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The purpose of this paper was to identify and address the higher education leadership challenges in 
facilitating culturally sensitive leadership behaviors and attitudes following the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the 
United States. The 9/11 attacks set a global precedent of cultural stereotyping of minorities in professional 
and academic domains. It is imperative that educational and organizational leaders identify marginalization 
and cultural stereotypes in their professional contexts to mitigate the negative effects impacting students 
and colleagues in learning and work performance. The findings in this paper have been extracted from the 
author's dissertation research study. Four key components of effective leadership practice and behavior 
were identified to assist and enable leaders to perform intuitively and responsibly. This paper also 
challenges current leadership practices in Higher Education that do not factor in culturally insensitive 
misappropriations to rise up to the challenge of becoming self-aware and leading from an empathetic and 
intuitive mode of conduct.
(Based on author's dissertion research study)

Abstract

Introduction
Traditional ways of leadership and management 
in higher education are no longer sufficient in 
current times of cultural and societal complexity. 
Theories of management and leadership, such 
as those developed by Frederick Taylor and Max 
Weber, are not appropriate for contemporary 
practice (Mintzberg, 1990; Wallin & Ryan, 1994). 
The sociological structure of colleges in the United 
States has changed and necessitates a different 
type of leadership approach (Wallin, 2010). In an 
unpredictable world, where variables constantly 
change and alter, educational leaders must 
possess flexibility and adaptability in leading their 
institutions (Drew, 2010). Not only should change 
leaders critically appraise their organizations and the 
environments they function within but also possess 
the capacity to manage themselves (Drucker, 1999).
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Intuiting Culturally Sensitive Leadership

Leaders are known to be effective when they reflect, 
perceive, and use their intuitive faculties in culturally 
diverse contexts (Wallin, 2010). Contemporary 
leaders build upon their strengths through the 
insights they gain from environmental, social, and 
professional situations (McArthur, 2010). Leaders 
can perceive other people's needs and act out of 
universal social values of justice and ethical concern 
as opposed to self-centered fulfillment of individual 
goals (Wiley & Hilton, 2009). Contemporary 
college leaders can build meaningful learning 
communities by creating a culture of inclusion 
that reflects tolerance, understanding, empathy, 
and intellectual inquiry (Brennan, 2008). Bennis 
(1989) stated, “Leadership is first being then doing. 
Everything a leader does reflect what he or she is” 
(p. 141). Leaders must assist the organization to 
view itself for reflective understanding and remain 
cognizant of the decisions and activities that occur 
in it (Wheatley, 1999).
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As ethnic diversity increases in the U.S. population, 
educational leaders require continual training 
and preparation to manage the challenges of 
encountering complex cultural elements in 
college environments. Bruner (2008) wrote about 
the importance of sensitivity in leaders toward 
understanding different cultures and working with 
students irrespective of their race, gender, or ethnic 
background. In Bruner’s study (2008), the movie 
Crash (2004) was shown to graduate students who 
were aspiring and current leaders for the purpose 
of critical reflection during instruction. A focus on 
cultural diversity and social justice issues such as 
racism and gender bias emphasize themes.

The purpose of the activity was to encourage self-
reflection in graduate students as they explored 
and shared their belief systems, experiences, and 
stereotypes. Bruner's research dealt with reflection, 
awareness, prevalence of stereotypes, including 
the role and presence of power. Similarly, Tatlah 
et al. (2011) investigated the relationship between 
behaviors of leaders and their commitment to 
the educational organizations they belong. The 
study involved data collection from 150 research 
participants and the results indicated that behavior 
of leaders and their commitment were positively 
correlating. According to Tatlah et al. (2011), 
dynamic leadership is necessary in contemporary 
educational environments to establish humanistic 
and inspiring communication patterns with the 
constituents. 

Observed behavior is the product of the interaction 
between the individual traits of a leader and the 
characteristics of the situation in which he or she 
functions (Halpin, 1954). Behaviors leaders display 
and actions that precede those behaviors are shown 
as two functions under dimensions (Bass, 1998). 
Halpin (1966) defined the two functions as initiating 
structure and consideration. Initiating structure 
pertains to a leader's behavior that separates his 

relationship between members of a group and 
himself to establish a pattern of organization, 
communication, and professional conduct.

Consideration is the behavior that implies mutual 
trust, respect, and friendship in a relationship 
between the leader and follower. The initiating 
structure is task-oriented, but the consideration 
aspect is person-oriented (Halpin, 1966). Similarly, 
Robbins (2006) wrote about the importance of 
considering justice, critique, profession, and care 
within the context of ethical behavior and decision-
making in multicultural educational settings. He 
emphasized developing awareness in educational 
leaders to practice ethics from a multi-paradigm 
approach in culturally diverse schools and colleges. 

Justice as an ethical paradigm refers to equity, 
fairness, and equality while practicing explicit 
rules and policies as well as maintaining implicit 
understanding of the guidelines to decision-making. 
Critique plays an important role where leaders take 
a critical approach to making decisions that do 
not overlook or take anything for granted. From 
the critical paradigm, leaders consciously monitor 
situations for inequity, inconsistencies, and debate 
to support multiethnic groups.

Developed by Gilligan (1982), the care paradigm, 
was a reaction to the ethics of justice. The care 
paradigm concept was initially coined by Kohlberg 
(1981) as a primarily male-oriented approach to 
solving ethical issues. Gilligan adopted a feminist 
approach toward the ethic of justice by integrating, 
“care, concern, and connection” to solve problems 
(Robbins, 2006, p. 38). Care consists of questions 
by the leader who asks what the implications will 
be of a certain decision. Profession pertains to a 
self-critical attitude of the educational leader for 
analyzing one's own personal codes of ethics and 
professional judgment as experiences increase. The 
presence of the above-mentioned characteristics in 
a college leader may ensure effective professional 
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practice and positive leadership influence on diverse 
student communities.

Discussions in this research article have been 
extrapolated from the author’s dissertation study 
within which the author explored the phenomenon 
of cultural stereotyping from the perspective of 
higher educational leaders’ lived experiences 
of cultural diversity after 9/11. The purpose of 
the study was to identify how academic leaders’ 
experiences pertaining to 9/11 were impacting 
their leadership practice (Rafiq-Mitchell, 2015). 
During the course of the research the author read, 
observed, interviewed, and intuited the cognitive 
and emotional development of human biases 
toward individuals from unfamiliar cultures (which 
broadly encompasses anyone who may be different 
in religion, appearance, or ethnicity from one’s 
self).

An interesting observation that stood out was the 
absence of diversity in modern leadership practice. 
This does not pertain to the active presence of 
multi-ethnic individuals employed in positions of 
leadership but the actual practice, awareness, and 
acknowledgement of the diversity present within 
professional and personal contexts. As if people 
were choosing to close their eyes and pretend the 
complex dynamics didn’t exist.

The presence of color bias or racism is a very real 
and sensitive problem in the United States. One 
would assume that following the legal dissolution of 
racial segregation, the mindset and behaviors would 
have evolved. Presumptively yes, but critically no, 
with the exception of realigning how social and civil 
rules dictate public behavior. Following the 9/11 
terrorist attacks in the U.S. an incredible resurgence 
of hate crimes, cultural stereotyping, and emotional 
trauma were experienced by ethnic minorities.

Resulting from an intense exploration of the 
phenomenon of cultural stereotyping and the 

symptoms ailing our leadership behaviors in 
Academia, the author identified four integral 
components of leadership practice that may 
allegedly exist but are operationally ineffective 
albeit necessary to lead diverse constituents. 
The four components of effective leadership 
practice that were identified are reflexive, critical, 
transformative, and contingent.

Reflexive: Contrary to the concept of reflective 
thinking, which limits a person to view an incident 
from a mirrored perspective, reflexive thinking 
allows a multidimensional evaluation of one's 
behaviors and actions (Minnici, 2006). Leaders 
can further develop and hone their leadership skills 
through the practice of reflexive thinking toward 
their personal or professional lives. According 
to Dyke (2009), “Advancement of learning in 
reflexive modernity can be promoted by nurturing 
and learning from experience that includes elements 
of practice, critical reflection, knowledge, and 
interaction with others” (p. 289).

The emotional and psychological health of a person 
reflects in his or her actions and behaviors. College 
leaders can strengthen self-understanding through 
the interpretation of feelings by identifying the cause 
of the emergence of their emotions. Reconciliation 
of emotional differences toward formal feelings 
and personal values during engagement with 
society, family, or friends in a meaningful manner 
can result in emotional harmony (Brownlie, 2011). 
Integration of reflexivity in professional practice 
can help others understand the origins of leaders’ 
actions from their environments and interactions 
with people (Gilbert & Sliep, 2009).

Critical: The concept of critical thinking is the 
most recognized but least understood cognitive 
phenomenon. Paul and Elder (2006) identified 
characteristics of critical thinking as (a) justice, 
(b) ethics, (c) empathy, (d) reflection, and (e) 
flexibility. Critical thinking facilitates problem-
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solving processes and contributes to understanding 
complex issues in educational environments 
(Crenshaw et al., 2011).

According to Paul and Elder (2006), rectifying 
intellectual fallacies without the aid of some form 
of self-inquiry to locate the mental dissonance is 
impossible. Educational leaders who aspire to think 
critically can pose critical and probing questions 
to themselves to acquire information regarding 
pertinent dimensions of thought processes. Through 
a practice of discipline in the application of such 
questions, leaders may prevent the occurrence of 
bias, generalization, prejudice, stereotyping, and 
self-deception. A sample of questions follows 
below:

1.What is the purpose of my thinking?

2.What is the question at issue? Is the question clear 
and precisely stated?

3.Within what point of view am I thinking?

4.What information am I using and where did I 
obtain this information?

5.What concepts or ideas are central to my 
interpretation?

6.What assumptions am I making? Are they valid?

7.What conclusions have I drawn? Are they 
logically sound?

8. If I accept the conclusions, what are the 
implications? (Paul & Elder, 2006, p.22)

Transformative: Self-awareness and interaction 
with others improve when leaders read, write, 
and dialogue about their personal and others’ 
cultural and social group identities. The use of 
transformative narratives with reflective writing can 
decode attitudes, beliefs, biases, and assumptions 
of leaders “as they operate in systems of privilege” 
(Hyater-Adams, 2010, p. 208). If leaders want 
to create inclusive environments, they should 
focus on the social and economic structure of that 

organization, policies, and practices regarding work 
execution and management (Buhl, 2008). If the 
social identity of the team’s leading work processes 
is lacking promotion, support, and appreciation, 
communication of unspoken messages may 
reinforce marginalization (Buhl, 2008).

Transformative learning consists of questioning 
assumptions, beliefs, and unlearning old habits and 
behaviors that have not been subject to examination. 
Transformative learning can counter the challenges 
of contemporary leadership issues; the competencies 
that define transformative learning consist of 
becoming open, reflective, discriminating, inclusive, 
and possessing emotional-readiness toward change 
(Ciporen, 2009). Ciporen’s (2009) study explored 
how executive leaders who attended a month-long 
leadership development program experienced 
deep change and returned to their personal and 
professional duties with new understanding.

Contingent: Contingency theory operates from 
the premise that a singular correct way of doing 
things does not exist (Amiri, Amiri, & Alireza, 
2010). The ability of a leader to make decisions is 
contingent on situational factors, for instance, the 
needs of the followers (Vroom & Jago, 2007). A 
contingent approach toward making decisions and 
other professional actions is a suitable leadership 
behavior because what works in one situation may 
not work in another (Drath, 2008). Inherent in 
the contingency theory are the characteristics of 
flexibility, foresight, empathy, and critical thinking in 
leaders (Vroom & Jago, 2007). Effective leadership 
is reliant on compatibility of leadership style with 
situational variables like maturity, competence 
levels of constituents, need for involvement, and 
level of authority (Dambe & Moorad, 2008).

Conclusion
Research studies have documented evidence that 
strong positive educational leadership is reflected 
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in the culture of educational institutions, student 
behavior, and academic achievement (Wise & 
Wright, 2012). Educational leadership can also 
have a beneficial effect on job satisfaction, student 
turnover rates, and the organizational culture of a 
learning institution (Wise & Wright, 2012). Effective 
educational leaders cannot rely on pre-selected 
solutions because the problems encountered are 
situational, dynamic, affected by power-politics, 
social injustices, and economic disparities.

Leadership practices described as autocratic, 
hierarchical, and bureaucratic in structure and 
function are obsolete and produce minimal 
transformational results toward the beneficiaries 
of such a system. From a post-modernistic 
perspective, knowledge is situational and dependent 
on the social and political conditions in which 
individuals discover it. According to Bourgeois 
(2011), educational leaders must assume a critical 
pragmatic stance to identify historical and power 
relations among organizational structures and 
cultural characteristic of societies so that social 
paradigms and tacit motives are understood.

The challenging demands of contemporary society 
cannot be dealt with traditional leadership behaviors, 
but requires effective leaders who can combine 
educational theory and practice commensurate 
with an understanding of social complexities 
(Marcellino, 2012). The educational leader as a 
social realist may observe that facts retained by 
natural scientists are not exempt from theoretical 
assumptions because facts only exist when a theory 
has propositioned its existence (Bourgeois, 2011). 
Social realism enables educational practitioners to 
rely successfully upon and integrate theory in all 
levels of educational practice.

When a scholar-practitioner leader has successfully 
assumed a critical position, he or she can effectively 
explore cultural and social patterns of educational 
systems within their communities (Bourgeois, 2011). 

The leader, as a scholar-practitioner and critical 
thinker, then refuses to succumb under the weight 
of political power traps, which influence students, 
teachers, schools, and societies, marginalizing 
them in categories of economic, racial, or gender 
groups. Jenlink (2001) asserted scholar-practitioner 
criticality develops leadership behavior by creating 
a philosophical, theoretical, and critical perspective 
influencing the thoughts and feelings of a leader 
within his or her context.
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