ethical development and expression cannot be reduced to 

survival or market forces such as the ones resulting in the scarcity of resources mindset. 

Participants developed ethical precepts from positive and negative experiences and challenged 

prescriptive models for ethical leadership. These leaders’ ethical perspectives were developed 

from relationships with themselves, moving beyond the servant leadership ethic of putting 

others’ needs ahead of one’s own. Participants developed relationships with themselves to 

achieve a sense of authenticity to which they tied their ethical precepts. Christie (2005), Davies 

(2006), and Niesche and Haase (2012) argue that Foucauldian ethics suggest a continual 

examination of one’s own responsibilities “to and for oneself in relation to others” (Niesche & 

Haase, 2012, p. 278). The significance of this Foucauldian notion of ethics is that it moves 

beyond ethics as “little more than sets of competencies or capabilities and a set of moral codes to 

which principals and teachers must ascribe” (Niesche & Haase, 2012, p. 278) to activities that 
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compel educational leaders to monitor, test, and improve themselves and to act upon the percepts 

that they develop through their relationships with themselves and others (Foucault, 1992). 

Mifsud (2017) described Foucauldian power as “ubiquitous, anonymous and 

comprehensive and [as] exercised unconsciously with its effects being often repressed” (p. 57). 

Participants rarely described times when they exercised power overtly. Rather, their 

communication strategies reflected a knowledge of their stakeholders’ power, no matter their 

places in the institutional hierarchy. By acknowledging concerns and perhaps repressing others 

through persuasive discourses, participants described the ways they masked their authority 

through communication strategies such as tailoring messages to audiences. According to 

Foucault (1981), covert power relations are tolerable because they “mask” themselves (p. 86). 

Although Foucault (1981) argued that “where there is power, there is resistance” (p. 95), he 

(1979) also argued that “if power was never anything but repressive, if it never did anything but 

say no, do you really believe that we should manage to obey it?” (p. 36). In other words, “Power 

is not only, (therefore) negative, repressing what it seeks to control. It is also productive” (Hall, 

1997, p. 77).  Participants used their positions and associated power to persuade, influence, act 

ethically, and develop relationships with stakeholder groups so as to further their colleges’ 

missions and support student success.  

Conclusions and Implications for Future Research and Practice 

 Although there have been some studies—theoretical and empirical—on Foucault and 

educational leadership (Anderson & Mungal, 2015; MacKinnon, 2018; Mifsud, 2015; Mifsud, 

2017; Niesche, 2010; Niesche, 2013; Niesche, 2015; Niesche & Haase, 2012; Niesche & Keddie, 

2016; Sackney et al., 1999; Thomson et al., 2013; Wilkinson et al., 2018; Winkelmans, 2014), 

these studies tend to focus on tensions created by government accountability mandates and 
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policies rather than multi-directional or circulating power relations. Research and theoretical 

studies of Foucault’s work in the higher education context are largely absent (Beattie, 2020; 

Bento, 2011). Additional qualitative studies focused on leadership discourse analysis, analysis of 

leadership as disciplinary practices, and intersections of power and resistance at all hierarchical 

levels of higher education institutions do not currently exist and are needed. Such studies could 

provide further insights into various constituencies’—such as leaders’, followers’, and governing 

boards’—perceptions of power, discourses, and ethics in educational leadership.  

 This study’s results suggest several practical implications. Community college leaders 

can gain much from critical and reflective educational leadership practices. Leaders and aspiring 

leaders can develop reflective practices of their own, through consultation with others such as 

mentors or peer advisors, and through leadership professional development and education 

programs. For example, reflective practices such as talking through dilemmas can assist 

educational leaders as they examine and navigate complex power relations. Foucault’s work 

lends itself to thinking about and exercising educational leadership in ways that critique and 

question traditional leadership theories and practices. In other words, Foucault would encourage 

leaders not to take for granted how they ought to act or govern others. As a practical application, 

leadership educators could assign case studies to encourage the recognition of inequalities in 

hierarchies, development of more equitable work environments, and transparent communication 

at all levels. Participants consistently identified conflicts between academic affairs and student 

affairs vice presidents. Communication and collaboration professional development workshops 

could target vice presidents to mitigate tensions. Foucault’s work as applied to educational 

leadership also provides a framework for leaders’ development as ethical beings that goes 

beyond traditional prescriptions for ethical leadership. Leaders’ ethical principles are shaped by 
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experience and reflection and not confined to restrictive definitions of educational leadership. 

Several participants described the ways they resisted narrow definitions of leadership and re-

defined ethical leadership through their authentic approaches, focused on caring for and 

supporting others. Seeing themselves as ethical subjects, leaders may further interrogate their 

actions to discern their alignment with their ethical percepts and their colleges’ missions.  

These participants learned much about leadership from experiences, interactions, and 

communications with all constituency groups. The discourses related to power struggles, ethics, 

relationships, and communication all reflect the circulating nature of power that Foucault (1980, 

1982) described throughout his work. Biesta (2008) argued for “a new kind of analysis of 

practices of governing” that “does not simply look at the activities of those ‘in power’” and their 

exercise of power over others (p. 194). I attempt to provide such an analysis and description of 

“the ways in which power ‘circulates’ in relationships and social networks and on how the 

circulation of power is the result of what free subjects do to others and to themselves, not its 

precondition” (p. 194). Significantly, these narratives demonstrate the relational nature of power, 

institutions, and people. These participants discuss their ethical formation, not only through 

traditional discourses of “how one ought to behave” but also through narratives about their 

experiences of external and internal forces shaping their discourses, behavior, and ethical 

development. As leaders, they have power and are subjects to power, creating situations where 

“a vast network of actors is involved more points of resistance can emerge as the relationships 

become more complex” (Gorman, 2012, p. 59). Through their communication and relationship-

building strategies, these participants not only exercised “disciplinary control,” they learned to 

navigate forces that disciplined their discourses and their behavior. 
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