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Abstract

Leadership skills are vital in developing and building influential leaders in organizations. The
identified research problem was the absence of communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility competencies among leaders in nonprofit higher education institutions in the United
States. The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to explore how collaboration,
communication, and strategic agility competencies were experienced among leaders at a
nonprofit higher education institution in the United States. Transformational and servant
leadership theories formed the theoretical framework examining characteristics, behaviors, and
features promoting positive leadership. Two research questions guided the study to explore the
shortfall of communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies and assess how the
competencies improved leadership performance. Twenty-one participants were chosen from
three leadership levels: entry, middle, and executive. Instruments used for the study entailed an
online questionnaire soliciting participation and a semistructured interview conducted virtually
via Zoom. The data were analyzed using an open inductive coding process and sorted by
comment scope, code, and participant. Findings revealed themes related to better talent
conversation, further leadership development, and further investigation of the understanding of
strategic agility skills.

Keywords: collaboration, communication, competency, servant leadership, strategic

agility, transformational leadership, and performance management.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Leadership skills are vital in developing and building influential leaders in higher
education organizations (Roha et al., 2020). Educational leaders possessing leadership
competency overcome challenges, promote trust, foster commitment, and boost motivation,
thereby improving the institution’s performance. Effective leadership is critical for
comprehension and adapting to situational circumstances, which can make or break the
institution (Mathews, 2020). This study focused on specific leadership competencies in nonprofit
higher education, consistent with research studies in higher education leadership that have
attempted to identify leadership competencies in organizations (Gigliotti et al., 2017; Ruben &
Gigliotti, 2017).

Findings from this study could benefit the nonprofit institution’s understanding of how
leaders’ communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies contribute to certain
skills and behaviors that in turn lead to superior performance. Absence of trust, cooperation, and
respectful treatment do not lead to a harmonious relationship between leaders and administrators
(Mostajo et al., 2018). Further study of the topic could help identify areas of strength and
improvement for continuous development. Chapter 1 introduces the topic of the research. The
main sections outline the background of the study and include the statement of the problem, the
purpose of the study, the significance of the study, research questions, theoretical framework,
definitions of terms, assumptions, scope and delimitations, and limitations. The chapter closes
with a summary.

Background of the Study
Ineffective leadership practices and behaviors may negatively impact leadership

performance in nonprofit higher education (Tavanti & Tait, 2021). Institutions wanting to gain a
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competitive advantage in the 21st century may need education management leaders to master
specific competencies (Ghafar, 2020). Fifty-two percent of leaders in the nonprofit sector have
exhibited weakness in strategic thinking, impacting the organization’s success and talent
development (The NonProfit Times, 2017). Successful leaders inspire positive change, motivate
employees, and determine the institution’s culture and values. Developing a competent and
collaborative power structure is significant to any leader (Radvany, 2021). When collaboration,
communication, and strategic agility competencies are missing, productive environments may
not be nurtured. The background of the problem was that nonprofit institutions do not currently
offer a systematic approach to training or hiring leaders in competency-based roles (Ploum et al.,
2017). Solving the problem is important because leaders in nonprofit education need
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies operate efficiently and lead
teams and the institution successfully.

Educational leaders seeking institution sustainability need to develop particular
competencies that reflect an adequately transformational approach (Foucrier & Wiek, 2019).
Leadership characteristics, traits, and attributes embodied in leaders possessing specific
competencies play a vital role in achieving performance goals (Badgett & Decman, 2019).
Developing leaders’ communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies leads to
innovation and creativity (Juhro et al., 2020). Exploring aspects related to leaders’
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies may introduce new concepts in
leadership, thus improving the nonprofit institution’s performance. Further discussion appears in
Chapter 2, the literature review.

A gap in the literature was identified regarding successful practice-based leadership

development, specifically related to leaders’ ability to use communication, collaboration, and
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strategic agility competencies in nonprofit higher education institutions. Unexplored factors
include assessing how leader development contributes to communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competencies, all of which influence leadership efficiency. Lacking adequate
competency development contributes to unsuccessful leadership (Pang et al., 2018). In fact, the
absence of flexible, technical, and adaptive orientations among leaders in nonprofit higher
education may cause leadership barriers. Teamwork, cooperation, self-control, and analytical
thinking are necessary competencies for success (Hezlett & McCauley, 2018). Evolving leaders
develop collaborative and communicative competency to help improve operations and lead
employees toward improvement and innovation (Robertson & Barling, 2017). Studying leaders’
professional experiences regarding competencies may reveal existing skill gaps.
Statement of the Problem

The research problem identified in the study was that leaders in U.S. nonprofit higher
education institutions lack communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies
(Biberhofer et al., 2018; Ploum et al., 2017; Ruben et al., 2017). Competencies aligned with
work performance have a vital role in developing and advancing leaders’ success (Kaur &
Sharma, 2019). For example, leaders affect followers’ job performance and play a critical and
active role in employee psychology and organization outcomes (Wang & McChamp, 2019). In
addition, developing competencies helps leaders become self-aware of their emotional
intelligence by recognizing and managing emotions (Barpanda & Kamal, 2020). Leaders’
success depends on using competencies to apply leadership practices for organizational
sustainability (Cleveland & Cleveland, 2020).

Given the importance of nonprofit higher education leaders’ ability to develop social

skills that may contribute to successful and effective leadership, the topic of the study was
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current, relevant, and necessary. Paolini (2020) found identifying and understanding one’s
emotions and empathizing with others are critical social skills in a work environment. Research
has confirmed that individuals possessing social emotional skills are more resilient and more
capable of persevering until they achieve their goals (CASEL, 2019). Developing
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies may influence employees and
leaders to achieve common goals in transparent and constructive settings.

Studying leadership competencies is not new to the higher education community
(Barbosa & de Oliveira, 2021). However, two thirds of U.S. executives believe there is a need to
be upskilled or reskilled by the end of 2023 (Illanes et al., 2018). Developing skills and
competencies supports and mediates the relationship between strategic leadership and intention
to stay (Younas & Bari, 2020). Leaders who lack specific competencies may be challenged when
trying to build relationships. Displaying relational capabilities is vital in developing internal and
external partners (Singh & Segatto, 2020). Therefore, researching leadership competencies in
nonprofit institutions specifically related to developing communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility in leadership roles may provide new insight into the competencies that influence
employee satisfaction, morale and orgnaizational performance.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to explore how collaboration,
communication, and strategic agility competencies were experienced among leaders at a
nonprofit higher education institution in the United States. Qualitative research is valuable for
making sense of lived phenomena observed in a specific context (Juhro et al., 2020). A
phenomenological approach focuses on understanding the importance of people’s lived

experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Results of the study could help higher education leaders
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understand a new universal meaning regarding how leaders’ competencies influence nonprofit
institution performance. Research questions in the study aimed to explore in depth the
experiences of communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies in leadership
roles at the nonprofit higher education institution.

A qualitative methodology, specifically a phenomenological approach, was relevant to
this topic because the topic involves leaders’ lived experiences of collaboration, communication,
and strategic agility competencies (Williams, 2021). The phenomenological approach is often
used to discover and construct meanings on human experiences (Salmi et al., 2021) To that end,
an online questionnaire and semistructured interviews were the instruments used in the study.
The questionnaire was sent via email to seek participants for the study. Participants agreeing to
participate in the study were emailed protocols and scheduled for virtual interviews on a platform

called Zoom (https://zoom.us/). Twenty-one professionals working at a nonprofit online higher

education institution comprised the sample for the study. The selected population held leadership
roles categorized by three management levels: entry, middle, and executive. The research site
was an online nonprofit higher education institution in the United States.
Significance of the Study

Exploring in depth how communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies
influence leadership performance in the nonprofit higher education institution could advance
knowledge about recruiting, retaining, and developing leaders. Employees and leaders at every
level could benefit from the research—the findings could increase understanding of the
importance of communicating effectively and collaborating strategically to achieve goals.
Moreover, employees could strengthen their commitment and motivation when they personally

contribute to the goals of the organization (Greenhaw & Abreau, 2020).
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Improving leadership practices involves learning how to develop organizational strategies
and implement policies and strategies to promote growth and reflection at a large scale. Results
of the study could bring positive change in the role and responsibilities of leaders in nonprofit
higher education. Dealing with complex changes related to people and organizational functions
requires leaders to have collective emotions (Venera, 2019). The findings may convey valuable
information for future researchers who explore the characteristics and attitudes related to
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies. Through this research, the
nonprofit higher education community could further appreciate the importance of developing
leadership competency.

Research Questions

The phenomenological study explored how collaboration, communication, and strategic
agility competencies were expressed in a sample of leaders working in a nonprofit higher
education institution in the United States. The research questions guided the exploration of
participants’ lived experiences concerning the competencies and assessed how they used the
competencies to improve their leadership. Two research questions guided the study:

Research Question 1: What are the experiences of leaders at nonprofit higher education
institutions in the United States with respect to communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility competencies in leadership roles in the United States?

Research Question 2: How are communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies used to improve leadership roles at nonprofit higher education institutions in the

United States?
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Theoretical Framework

Transformational leadership theory and servant leadership theory served as the study’s
theoretical framework. Transformational servant leaders influence performance positively
(Saleem et al., 2020). Leaders who share power put the needs of others first and enhance
motivation and morale to grow and build strong ethical organizations (Setyaningsih & Sunaryo,
2021). Employees who can express their experiences freely exhibit individual improvement and
enjoy a quality work experience (Choi et al., 2017). Although many leadership styles exist, the
study used transformational leadership theory and servant leadership theory as the theoretical
framework in order to explore leaders’ lack of communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility competencies among leaders in nonprofit higher education institutions.

Transformational leadership theory and servant leadership theory were selected as the
study’s theoretical framework because the theories represent leadership styles that promote
individual growth. Both leadership styles were relevant for this study because they encourage a
deeper understanding of how the absence of communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies affects nonprofit higher education institutions. The two theories provided new
insights into the educational leaders’ experiences related to their competencies and emphasized
the importance of leaders valuing communication, collaboration, and strategic agility to
empower people for success.

Exploring the use of the communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies
in leadership roles could further define the sustainable competencies needed to improve
nonprofit institution and leadership performance (MacDonald et al., 2020). The study’s approach
was intended to reveal the characteristics needed for successful leadership practices and foster

positive shared experiences related to leader development (Salmi et al., 2021). Discovering the
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essence of participants’ experiences and analyzing their experiences in the context of the
theoretical framework was critical. The theoretical framework guided the analysis by providing a
lens through which to interpret the interview transcripts of the virtual video Zoom recordings.
Further discussion of the theoretical framework appears in Chapter 2.

Definitions of Terms

Contextual information related to the concepts of the study appears in this section.
Concepts are defined for readers to understand how competency and leadership relate to the
study. The terms are used frequently throughout the dissertation.

Collaboration is a group of people working together to achieve interorganizational
activities (Castaner & Oliveira, 2020).

Communication is the method used between two individuals who have an established
connection or relationship (Devito, 2018).

Competency refers to evidence of a person’s competitiveness, gained through acquired
skills (Taha et al., 2021).

Leadership is the ability to drive deliberate and conscious transformation by
understanding emotional intelligence (Yadav & Lata, 2019).

Servant leadership is a characteristic of a person’s natural desire to serve others before
oneself (Dryburgh, 2020).

Strategic agility refers to a person’s strategic agility as an essential determinant of
organizational success that helps professionals creatively adapt to strategic approaches and
conditions (Skyrius & Valentukevice, 2020).

Transformational leadership is a leadership style characterized by used of charisma or

idealized influence to motivate and inspire (Sivarat et al., 2021).



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES 19

Assumptions

People hold multiple perspectives about how communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility competencies influence leaders’ performance, creating preexisting assumptions (Holmes
et al., 2021). Understanding the three competencies discussed in the study may help researchers
understand the factors contributing to the development of leadership competencies in nonprofit
higher education institutions. However, although the study assumed the absence of
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies in leaders is a cause of
mediocre performance, a relationship between skills and leadership role may not exist. In
addition, the study did not consider that formal management roles or positions might not be
needed for an organization to succeed. Leadership can be practical and characterized in many
forms and embodied through the lives of individuals, not just in terms of competencies
(Clapham, 2021).

Participants were asked about their experiences in demonstrating communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies in order to explore their perceptions on
leadership roles. Participants were selected and sampled in three leadership levels: entry, middle,
and executive. During the interviews, assumptions about participants’ experiences might have
involved comparing the participants’ experiences according to their leadership levels. However,
differentiating participants’ prior developmental opportunities would not have been fair. Finally,
assumptions may have been made regarding educating people to use competency skills—such
education requires new approaches to teaching and learning (Zhao, 2020). Learning about
diverse experiences in exhibiting the communication, collaboration, and strategic agility

competencies could introduce a new, broader perspective on professional and personal
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development among leaders. Thus, it is possible to provide new insight on leadership being
driven by one's values and grounded on the awareness of one's strengths.
Scope and Delimitations

In a qualitative study, scope shapes and advances the exploration of a topic (Kozleski,
2017). The scope of the study was restricted to a small sample of participants holding
management titles at a nonprofit higher education institution. The population of potential
participants comprised 30 people holding managerial positions. An online nonprofit higher
education institution in the United States was the location of the study. Data were collected
within a 10-week time frame.

Each competency was assessed using two interview questions. The behavioral questions
were designed to provide a deeper understanding of the participants’ leadership experiences. The
three competencies were selected and reviewed by subject matter experts (SMEs) to ensure valid
research questions and study alignment. The SMEs submitted feedback and suggestions and
helped compile the final six behavioral interview questions (Cambria, 2021; Cripe, 2020a;
Cummings, 2021; KCC, 2020; LSA Global, 2021). Questions selected for the interview aligned
with the two research questions of the study. The study facilitated a reflective perspective and a
clear understanding of these three essentials skills needed to demonstrate effective leadership.

The data were collected by only one researcher in accordance with the interview protocol.
The responses to the interview questions consisted only of participants’ perceptions and
reflections on leadership competencies exhibited by leaders in the nonprofit higher education
institution. Selecting participants with different experience could have increased the scope of the
study, thereby making it more representative (Ellis, 2021). However, this phenomenological

study was delimited to participants in management roles, excluding those with nonmanagerial
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titles. In addition, the research focused only on three competencies and excluded other essential
leadership competencies.
Limitations

The study had several limitations. First, the small qualitative sample size could have been
considered insufficient, thus influencing the significance of the research (Vasileiou et al., 2018).
Second, issues with sample selection could have occurred because of the limitations of the
interview protocol and Zoom technology used to collect data. During the data collection, lack of
financial resources and external constraints could have created limitations for the study. In
addition, information and selection biases might have been applicable in this study. To avoid
information biases, multiple data collection methods were used to collect participants’
information and maintain similarities between the three groups being studied.

Using random techniques when selecting participants could have minimized or avoided
selection biases (Jager et al., 2020). Not mastering specific leadership competencies supporting
developing a standardized skillset for managers seeking career advancement may limit
parameters for future leadership succession planning (Goodermote, 2020). Lacking clarity
regarding requirements and competence in educational leadership still exists, creating limitations
(Mikkonen et al., 2019). This phenomenological study collected participants’ knowledge,
experiences, and expertise, thereby enhancing transferability to other settings to show how
competencies impact leadership success.

Summary

Nonprofit education leaders have searched for interventions and best practices to improve

organizational performance and leadership (Watkins & Kim, 2017). Increasing attention on

competency-based leadership development for human capital has gained attention in nonprofit
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higher education (Fusarelli et al., 2018). In Chapter 1, a rationale for conducting this research
study was presented. The evolution of leadership competencies was described, and the need to
explore leaders’ communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies was
introduced in terms of the foundational leadership theories. Two research questions guided the
study. Assumptions of the study were presented. The next chapter presents and summarizes the

literature review.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Leaders in nonprofit higher education institutions have struggled to lead and manage
teams to optimize employee and organizational performance. Fifty-two percent of nonprofit
sector leaders have exhibited weakness in strategic thinking, impacting their organizations’
success and talent development (7he NonProfit Times, 2017). The research problem identified in
the study was that leaders in U.S. nonprofit higher education institutions lack communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies (Biberhofer et al., 2018; Ploum et al., 2017;
Ruben et al., 2017). The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to explore how
collaboration, communication, and strategic agility competencies were experienced among
leaders at a nonprofit higher education institution in the United States. Leaders, directly and
indirectly, affect an organization’s success, overall performance, and the people they serve (Lee
& Li, 2015). Competitive leadership demands leaders to develop communication, collaboration,
and strategic agility skills to help connect strategy, structure, culture, and management concepts
(Hussain et al., 2014).

A literature review can help define parameters and navigate themes and patterns that
emerge from the data analysis (Robertson & Barling, 2017). In this literature review, the topics
and themes discussed are related to leadership; the three competencies of communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility; and the theoretical framework. A gap in the literature was
identified in the form of inadequate understanding of the role, values and ethical leadership in
influencing institutional success (Ali et al., 2020; Demir & Budur, 2019). The relationship
between competency and effective leadership may be dominant (Gérgens-Ekermans & Roux,

2021).
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To date, not much consideration has been given to how leaders’ attitudinal changes and
experiences have affected the nonprofit higher education sector.

Transformational leadership theory and servant leadership theory served as the study’s
theoretical framework. Transformational leadership is a universal concept using communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility to support motivation and positively affect leadership
performance (Andriani et al., 2019). Additionally, understanding employee needs through a
servant-leader approach may influence organizational results. Servant leaders develop their
followers’ potential by focusing on their interests (Zhang et al., 2021). Servant leadership
contributes to enhancing organizational performance by exhibiting relationship and
communication-oriented behavior related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
skills (Gocen & Sen, 2021).

Rezaee Manesh and Sadeighi (2017) claimed leadership style motivates employees in
areas such as organizational commitment motivation, citizenship behavior, trust, team
effectiveness, and empowerment (Ghalavi & Nastiezaie, 2020). A leader’s attributes and cultural
differences prompt different perceptions of leadership skills based on environment and the
relationships built with stakeholders (Mersid et al., 2020). Thus, a leader’s style may impact
employees’ attitudes, motivation, and engagement with the organization.

Ethical leadership requires a leader with good character demonstrating ethical practices
exhibiting competencies of collaboration, communication, and leadership agility (Ladkin, 2018).
Leadership styles motivate people based on communication collaboration, commitment,
empowerment, and behavior (Rezaece Manesh & Sadeighi, 2017).

The relationships between leadership theories, types, and characteristics extend beyond

behaviors and competencies (Agustriyana & Pringgabayu, 2019). Understanding ethical
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leadership as a process may broaden the understanding of necessary actions’ leadership role
versus essential competency related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
(Shakeel et al., 2019). Effective leadership may encompass more than just intelligence or skill. In
fact, successful management or leadership might depend less on intelligence or talent and more
on efficiency in communicating, collaborating, and applying strategic agility (Ni et al., 2020).

The literature review’s major themes are related to leadership, communication,
collaboration, strategic agility competencies, and organizational structure. The first sections of
Chapter 2 include the introduction, which consists of the problem, the purpose, and the literature
search strategy. The second section of this chapter is a discussion of the theoretical framework
and a review of current literature. The topics discussed in this section encompass leadership in
higher education; competency in leadership, specifically related to communication, collaboration
and strategic agility; and leadership in nonprofit education. The last section of the chapter is a
summary of all the topics discussed.

Literature Search Strategy

The study’s search consisted of current peer-reviewed articles from the past five years
selected using the American College of Education online library. These search engines, used to
locate open-access articles, included Academic OneFile, Academic Search Complete, ERIC,
EBSCO, JSTOR, SAGE Journals, and Google Scholar. The following search terms were used to
find articles specific to this study: agility, change management, collaboration, communication,
creativity, cultural dimension, competency, community college, emotional intelligence,
empowerment, job performance, job satisfaction, higher-education leadership, innovation,

learning agility, leadership management, leadership in higher education, leadership in nonprofit
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education, self-identity, servant leadership, strategic agility, technology leadership, and
transformational leadership.
Theoretical Framework

Many leadership theories could have been used as a theoretical framework to guide the
discussion on effective leadership, competencies, and organizational structure. Two theories —
transformational leadership theory and servant leadership theory—were used for the theoretical
framework. Transformational leaders become influential and effective when they think and act as
transformational, servant leaders (Brown et al., 2020). In fact, servant leadership and
transformational leadership styles may contribute to achieving organizational objectives. The
theories are closely aligned and well-suited for observing nonprofit higher educational leaders’
attitudes, styles, and behaviors related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies. Most effective leaders enable, serve, encourage, and inspire a shared vision (Diaz
et al., 2019). Applying this theoretical framework could affirm if these two leadership styles
offer best practices to lead, improve, and grow nonprofit institutions. The qualitative
phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of educational leaders related to how
collaboration, communication, and strategic agility competencies might influence leaders in
nonprofit higher education institutions.
Transformational Leadership

James McGregor Burns, known as a leadership expert, introduced the transformational
leadership concept (Ladkin & Patrick, 2022). Scholars have applied transformational theory to
observe and evaluate organizational behaviors (Zeinab et al., 2019). The style brings forth
charismatic leadership qualities such as trust, admiration, loyalty, creating vision, inspiration,

and motivation. In 1990, Bass elevated the theory by introducing the four components
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(individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, and idealized
influence), claiming transformational leadership promotes intellectual stimulation and
communicates high expectations and purposes.

The transformational leadership theory encourages motivation and inclusivity in
performance management; in that sense, transformational leadership is necessary to connect
people, to communicate and collaborate, and to link strategy to organizational values (Brown et
al., 2019). Demonstrating these qualities of the leadership style may contribute to a leader’s
success (Brown et al., 2019). Implementing competency training can enhance leadership
effectiveness. Specific competencies—for example, communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility—have been found to promote emotional intelligence in transformative leadership models
(Zurita-Ortega et al., 2019). The skills of a transformational leader may enhance communication,
improve collaboration, and promote positive work environments. A transformational leader
fosters inclusiveness, creativity, and innovation (Falih Bannay et al., 2020). Successful
organizations support innovative behavior to promote, influence, and shape employee
engagement and integration. Leaders who manifest supportive conduct tend to display high
respect and regard for employees (Shanker et al., 2017). Organizational cultures fostering
opportunities to improve skills have been shown to advance organization performance (Tonich,
2021).

Servant Leadership

The first servant leadership book to outline the leadership styles’ vital qualities was
published by Greenleaf in the late 1970s (Spears et al., 2002; Yagil & Oren, 2021). Servant
leaders may motivate employee performance and positive organizational results by building trust

in effective collaboration, fostering communication, and showing empathy. According to
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research, the interaction between leaders and followers has evolved through centuries, enhancing
knowledge and improve diversity (Chi et al., 2020). The servant-leader concept emphasizes the
need for leaders to focus on serving others first. Theorists have used the theory to analyze 10
leadership characteristics to understand leader behaviors related to stewardship, individual
development, and community engagement (Haider & Mushtaq, 2017). Thus, understanding how
servant leadership promotes personal growth by serving others may help leaders discover how
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies are used.

The theory offers an individualized, cooperative approach toward developing employees’
full potential (Heyler & Martin, 2018). Thus, servant leadership may be a common practice for
building caring organizations and enriching the lives of individuals. The servant leadership style
may prioritize personal and professional development by growing the knowledge and
professional skills (Fatima et al., 2021). Servant leadership facilitates followers’ desirable
outcomes and enhances cognition (Yuan et al., 2020). Servant leaders may make positive
contributions to communities, societies, and organizations.

Servant leadership qualities highlighting personal connections evolve in harmonious
relationships relevant to the higher education arena by bringing a social justice perspective to
leadership roles (Komives & Sowcik, 2020). An unselfish mindset attributed to the theory may
encourage diversity and foster leadership in others (Bragger et al., 2020). Servant-oriented
leadership behavior makes people feel heard and satisfied (Yuan et al., 2020). Servant leaders
may be visionary leaders who, through serving, implement and operate effectively in the
organization. Leaders who embrace a servant leadership approach are competent at influential

leaders’ levels (Allen et al., 2018).
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Transformational leadership theory and servant leadership theory served as the study’s
theoretical framework because both possess attributes guiding and inspiring change through
individuals’ development (Zhang et al., 2021). Transformational leaders motivate self-efficacy
and influence others by developing the necessary competency to create collaborative
relationships, promote clear communication, and strategically deliver accountability (Mayes &
Gethers, 2018). Transformational leaders exhibit influence through strategic agility competency
by using their abilities, leading through vision, and creating innovative work cultures (Steinmann
et al., 2018). Further, servant leaders may promote citizenship behavior, influencing participation
and empowering followers to find future paths (Ghalavi & Nastiezaie, 2020).

The theories were relevant to the study because both could facilitate understanding of the
participants’ experiences of communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies in
nonprofit higher education institution leadership roles. In addition, the theories support an
exploration of how the competencies can improve leadership roles in nonprofit higher education
institutions. Research Question 1 (What are the experiences of leaders at nonprofit higher
education institutions with respect to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies in leadership roles in the United States?) aligned with the transformational
leadership theory because creating vision promotes intellectual stimulation and collaborative
consideration, helping leaders to enhance communication and relationship building skills.
Research Question 2 (How are communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies
used to improve leadership roles at nonprofit higher education institutions in the United States?)
was relevant to transformational leadership theory because the leadership style and behaviors
focus on the relational outcome (Hoch et al., 2016). In addition, transformational leadership is

historically connected to the research questions and study because employees inspired by
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transformational leaders are more likely to show participatory behaviors related to
communication and strategic agility while performing job tasks (Lai et al., 2020).

The servant leadership theory relates to Research Question 1 because characteristics such
as humility, trust, awareness, listening, and empathy are essential for leaders to attract followers.
Servant leaders appreciate people and understand the relationship of leadership power in cultural
dimensions (Coetzer et al., 2017). In addition, cultural characteristics influence and moderate
relationship outcomes in servant leadership (Ghalavi, & Nastiezaie, 2020). The servant-leader
sense of social responsibility is related to Research Question 2 because the theory focuses on
seeking employee engagement by effectively collaborating and communicating when serving
others and strategically gaining followers’ commitment by influencing a sense of belonging to
improve performance. The communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies
demonstrated in servant leadership help improve workforce engagement and empower intrinsic
motivation for organizational success (Shafi et al., 2020).

Servant leadership may be used in educational settings to influence the emotional intelligence
necessary for leaders to develop relationships with themselves and others, producing
participatory behavior (Sawan et al., 2020). Historically, servant leaders exhibit attributes of
guidance, support, and development of individuals. Research Question 2 connects to servant
leadership theory because servant leaders promote collaboration and communication while using
a charismatic style, thereby building trust and fellowship. The theoretical framework of this

phenomenological study appears in Figure 1.



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES 31

Figure 1

Theoretical Visual Framework

Note. This figure demonstrates a theoretical framework using an original visual showing
how the transformational and servant theories promote effective leadership regarding
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies.

Research Literature Review

The research literature provides a review of concepts and methodologies related to
leadership in education. The articles selected were 82% from peer-reviewed journals. The
literature review provides a foundation of leadership traits and characteristics and analyzes the
different perspectives researchers have presented regarding leadership disciplines. First, the
literature research discusses leadership in higher education and leadership competencies. Next,
the discussion narrows toward a description of the elements and concepts for effective leadership
in the nonprofit education sector, focused on three main competencies: communication,

collaboration, and strategic agility.
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Leadership in Higher Education

Educational leaders play a role in advancing student and faculty personal and intellectual
development. The transformational leadership style positively impacts institutional and student
outcomes (Egekvist et al., 2017). However, leaders may need to balance character, performance,
and business foresight to be efficient and successful (Prommer et al., 2020). Understanding the
complexities in education may provide a better understanding of global leadership. McNaughtan
et al. (2019) interviewed presidents and vice presidents from flagship universities in the U.S.,
aiming to identify best practices and themes for presidential communication. The authors found
an authentic voice and multiple communication channels were essential methods to overcome
ineffective leadership. Incoming institution presidents may have lacked experiences, background,
and training in communication strategies (McNaughtan et al., 2019). Developing communication
training for executive leaders was found to improve engagement with stakeholders.

Improving leadership competencies among leaders and students has become common in
the higher education sector (Egan et al., 2021). For example, games such as escape rooms may
help develop leadership skills in various disciplines in higher education (Egan et al., 2021). In a
quantitative study of 105 students, Egan et al. examined how teaching strategies develop
communication competency. Participants were placed in escape rooms and given pretest and
posttest assessments to measure competencies, including points of view on leadership skills,
communication practices, and conflict negotiation (Egan et al., 2021). In contrast, Guthrie and
Jenkins (2018) and Porter (2018) found tools such as games and escape rooms were not used in
higher education, but asserted such instructional strategies could produce positive outcomes.

Leaders who develop information systems and performance management systems build

organizational agility and adaptability to change (Topi & Spurrier, 2019). Leaders who
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communicate adaptive strategies empower employees and design a set of indicators determining
employees’ strategic skills, thus developing a systematic methodology (Nejatian et al., 2019).
Performance management systems act as a tool for learning. For example, in a qualitative study
in Canada, Chan (2020) surveyed 79 university leaders. The survey assessed leaders’
performance management while monitoring strategic decision-making activities. Performance
management systems need strategic leaders in higher education institutions (Chan, 2020). Thus,
developing systems may contribute to shaping organizational learning and strategy to help
improve institutional performance.

Leadership strategic agility enhances organizational learning and innovation (Muafi &
Uyun, 2019). Leaders who use and monitor performance systems may demonstrate competencies
related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility in higher education performance
management. Leaders with creative minds may require strategic innovation. However,
developing human capital and creating effective performance management for professional
growth has been perceived as a controversial topic in higher education (Badea & Rogujanu,
2012). Managers from all industry sectors, including educational institutions, use performance
management systems to monitor employee activities and understand how skills and behaviors
impact organization results (Umar & Hassan, 2019). Higher education institutions’ leaders may
lack the competencies related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility needed to
promote transparency when making significant, informed decisions about personnel development
(Miller & Smith, 2020). Therefore, leaders who master communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competencies may develop effective performance management systems, thus

improving organizational operational success.



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES 34

Competencies in Leadership

Leaders committed to self-improvement may choose to improve self-discipline qualities
focused on practical leadership competencies such as communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility. There is a global emphasis within higher education institutions to understand
leaders’ emotional intelligence related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies to help them develop a global mindset (Haber-Curran & Guramatunhu Cooper,
2020). Successful leaders may need communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies to demonstrate personal effectiveness, evolve, and maintain competitiveness (Doz,
2019). Thus, a leader’s educational journey involves developing leadership skills in
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility (Wiewiora & Kowalkiewicz, 2019), as
described in the following paragraphs.
Communication Competency

Learning how to communicate helps leaders develop cultural awareness and understand
human behavior. Leadership core competencies may develop through connections made from the
organization’s strategy, objectives, structure, and culture. Communication skills may be
developed and acquired through time. Thus, a leader’s performance improves with solid
communication skills (Hussain et al., 2014). Communication is assessed in tasks and situations
and is critical for leadership development (Boni, 2019). Internal communication may influence
innovation in the for-profit and nonprofit sectors, impacting change. A leadership framework
considers all-hands-on-deck approaches to improve organizational effectiveness by encouraging
collaborative thinking and a quest for meaning (Terego, 2017). Enhancing soft skills improves
adaptability to change and employability (Succi & Canovi, 2019). Promoting social interaction in

leadership encourages motivation and employee-driven culture (Jiwon et al., 2018).
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A leader’s communication style with subordinates may affect employee development and
organizational performance outcomes. For example, in a qualitative study of 110 leaders and
subordinates from a global insurance company, Erben et al. (2019) studied the communication
factors between a leader and the subordinates. The results showed the communication process is
complex because of motivating language (Erben et al., 2019). The self-rated survey scores
provided evidence of the relationship between leadership rating and job satisfaction. Although
the study accentuated the role of assessing leadership communication from a combined
perspective, the participants’ ratings may have been predisposed to self-enhanced tendencies
(Erben et al., 2019).

Alidrisi and Mohamed (2022), communication competency, perceived as a personal
attribute, may influence the environment, as well as the internal and external relationships
leaders develop with stakeholders. Effective communication from an international perspective
promotes teamwork, persuasive skills, and the ability to employ competent professionals
(Brunton et al., 2019). For example, Mukhtar et al. (2020) conducted a qualitative study in
Finland and New Zealand using a communication management approach. The authors asked
2,000 professionals to describe in their own words if their organizations’ intent in developing
proficient practitioners required the ability to use competency and other attributes. Failure to
communicate goals effectively in dynamic workplaces influences a transformational leader’s
ability to motivate others (Mukhtar et al., 2020).

Understanding-based communication in the organization culture framework may
potentially deliver improved organizational performance. Brunton et al. (2019) demonstrated
concepts such as integrity, ambition, and adaptability appeared in communication competency. A

global leadership perspective on leader competency, communication, and other attributes could
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further explore how geographical environments impact stakeholders’ relationships. Leaders who
understand empathy could demonstrate practical communication skills.

Empathetic skills are valuable and essential in leadership roles (Jiang & Lu, 2020).
Effective communication may require leaders to demonstrate empathy to stakeholders impacted
by organizational goals. Empathy in the context of emotional intelligence may be an essential
ingredient because it relates to transformational leadership. In a longitudinal study sampling 382
nurses and doctors, Jiang and Lu (2020) divided participants into 48 groups. The participants
were given a survey to assess the nurse—doctor relationship related to the empathy attribute. The
findings showed empathy plays a vital role in achieving cohesive work environments,
communicating effectively, and leading through transformational leadership. Further, empathy
may be driven by the perception of emotional stimuli (Jiang & Lu, 2020). However, the
definition of empathy and understanding vary depending on the study’s social interaction,
purpose and result in perception bias (Pionke & Graham, 2021). In fact, the researcher’s
perceptions may influence actions and decisions in their work (Johnson et al., 2020). Questioning
the association between leader behavior and relational outcomes may reveal the various empathy
elements. Thus, biased data may not provide a trusted measurement method (Johnson et al.,
2020).

Leaders who demonstrate relationship-oriented leadership behaviors versus task-oriented
behavior produce stellar performance results (Mikkelson et al., 2019). Improving internal and
external relationships requires leaders and organizations to practice engagement and strategic
planning with internal and external stakeholders (Stocker et al., 2020). In a study of 307 workers
from various industries, Mikkelson et al. measured participants’ direct supervisors’ leadership

and relational communication styles. The participants’ work tenure extended from one month to
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34 years of service ranging from 18 to 72. Mikkelson et al. argued communication develops
intimacy in interpersonal relationships through the relational-oriented leadership style and
creates value by developing employees to improve organizational performance. Acquired
behaviors that lead to relational communication are thought to increase work performance
through experiences (Mikkelson et al., 2019). The researchers introduced a communication
framework to understand the relational-oriented approach to leadership. Thus, exploring the
types of messages being communicated may be beneficial. Understanding the importance of
relational leadership and integrating the development of emotional intelligence may create
constructive change and deliver an interdisciplinary approach in higher education leadership.
Self-aware leaders possess high emotional intelligence and demonstrate superior skills
necessary for communication, persuasion, and influencing others (Kastberg et al., 2020). Self-
awareness and competency are learned through experience and practice (Kragt & Day, 2020).
Competency models may aid the development of leadership identity over time. In a study
administered in Australia, Kragt and Day asked senior-level leaders to participate in a 5-month
leadership development program. Participants were instructed to use a team-based action-
learning project consisting of leadership simulations (Kragt & Day, 2020). The simulations in the
study provided activities to build active listening and communication skills. Communication
competency is essential in successful leadership (Kragt & Day, 2020). Communication
competency may contribute to the development of a leader’s identity, impacting future career
promotions. The quality of interaction and conversation is significant to a leader’s success
(Roper, 2019). Thus, overcompensating leadership competencies may be perceived as
manipulative communication, depending on the leadership level, and a leader’s identity

developed through experience and time, advancing communication skills.
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Collaboration Competency

Understanding the importance of leadership in cooperative values is critical in executing
and implementing leadership success in education (Lupinacci, 2017). Thus, collaboration skills
may enhance the ability to make people responsible, flexible, and adaptable to many situations.
A collaborative management framework inspires social relationships and enhances collaboration
and change (Mullen et al., 2020). Hartnell et al. (2019) revealed connecting organizational
cultures to the leadership structure and strategy often results in high-performance work.
Collaborating in a leadership environment may a factor in solving problems and continuous
development. Leaders with collaborative skills improve organizational success and empower job
satisfaction (Mohseni, 2019).

Leaders build trust through collaboration and transparency. Partnering for performance
should be based on the inclusiveness of doing work essential for organizational survival (Lynch,
2015). Research on promoting inclusiveness among followers has demonstrated growth in
capacities, skills, and knowledge (Falih Bannay et al., 2020). For example, in a mixed-method
study, Falih Bannay et al. explored the innovative relationship leaders had with employee
engagement in the workplace. The study sample consisted of 150 international human resources
managers in the communication sectors, selected from different departments and various
educational backgrounds (Falih Bannay et al., 2020). Participants were administered a
questionnaire designed to collect information about the relationship between inclusive leaders
and their work behavior. The findings showed innovation plays a crucial role in developing
collaborative workspace behaviors (Falih Bannay et al., 2020).

Employees who show commitment and engagement are likely to invest emotional and

cognitive energies in all tasks and efforts to provide results (Lai et al., 2020). Thus,
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Transformational leaders may exhibit attributes complementing inclusive actions that enhance
collaboration competency. Although Lai et al. presented the idea of leaders paying attention to
innovation and a persistent need for a sustainable workplace; future studies should investigate
creative, innovative variables stimulating collaboration and employee engagement.
Navigating diverse work structures and dynamics may require further studies to explore
collaboration from a behavioral daily-task approach versus a motivational competency style.
Qualitative research on three collaborative interorganizational networks was conducted to
investigate how collaborative interorganizational networks contributed to a leadership void or
advanced shared leadership (Endres & Weibler, 2020). The participants were observed and
interviewed to understand perspectives on emotions and actions related to collaboration. Endres
and Weibler found shared leadership emerged in collaborative social networks and clarified the
concept of collaboration as a subcomponent created by a leader’s identity. People learning from
experience gain resilience, treat others constructively, and develop identity (Eichinger &
Lombardo, 2004). In fact, understanding how a leader creates an identity may influence
collaboration to perform (Schlak, 2019).

Collaboration may require individuals to maintain a high level of commitment (Farrell,
2017). Transformational methods infuse a sense of work impact and effect commitment (Peng et
al., 2020). Yang et al. (2018) argued collaboration is a significant responsibility. In a mixed-
method study of eight organizations, Peng et al. (2020) investigated the influence of
transformational leadership on organizational commitment related to individual employees. The
sample consisted of 568 participants from five for-profit organizations and three nonprofits from
various industries and services. The executive leaders who had transformational qualities

encouraged commitment and work impact (Peng et al., 2020). Although the data were influential
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in establishing a relationship between commitment and work impact, perceptions may not have
influenced employee work impact.

Collaborative cultures may require leaders to trust employees and energize them to put
forth their best efforts (Agustriyana & Pringgabayu, 2019). Agustriyana and Pringgabayu (2019)
claimed effective collaboration requires trust among all the stakeholders. In a qualitative study
using a verification method, Agustriyana and Pringgabayu investigated how fostering effective
collaboration developed a knowledge-based culture, boosting positive performance results. Other
studies have found trust, humility, and respect are qualities needed in progressive leadership
(Rezaee Manesh & Sadeighi, 2017). Rezaee Manesh and Sadeighi studied an entire population of
412 human resources employees at a state-owned port company. The researchers found
leadership approach and style influenced knowledge management and cultural change within the
organization. Thus, knowledge management may improve personal knowledge and reveal how
knowledge-based culture impacts competitiveness in job performance (Rezaece Manesh &
Sadeighi, 2017).

Effective collaboration may require leaders to build rapport and relationships with all
stakeholders (Daniéls et al., 2019). Person-oriented leaders foster nurturing environments and
create mutually respectful relationships between leaders and followers (Zorina et al., 2018). In a
qualitative study, Zorina et al. (2018) sampled 475 university students from the Elabuga Institute
of Kazan University to assess students’ perceptions and beliefs on leadership qualities related to
developing leadership programs. The study found that those people that collaborate at a high
level of leadership qualities give positive results

Some leader qualities and traits mirror the servant leadership style, significantly affecting

organizations and improving organizational performance (Heyler & Martin, 2018). However,
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Heyler and Martin found, regardless of students’ leadership qualities, leadership style did not
significantly deliver positive collaborative results. Natural servant leaders may be inclined to
respond with listening skills when proactively communicating with subordinates. Leadership
programs may assist in developing confidence in the skills improving organization and
leadership outcomes. However, leading is not only about coordinating or managing a team but
also about communicating to meet a common goal (Bucata & Rizescu, 2017).

Allen et al. (2018), leaders exhibiting collaboration competencies may empower
employees to achieve favorable performance results. A leader empowers followers by mediating
the relationship between servant attributes and organizational commitment (Allen et al., 2018).
In a qualitative study of 128 employees from a nonprofit organization in a northeastern U.S. city,
Allen et al. (2018) found servant leaders with collaborative traits structurally empowered
followers’ commitment and cooperation in achieving organizational success. In fact, leaders who
implemented structural empowerment impacted employees’ commitment directly and indirectly
(Allen et al., 2018). Further, employees’ emotional attachment to their leaders and the
organization improves performance (Brimhall, 2019). Aboramadan and Dahleez (2020),
exploring how commitment links with work performance may be beneficial in the nonprofit
education sector.

Asmara and Ming-Chang (2020) found faculty members have the ability and interest to
work together. Thus, leaders in university settings may consider developing programs focused on
cross-departmental cooperation with a servant-leader approach. Servant leaders empower
followers to help others find the best paths (Ghalavi & Nastiezaie, 2020). Collaborative efforts
may develop a person’s ability, but not guarantee engagement. Understanding job training and

employee engagement may impact cooperation.
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Strategic Agility Competency

Leadership and strategic agility are significant in creating an agile organization and
environment (Joiner, 2019). A strategic leader often provides direction on how to execute and
implement organizational success and maintain sustainability. Strategic agility in leadership is a
dynamic capability that facilitates sustainable competitive advantages and encourages a sense of
teamwork (Kukunda-Onyait, 2019). In a qualitative study conducted on a small sample of 17
nurses in leadership management roles, Glassman (2018) administered descriptive interviews
and used an instrument developed by Eichinger and Lombardo (2004) measuring five domains:
people agility, cognitive agility, mental agility, change agility, and self-awareness (Glassman,
2018). Glassman (2018) found a need for professional development in the strategic agility
competency in all leadership roles.

Another type of strategic agility known as learning agility may predict performance and
potential leadership trajectory for leaders and employees. Strategic agility may be an essential
component of building interrelationships. Learning agility has proved to be a positive model for
assessing a leader’s potential, and the leader’s level of experience impacts engagement (Bywater
& Lewis, 2019). Thus, learning agility may be a baseline for development and job improvement
to be replicated in all industry sectors and predict future leadership success in nonprofit higher
education institutions.

Leaders who lack structure and transparency may manage people and organizations
ineffectively. Inadequate strategic responses impede the ability of organizations and leaders to
achieve target goals (Arokodare et al., 2019). Thus, organizations may not need a strategy to

survive, but strategies may be essential to thrive and compete in their market. Strategic agility
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may be a variable contributing to organizational culture; further, the relationship between
strategy and culture impact leadership performance.

Cognitive and strategic skills are essential in developing a culture of innovation (Guzman
et al., 2020). Successful leaders demonstrate characteristics guiding and aligning people to
strategies needed to accomplish goals (Guzman et al., 2020). Guzman et al. found using a
theoretical approach helped define the typical characteristics of exceptional leadership. Strategic
agility, cognitive agility, business leadership, and interpersonal skills were the four
characteristics discussed in the study. Cognitive skills, strategic agility, and interpersonal skills
were essential leadership skills needed to develop and build sustainable teams (Guzman et al.,
2020). Therefore, understanding how strategic, cognitive, business, and interpersonal leadership
competencies contribute to skill development may promote innovation in nonprofit higher
education.

To lead multiple organizational dimensions, leaders may need strategic planning
capacities. Agile leadership involves sensitivity to change (Morton et al., 2018). Succession
planning can be critical in ensuring institution sustainability. A qualitative study from a
university collected a random sample of academics and administrators (Ahmad et al., 2020). The
authors discussed the importance of a succession-planning program from a strategic leadership
perspective. Ahmad et al. explained most participants favored implementing a succession-
planning program at the university. Other researchers have found leaders with personality traits
such as courage, tenacity, and fearlessness promote strategic persona development (Peterson,
2020). Education leaders should develop strategic career paths for employees to strengthen the
nonprofit landscape (Stewart & Kuenzi, 2018). Thus, strategic leaders may consider

implementing succession-planning programs to improve performance
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Kotter’s model of the eight stages of leading change has become a playbook for
organizational change (Kaufman et al., 2020). Kotter’s (2014) eight steps are centered on
creating, building, forming, enlisting, enabling, generating, sustaining, and instituting, and
fostering opportunities for growth. Using Kotter’s model may be influential in emphasizing a
leader’s strategic agility. Thus, leading collaborative change requiring the use of various
strategies. However, a coalition of influential people may need leader agility to guide and
communicate activities. Changes led through strategic efforts have been found to improve
employee motivation and performance (Ahi, 2018).

Kotter’s model have guided various leaders managing various industries, but leaders in
the higher education sector may not have taken full advantage (Kotter, 2014). Visionary
education leaders should seek new resources and strategic investments to improve education
quality and performance (Ahi, 2018). Leaders in nonprofit higher education environments may
use the Kotter model as a strategy to help others see the need for change through boldness and
aspiring opportunities for positive change. Conversely, the misuse of agility in leadership roles
may trigger productivity loss and disrupt organizational culture. Capacity in school leaders is
needed if they are to become catalysts of change (Woulfin & Weiner, 2019).

The concept of strategic agility may seem contradictory in the context of flexible,
adaptable behavior. A paradox may appear in understanding the function of leadership agility in
the organization. In fact, paradox theory provides a systematic approach to explore strategic
agility as a delegating process but may create challenges related to adaptability when applied in
leadership roles (Schad et al., 2016). Kafaji (2020) argued delegating is a form of
communication promoting and enhancing growth by assessing responsibility, authority, and

accountability.
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Leadership in Nonprofit Education

A leader plays a vital role in training, influencing, energizing, and motivating employees
(Almas et al., 2020). Thus, successful leadership in the nonprofit education sector may require
educational leaders to consistently improve and develop communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competencies to lead learning and innovative organizations. In a
phenomenological study in a community college setting in Illinois, Artis and Bartel (2020)
examined leadership development activities, seeking to understand the challenges university
presidents faced and identify the competencies needed for effective leadership practice. Artis and
Bartel (2020) discovered leaders achieving high competencies were significant in leadership
development, but there was no one-size-fits-all approach. Teamwork in developing collaborative
competency was apparent. Implementing mentorship programs presents opportunities to develop
skills to overcome institutional challenges.

Employees are the backbone and foundation of any operation (Nelson, 2018). Thus,
institutions promoting a flexible management structure may empower employees and nurture a
better balance between work and family life. Slatten et al. (2020) researched nonprofit
organizations, examining the relationship between leadership and employee retention. The
findings showed organizations providing innovation and flexibility inspired personal growth and
created participation and ownership. Developing a person-oriented leadership style benefits
personal and professional development (Zorina et al., 2018). Stewart and Kuenzi (2018) claimed
preparing and coaching future nonprofit leaders has become a relevant concept for all industries.
Understanding the partnership link between an employee and a leader may provide opportunities
for nonprofit educators to learn about entrepreneurial skills needed to lead successful

organizations.
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Developing and planning career progression plans for employees may not be a priority
for leaders in nonprofit institutions (Slatten et al., 2020). When created strategically, leadership
succession promotes talent development and ensures human capital retention (Taylor & Youngs,
2018). Sargeant and Day (2018) conducted a qualitative study using Qualtrics and links to survey
nonprofit leaders via social media. The study focused on measuring the leadership behaviors
adopted in nonprofits, the impact of the leadership approach on critical organizational metrics,
and the level of leaders’ engagement related to strategic planning. The results showed leadership
training, mentoring, and coaching were essential development components respondents felt were
not addressed or met. Further, the study revealed that the transformational leadership style
promoted philanthropic culture (Sargeant & Day, 2018). Thus, understanding the gaps in
succession planning for nonprofit institutions may help nonprofit board members and leaders
develop effective transition leadership plans.

Leaders in nonprofit institutions may face challenges related to ethical dilemmas.
Behaviors and attitudes contributing to cognitive moral development play a role in leadership
styles and behaviors, impacting organizational success (Hou, 2018). In a pilot study in nonprofit
colleges in the United States, Hou interviewed 13 deans. The findings showed how the deans
identified and resolved ethical dilemmas in their work environment (Hou, 2018). Hou concluded
leaders require a decision-making process to demonstrate values related to transparency, trust,
and communication in solving ethical dilemmas. In addition, leaders in nonprofit institutions
may be challenged with financial and administrative decisions and seek strategic agility to
maintain institution sustainability (Hou, 2018). Higher education needs leaders who are engaged
in finding solutions to make a difference (Kiersch & Peters, 2017). Klempin and Karp (2018)

discussed how understanding leader behaviors and attitudes influence ethical dilemmas may help
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clarify the leadership actions needed to manage institutions effectively. Transformational and
servant leadership styles possess traits and competencies that support change and improve
leaders (Klempin & Karp, 2018).

Some researchers have claimed communication, collaboration, and strategic agility are
not essential competencies in leadership; rather, these elements are self-organizing perspectives
encouraged by actions, attitudes, and assumptions (Doblinger, 2022; Holbeche, 2019). Similarly,
Endres and Weibler (2020) and Gino (2019) argued collaboration in leadership roles does not
add any value, and the skill is just an idea of leadership. Other researchers have found
communication methods have a significant impact on job performance, but destructive
communication creates toxic environments in the organization’s workplace and culture (Baloyi,
2020; Tampubolon & Harati, (2019). Providing a single-minded approach and attention to
competency frustrates and impact a leader’s development and learning because achieving
organizational goals requires leaders to develop emotional intelligence and competencies
(Platonova & Tulupieva, 2020).

Literature Review Summary

Effective leadership improves institutions’ operational structure; however, staff
development is a common challenge in the higher education sector (Gigliotti et al., 2017). Thus,
mastering specific leadership competencies and skills may be beneficial in overcoming
challenges. Flexibility, creativity, communication, and collaboration tend to be the most
challenging leadership skills (Drew, 2010). Communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
may be essential leadership competencies needed to empower organizational success. Leaders
focused on building positive organizational culture exhibit these attitudes and behaviors, thus

creating engaging cultures.
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Transformational leaders possess knowledge and skills that influence organizational
goals and help employees operate the institution successfully (Steinmann et al., 2018).
Competitiveness in educational leadership requires optimistic and inspirational behavior to drive
motivation (Ahi, 2018). The transformational and servant leadership styles encompass attributes,
skills, and actions, including communication, collaboration, and strategic agility, that add value
to leadership (Hendrikz & Engelbrecht, 2019). Both leadership styles encompassing the
theoretical framework for this study support the acumen of inclusion and engagement while
enhancing collaborative performance (Brimhall, 2019). Therefore, communicating and drawing
followers’ dedication and affiliation demonstrates charismatic leadership qualities with leaders to
act above and beyond job performance. Effective leaders require competencies such as
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility to be adaptable and flexible (Mersid et al.,
2020). Transformational and servant-leader attitudes and behaviors demonstrate communication
and collaboration competency, fostering positive organizational functioning (Klempin & Karp,
2018).

The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to explore how collaboration,
communication, and strategic agility competencies were experienced among leaders at a
nonprofit higher education institution in the United States. Exploring the importance of
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies, in the context of the
transformational and servant leadership theories, may influence leaders’ organizational success.
Good communicational performance relies on processes and structure to achieve organizational
goals and improve performance (Zeinab et al., 2019). Therefore, employee and organization
performance may demand leaders develop and implement plans to avoid unpredictable

situations. Planning and executing cutting-edge strategies that provide alignment, direction and
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commitment build an organizational structure and cultivate a transformative organizational
culture (Fuller et al., 2016).

The emotional intelligence competency model may provide the proper framework for
leaders to learn how to build relationships effectively, inspire followers, and improve
organizational success through performance management. Successful leaders develop emotional
intelligence competency related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility over time
(Koppe et al., 2019). Therefore, Nonprofit institutions may consider developing leadership
training with the emotional intelligence framework. However, the emotional intelligence
competency leadership framework had been criticized for lacking a theoretical basis (Valente et
al., 2019). Exploring recent studies to understand motivational and personal variables’ influence
may benefit the nonprofit education sector.

Successful leadership in achieving positive organizational outcomes may not identify
behavior, attitudes, and skills as the only option (Daniéls et al., 2021). As the understanding of
what constitutes effective leadership evolves, leaders should emphasize the importance of
understanding competence (Kellerman, 2018). Thus, influential leaders may consider developing
a global mindset. The literature review provided an overview of effective leadership,
implemented through leaders’ strength and competency in improving institutional effectiveness,
developing resources, and increasing employee motivation and performance. Understanding best
practices and leadership models to boost leadership success are essential and applicable in
nonprofit higher education (McAuley, 2019).

Gaps in the literature were identified related to understanding how building relationships
influences cultural innovation and leadership roles. The literature review showed a gap in

knowledge regarding leaders’ lack of flexibility, technical, and adaptive orientation in exhibiting
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effective leadership in nonprofit higher education, leading to leadership barriers related to
communication, collaboration and strategy. Higher education’s future depends on adjusting to
rapid changes and establishing relevance. Therefore, leaders in nonprofit higher education may
consider taking bold strategic steps in aligning person-centered approaches, systems structures,
practices, and learning experiences in leadership roles (Cameron, 2017). Developing strategic
organizational design facilitates partnerships and identifies cultural and behavioral norms that
promote person-centric leadership models (Bhasin et al., 2021).

Gaps in digital leadership learning may exist, shaping leaders’ ability to impact
organizational outcomes (Ardi et al., 2020). The need for digital skills in leadership roles has
emerged at all hierarchical levels in organizations (Temelkova, 2018). Collaborating,
communicating, and directing strategically may determine leaders’ competence. Investigating
intelligence in the competencies studied may assist in understanding the effect they have on
developing leadership effectiveness. Intelligence demonstrated in competencies allows
organizations to function effectively (Villagran, 2020).

The literature review examined the study’s background and provided information on
what is known and unknown related to nonprofit leaders’ leadership, competencies, and
performance management. Chapter 3 outlines the qualitative research method used for this study.
The chapter presents the research procedures, including population and sample selection,

instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, reliability and validity, and ethical procedures.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology

Dynamic capabilities that allow the creation of managerial processes, employee
development, and values are regarded in the workplace as best practice leadership skills continue
to evolve (Schoemaker et al., 2018). Thus, proficient leadership competencies may be
indispensable in assessing skills, managing educational institutions, and identifying behaviors
that contribute to superior employee and institution performance. Developing leadership
competencies has become prevalent in the education setting and vital in creating better outcomes
(Seemiller, 2017). The goal of this study was to clarify how communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competencies impact leadership performance and promote better leadership in
nonprofit higher education institutions. A simple leadership competency framework provides an
intuitive understanding of leadership practices (Ruben & Gigliotti, 2017).

The research problem identified in the study was that leaders in U.S. nonprofit higher
education institutions lack communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies
(Biberhofer et al., 2018; Ploum et al., 2017; Ruben et al., 2017). Leaders’ operational and
performance success in nonprofit higher education affects institutions globally, including in the
United States (Biberhofer et al., 2018; Ploum et al., 2017). The purpose of this qualitative
phenomenological study was to explore how collaboration, communication, and strategic agility
competencies were experienced in leadership roles at a nonprofit higher education institution in
the United States. Two research questions guided the study:

Research Question 1: What are the experiences of leaders at nonprofit higher education
institutions with respect to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies in

leadership roles in the United States?
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Research Question 2: How are communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies used to improve leadership roles at nonprofit higher education institutions in the
United States?

Chapter 3 outlines the qualitative research method used for this study. This chapter
covers the research methodology, the role of the researcher, target population and sample
selection, instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, data preparations, and data display. The
chapter closes with a summary.

Research Design and Rationale

Historically, qualitative research has been used in leadership studies to provide contextual
explanations and amplify insights into effective management practices (Lanka et al., 2021).
Qualitative methods help researchers understand experiences and options, generate new ideas,
and gather in-depth insights about a topic. The value of this research approach is evident in the
gathering of diverse perspectives, which can be used to define or develop an approach to a
problem. The qualitative approach differentiates from quantitative analysis, which relies on
numerical data. Novelty, significance, and claimed scope are equally applied in qualitative work
(Bansal & Corley, 2012). Qualitative research was a preferred design for this study for its
objectiveness and acceptability (Levitt et al., 2021).

Qualitative research delivers a competitive and productive analysis (Venkatesh et al.,
2013). As mentioned, the purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to explore how
collaboration, communication, and strategic agility competencies were experienced in leadership
roles at a nonprofit higher education institution in the United States. The research process helped
construct universal meaning regarding the impacts of communication, collaboration, and

strategic agility competencies among higher education leaders. The phenomenological design
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used in the study was chosen for its ability to clarify leadership roles and promote a leader
authenticity (Brue & Brue, 2018). Carter et al. (2015) concluded from a meta-analysis of
leadership studies that qualitative methods help discover patterns to improve leadership
development. The instruments used in qualitative research evoke and aid problem solving in
academic environments (Eyisi, 2016). In this study, semistructured one-to-one interviews were
administered to gather participants’ perceptions of communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility competencies related to effective leadership.

The research questions were designed to explore the shortfall of communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies in leadership roles at a nonprofit higher
education institution in the United States. Assessing participants’ life experiences in terms of
communication, collaboration, strategic agility competencies, as well as discerning the
influences of these elements toward improving leadership roles at the online nonprofit higher
education institution in the United States, was the focus of the study. The findings could provide
practical advice and guidance on how communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies impact higher education leadership management in the United States.

A phenomenological approach was chosen for this study. “Phenomenological research
broadens the understanding of the complex phenomena involved in behavior, communication,
and learning” (Neubauer et al., 2019, p. 95). A phenomenological design was feasible for this
study because the design assisted in understanding the lack of communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competencies that impact the leaders’ operational and performance while
exploring participants’ perceptions and experiences. In addition, the time allocated for the study,
the sample size, and the desire to explore the subjects’ experiences were significant factors that

led to selecting the qualitative phenomenological design over other designs.
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Other possible research designs included narrative design, which focuses on collecting
stories to show how human actions are related to social context (Moen, 2006). However,
although narrative research promotes engagement among participants and helps foster
understanding of attitudes and emotions, the outcomes may not have been feasible for this study
because the focus of narrative design is on the individual instead of on the community. The
anticipated benefits and advantages of using a qualitative phenomenological design included
gathering natural, authentic data, which are intended to contribute to new theories and clarify
people’s meanings and experiences. Thus, a phenomenological approach was a valuable tool and
an effective strategy in this qualitative research (Smith, 2013).

Role of the Researcher

At the time of this study, I was employed at the institution where the study was
conducted. I had no supervisory relationship with the participants. I worked with the institution
to avoid any collegial relationship with the participants by ensuring that leaders were selected
from regions other than the west region in the strategic partnership department where I worked. I
had no connection or relationship with any entry, middle, or executive leaders working in the
strategic partnership department from all other regions. I had a collegial relationship with the
enrollment and financial aid department within the west region. I seldom helped resolve
students’ concerns and did not directly connect or associate with any leaders.

In this study, I was responsible for conducting interviews properly according to the
design. However, biases in the interviews related to stereotypes, cultural perceptions, prejudice,
and nonverbal language could have occurred. Ensuring the interview questions were open-ended
and behaviorally focused helped me avoid assumptions or intuitions regarding participants’

appearances and credentials. In addition, I prevented prejudiced perspectives by not highlighting
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in the notes any comments or themes that aligned with my point of view or beliefs, and I did not
dismiss any personal data from my perception.

Participants were assured that there would be no negative consequences in the workplace
for participating in the study. Ethical and responsible conduct in research produces good
citizenship (Steneck, 2019). My first responsibility, as the person conducting the study, was to
secure permission to conduct the study at the institution (Appendix A). In the permission request,
I clearly explained the study, including how I planned to manage the data and interpret and
analyze the findings without bias.

Patton (1990) stated an effective interviewer establishes a good rapport with the
participant, creates a trustworthy environment, and exhibits good listening skills. Twenty-one
semistructured interviews were conducted, consisting of six behavioral questions focused on
accomplishments and work experiences related to communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility. To avoid problems or conflicts, I was personally involved in every step of the research.
Maintaining and protecting the confidentiality of the participants was a central component of the
study. The principles of The Belmont Report were followed while managing the study (OHRP,
2016a).

Once the participants were identified from the questionnaire recruitment letter deployed

by a software program called Survey Monkey (https://www.surveymonkey.com; Appendix B),

an introductory email with consent was emailed as an attachment to all the participants
(Appendices C and D) requesting participants to review, sign, and return the consent form. The
document addressed and communicated the risks and benefits of participating in the study. After
informed consent was received, an email was sent to the participants to schedule the interviews,

which were conducted using the Zoom (https://zoom.us/) video-conferencing software. In
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addition, the email responded to participants’ concerns or questions regarding the main consent
messages and encouraged participation in the study (Appendix E). Strong communication with
participants about the risks and benefits is a vital feature of an adequate informed consent
process (Nusbaum et al., 2017). Participants received all the information about the study to help
them make informed decisions. Informed consent was enforced as an ongoing process (PHRP,
2021).
Research Procedures

Research procedures in the study were vital because research methodology provides the
necessary materials, scientific tools, and training to help people understand or solve problems.
Thus, explaining procedures such as sampling, data collection, data analysis, and reporting was
essential in providing a practical, systematic study (Palmatier et al., 2018). The study included
clear procedures that offered rigor, validity, and reliability to the findings.
Population and Sample Selection

The study site was an online nonprofit higher education institution in the United States.
The target population consisted of 30 professional leaders working at the institution, with a target
sample size of a minimum of 18 participants. The online institution did not have a physical
campus, and it operated online by offering educational programs across the United States. The
sample population worked remotely throughout the United States. The participants came from a
variety of departments within the nonprofit university. For example, employees in the main
office held management roles in student services, enrollments, strategic partnerships, operations,
information technology, and financial aid. Participants’ could be entry-level, mid-level, or
executive-level managers. The complexity and the scope of the phenomenon being studied

helped determine the sample size (Morse, 2015).
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After participants agreed to engage in the study, informed consent was distributed via
email as an attachment to explain the research purpose, role, and procedures (Appendix D). The
confidentiality and privacy of participants were safeguarded by replacing names with numerical
numbers on the reports, thereby hiding personal information during all parts of the data
collection process. Adhering to the ethical research guidelines and the informed consent process
helped develop trust and compliance among participants (Manti & Licari, 2018).

Establishing inclusion and exclusion criteria for the qualitative study is essential when
designing research protocols (Patino & Ferreira, 2018). Investigating and evaluating the
appropriate inclusion and exclusion criteria when designing a study could impact the study’s
validity (Patino & Ferreira, 2018). The study inclusion criteria required that participants (a) held
management roles and titles at an entry, middle, or executive level; (b) were male, female, or
nonbinary; and (c¢) worked for the institution full time. The phenomenological study exclusion
criteria excluded participants with nonmanagement roles, participants residing outside the United
States, and participants who declined to consent.

Instrumentation

Identifying suitable data collection instruments is an important step in the research
process (Galanis, 2018). Two instruments were used to collect data: a questionnaire deployed via
Survey Monkey to identify participants for the research and virtual interviews using the Zoom

(https://zoom.us/) video-conferencing software. Using interviews and questionnaires served as a

form of data triangulation method that helped collect data in different ways in which all
participants provided different perspectives and experiences related to communication,

collaboration, and strategic agility competencies.
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Permission to solicit and identify participants for the study was requested from the
nonprofit institution (Appendix A). A questionnaire was developed and used as the recruiting
method to gather participants for the study (Appendix B). The institution helped identify and
select 30 participants. The objective was to recruit 30 participants with a minimum of 18
participants.

In a phenomenological study, interview questions should capture the stable structures of
the phenomenon experience (Hoffding & Martiny, 2015). Interviews used for data collection are
designed to understand the phenomenon from the person’s perspective (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). Thus, the six interview questions were designed to yield data on participants’ real-life
leadership experiences, conduct, and behavior. Behavioral questions were descriptive and
semistructured, focusing on themes of life experiences contextualized in collaboration,
communication, and strategic agility leadership competencies.

Conducting interviews is a suitable qualitative technique to seek insights from those
experiencing the phenomenon or who have skills in the field (Collingridge & Gantt, 2008). Data
were collected using the video-conferencing recording feature. Interview questions were
presented as open-ended. Participants were given the option to be on-camera or off-camera
during the virtual interviews. Once the recordings were complete, the individual virtual interview
recordings were reviewed, notes were taken and added to Google Docs, and the recordings were
transcribed and coded.

Five reputable competency-based talent solutions organizations and their subject matter
experts (SMEs) were solicited to provide feedback and recommendations for the study (Cambria,
2021; Cripe, 2020a; Cummings, 2021; KCC, 2020; LSA Global, 2021). The SMEs were

contacted for their expertise and experiences in leadership competency interview questions.
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Samples of the competency-based behavioral interview questions, dictionaries, and interview
guides from one SME had already been developed. An email was sent to the five new SMEs
requesting permission to review the existing interview questions and provide input and
recommendations (Appendices F and G). Because the SME firms offered services and products
through training and workshops, permission from SME was not needed (Cripe, 2020b;
Cummings, 2021). The five SMEs reviewed the instrument used in the study and provided
feedback and suggestions. Three SMEs collaborated to provide recommendations for improving
the interview questions related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies.

SME 1 worked for an organization established for 20 years as a consulting and training
firm offering competency-based human resource and talent management (Cripe, 2020b).
Consultants working for the firm had 35 years of experience working with leadership teams and
human resources professionals. SME 2 worked for a business consulting and training firm
focused on leadership and management training (LSA Global, 2021). Their experts provide
clients and organizations with tools and practices to differentiate talent, align strategies, and
shape organizational culture. SME 3 worked for an organization that provided consulting,
coaching, and assessment to C-suite executive leaders and employees across various industries
(Cambria, 2021). The SME was an associate consultant for the third organization, and a
biography was provided in the correspondence emails (Appendix F). The SME’s expertise and
experiences included building competency models to enhance the selection and development of
top performers in organizations. The professional programs ranged from candidate selection to
employee orientation, performance management, professional development, and succession

planning.
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SME 4’s expertise focused on building mindful leaders and a culture of connection
(KCC, 2020). The SME was the organization’s owner and worked with executives and teams to
create a connected culture, leading to higher effectiveness and engagement from all levels of
employees. Services and training were centered on emotional awareness and interpersonal
connections related to skills. SME 5 was a founder of a competency-based organization involved
in assessing competency-based interviews, preparing people for assessment for over 30 years and
coaching executive leaders in interviewing (Cummings, 2021).

The competency-based interview and questionnaire were appropriate methods for the
study in alignment with the research questions because the organization and SMEs had extensive
experience developing competency models focusing on performance management and leadership
development programs (Cripe, 2020a). Competency-based interview questions have been used
by many organizations across multiple industries, including the Society of Human Resource
Management (SHRM, 2021). With input from the SMEs, the interview questions were validated
to recognize specific skills related to competency and situational behaviors (Khompi, 2019).
Data Collection

Accurate data collection was essential for protecting the integrity of the study. Data
collection requires a combination of alignment and coherence between all aspects of the research
to secure veracity (Paradis et al., 2016). This chapter provides a step-by-step process for
deploying the questionnaires via Survey Monkey and conducting video interviews with the
participants. Before collecting data, permission to conduct the study was requested from the
nonprofit institution (Appendix A). A questionnaire was shared with the institution via Survey

Monkey to seek participation in the research. For the study, the institution helped the researcher
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identify and select participants by randomly deploying the survey to 30 employees working in
various departmental leadership roles.

The questionnaire was used as the recruitment letter to identify and select the sample of
participants (Appendix B). The questionnaire collected general information about the
participants, including their leadership roles, last names, first names, email addresses, genders,
departments, and tenures in the institutions. Finally, participants choosing to be in the study
received an introduction email from the researcher and the informed consent form. The informed
consent described participatory involvement and ethical conduct of the research (Appendix D).
Questionnaire

The questionnaire was created using software called Survey Monkey

(https://www.surveymonkey.com). In the search for candidates to participate in the study, the

institution administrator contacted 30 participants holding leadership roles at the institution. The
institution administrator determined the best time to reach out to solicit participation. Then, with
permission from the institution, and in collaboration with the institution administrator, an email
was deployed, embedding the link to the Survey Monkey questionnaire in the recruitment tool
sent to the prospective participants (Appendix B). The recipients had one week to complete the
questionnaire and respond to participate in the study. The purpose of using the questionnaire was
to contact 30 prospects and secure a minimum of 18 participants; qualification to enter the study
was not the major criterion but required the participants to be in a leadership role.

The questionnaire contained protocols to be sent via email through the Survey Monkey
feature alerting the researcher if participants had accepted or rejected the study. Once the
participants agreed to participate in the study, they received an email welcoming them with the

informed consent form (Appendices C and D). After acceptance, participants were asked to sign
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the informed consent and return the document via email to the researcher within 48 hours
(Appendix E). After the informed consent was completed, the participants were contacted via
email within one week of receiving the informed consent and scheduled for the 30-minute
interview (Appendix E).
Interviews

In-depth, semistructured interviews were administered to the individual participants to
gather data on their experiences and perceptions of communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility competencies in nonprofit higher education leadership. Semistructured interviews can be
a powerful tool to understand individuals’ beliefs, thoughts, and experiences (DeJonckheere &
Vaughn, 2019). The interview was scheduled for 30 minutes with each participant and was

conducted using the Zoom (https://zoom.us/) virtual video-conferencing software. The interview

protocol had a clear, simple format allowing enough space to transcribe content after the
recordings were complete (Appendix H).

The interview questions were aligned with the research questions of the study.
Participants in the study provided a profound knowledge of life experiences and helped clarify
the commonalities among responsibilities and competencies in performance management. Two
interview questions were assigned to each competency: communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility. Before conducting the interviews, as mentioned, five SMEs provided feedback
and suggestions regarding the selected interview questions. Interview questions were selected
from the interview guide provided by two of the SMEs (Cripe, 2020b; Cummings, 2021). A
developed sample of the six interview questions was provided to the SMEs to review and

provide feedback (Appendices F and G).
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During the interviews, participants were greeted and allowed a few minutes to build
rapport before transitioning to the interview. Participants were asked if they preferred to be
recorded on-camera or off-camera using the virtual Zoom video-conferencing software. Then, a
few minutes were allocated to the participants to gather their thoughts about their experiences
before answering the questions. An interview form was used to guide the interviews. Following
the interviews, participants were thanked and exited the virtual Zoom video-conferencing
software. The collection and transcription of the notes followed accordingly. The interviews

were transcribed using software called Rev (https://www.rev.com) that converts video-recorded

interviews to text. The transcripts were sent via email to the participants to review and correct
any factual errors. Once all participants had an opportunity to review their interview transcripts,
the researcher reviewed and coded the transcripts in collaboration with GradCoach

(https://gradcoach.com) to help identify themes and codes. The participants’ identities remained

confidential.
Data Analysis

Moustakas’s (1994) data analysis technique for phenomenological lived experiences
guided the data analysis. First, a thematic analysis was conducted. The thematic analysis guided
process codes by identifying themes relevant to the specific research question (Robertson &
Barling, 2017). The tools and the conceptual practices of the analysis facilitated a rigorous
process of data engagement and interrogation. The steps to analyze the data included becoming
familiar with the data to help differentiate and code common responses into themes, followed by
reviewing and developing new in-depth insights. An inductive versus a deductive approach

allowed the data to determine the themes without any underlying assumptions. To see the
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phenomenon afresh, it was important in the analysis process to remove predispositions while
allowing new ideas, experiences, and perceptions to lead the new knowledge (Moustakas, 1994).

Upon completing the virtual interview using the Zoom video-conferencing software, the
participant recordings were transcribed by completing the following categories: (a) naming the
study, (b) noting the time and date of the recorded interview, (c) recording the participant name
and interviewer name, (d) identifying the setting, (e) recording the duration of the interview, and
(f) assigning a video file number. A Google Doc was used to capture notes from the interview
video recordings. Using video recordings is highly recommended and preferred in qualitative
research (Dooly et al., 2017). Each interview recording was uploaded into Rev. The software
transcribed the virtual Zoom video-conferencing interviews into text and captured the details of
each conversation during the interview.

A structural coding process was used for the study rather than descriptive coding to help
reduce the number of codes. Structural coding provides a context for creating categories related
to main principles, extracted from familiar phrases and sentences, and then generalizing and
aligning themes and defining common themes GradCoach (https://gradcoach.com). In contrast,
descriptive coding provides lengthy and complex responses, adding difficulty to the coding
process and potentially reducing reliability (Campbell et al., 2013). Qualified coding experts
from GradCoach helped the researcher identify themes in the study, ensuring a highly relevant
coding structure. The data was sorted by comment, scope, code, and participant. GradCoach

(https://gradcoach.com) is an organization formed by academic experts specializing in

understanding themes for qualitative research designs.

Findings and results of the coding process were reviewed using graphics, tables, and

diagrams to support and clarify all the research process steps. A descriptive data analysis assisted
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in detecting outliers and identifying variable associations leading to further investigation. Data
analysis helped remove bias and conclusion from the research. To ensure the accuracy of the data
and findings, member checking was used. Member checking involves requesting the participants
to review the transcripts of their interviews (Mertler, 2016).
Reliability and Validity

Validity and reliability are essential aspects of credible qualitative research. Credibility is
the first step in establishing trustworthiness (Korstjens & Moser, 2017). A qualitative study must
establish credibility, dependability, transferability, and trustworthiness in data collection and
analysis (Korstjens & Moser, 2017). In terms of data collection, participants were interviewed in
a comfortable and safe environment. Data can be triangulated across different participant
perspectives (Varpio et al., 2017). Triangulation of the data in the study occurred by gathering
and analyzing data from the interviews and questionnaire responses from the three leadership
levels in the institution. The data triangulation method was used to categorize and evaluate
experiences and competency-based on leadership level. Denzin (1978) suggested triangulating
data sources allows researchers to understand situations better and form concrete observation.

The truth and credibility of the data often depend on participants’ views and
interpretation of the study’s findings (Gagani, 2019). Therefore, the research strategies in the
study focused on promoting mutual engagement, persistent observation, and member checking.
Participants during and after the study had the opportunity to review their transcripts and validate
final data analysis and interpretations. The member checking strategy helped create checks and
balances, adding credibility to the research (Varpio et al., 2017).

Trustworthiness in research enhances rigor and confidence in the data (Elo et al., 2014).

Member checking is a tool that boosts confidence, enhances validity in the research, and builds
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trust in the findings (Birt et al., 2016). However, the rigor of qualitative research may be
vulnerable when the methodology lacks some standard devices used in quantitative analysis such
as descriptive analysis (Thirsk & Clark, 2017). Field notes were used throughout the interview to
record facts and minimize bias. Field notes support data validity in qualitative research and
increase trust in the study (Deggs & Hernandez, 2018). In addition, avoiding bias in qualitative
research requires researchers to provide guidelines and checklists for reviewing, evaluating, and
reporting the findings (Galdas, 2017).

Dependability in the study required the researcher to build consistency in the findings,
documentation, and procedures. Moon et al. (2016) claimed dependability refers to the
consistency and reliability of the research findings and the degree to which research procedures
are documented. This study applied a replicable approach, including a description of the data
gathering, analysis, and interpretation procedures. Consistent communication was implemented
throughout the research process by providing transcripts, coding data properly, and identifying
key concepts from the study.

Transferability is crucial and essential for the validity of the research study (Moon et al.,
2016). The findings in the study may be applied or transferred to other leadership settings or
groups. Thus, transferability may help leaders understand the relevancy of the leadership
phenomenon being studied. To enhance transferability, time frames and data collection methods
are described. The study’s findings are clearly stated in terms of their relevance to other contexts
or populations. In sum, studying communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies using qualitative methods enhances the transferability of findings to other settings,
suggesting how leaders’ life experiences at one nonprofit higher education institution may be

applied to the general problem of how leader competencies impact leadership success.
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Ethical Procedures

Researchers are ethically responsible when they seek to gain knowledge and improve the
quality of life. However, ethical research requires more than simply following rules (OHRP,
2016b). Reliability and credibility occur when striving for a higher standard of conduct that
follows guidelines. In this study, participant feedback was welcomed, allowing participants to
report concerns about the research topic and findings. The opportunity to provide input helped
balance obligations while protecting the rights and welfare of participants. Displaying feedback,
including strengths and weaknesses, helps develop methods for success (Lew & Nelson, 2016).

In the late 1970s, the National Commission wrote “The Belmont Report for the
Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research” (Friesen et al., 2017;
OHRP, 2016a). The National Commission realized requiring respect for participants from
researchers, including offering informed consent and beneficence and following ethical standards
and equitable distribution of benefits, was vital in research. In this study, all informed consent
forms were documented and signed (Appendix D). Understanding ethical skepticism and beliefs
regarding the area of expertise helps resolve ethical issues and support the credibility of the
research. Participants received the informed consent form upon choosing to participate in the
study (Appendix D). During the interviews, showing a comfortable demeanor and exhibiting
good body language created a welcoming and safe environment. Further, the researcher showed
sensitivity to the participants by listening openly without judgment.

Summary

In Chapter 3 of the dissertation, the methodology used in this phenomenological study

was described. First, characteristics defining a qualitative phenomenological study were

identified. Second, the processes used to select and recruit participants were explained, including
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gaining IRB approval, collecting and analyzing data, identifying researcher bias, pinpointing
strategies to ensure reliability and validity, and finally, adhering to ethical treatment of
participants. The next chapter summarizes the collected data and presents the analysis and

results.

68
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Chapter 4: Research Findings and Data Analysis Results

Leaders at nonprofit higher education institutions whose practices and behaviors
ineffectively exhibit communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies can
impact leadership performance. Radvany (2021) stated that developing collaborative and
competent power structures is essential to leadership. Competencies such as communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility may be necessary for best leadership practices. Nurturing
productive environments in nonprofit higher education institutions without leaders’
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies may be challenging and
nonexistent. Over time, improving interpersonal leadership skills could enhance and expand
competencies (Sims et al., 2020).

The research problem was that leaders in U.S. nonprofit higher education institutions lack
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies (Biberhofer et al., 2018; Ploum
et al., 2017; Ruben et al., 2017). The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to
explore how collaboration, communication, and strategic agility competencies were experienced
in leadership roles at a nonprofit higher education institution in the United States. The main
sections in the chapter focus on data collection, data analysis results for each research question,
and reliability and validity. The chapter closes with a summary.

Data Collection

The institutional administrator sent an introductory email to a target population of 30
participants holding leadership roles, specifically, to administrators holding titles of manager,
senior manager, regional manager, director, vice president, senior vice presidents, and senior

project managers. Participants in these roles were identified as meeting study inclusion criteria
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by the Insitution administrator (Appendix B). The recruitment email was sent to 30 possible
participant selected by the administrator and included a link to a Survey Monkey questionnaire.
Once the participant completed the survey, Survey Monkey sent an email notification to
the researcher that a participant had completed the recruitment survey. Thirty individuals
responded to the survey by completing the survey (Appendix B). Twenty-one supplied informed
consent and completed the interview. During the time between the recruitment email and the
completion of the survey, data were collected in an Excel spreadsheet, and an email with
informed consent was sent to participants who completed the survey (Appendix C). Table 1
summarizes the recruitment letter data (Appendix B) received from the 21 participants.
Table 1

Recruitment Letter Data

Categories Participant Information

Years of management experience  Less than one year to 20 plus

Leadership role Manager, Senior, Manager, Regional Manager, Director,
Vice President, Senior Vice President, Senior Project
Manager

Department Procurement, Academic, Financial aid, Advancement,

Enrollment, Strategic Partnerships, Regional Operations,
Military Division, Regulatory Affairs, Communication

and Marketing
Gender 62% female, 38% male, no nonbinary
Education 17% undergraduate, 1% other, 82% graduate
Years at the institution Less than one year to 14 years

Note. Data were collected from the SurveyMonkey recruitment letter.
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The records from this study were kept confidential, and no individual identities were used
in any reports or publications resulting from the study. Any analysis was anonymized to protect
participant identities. All questionnaires, transcripts, and video-recording summaries were given
numeric codes and stored separately from participants’ names or other direct identification.
Research information was kept in a locked computer password-protected file or locked cabinet at
all times.

The 21 participants worked in these departments: procurement, academic, financial aid,
advancement, enrollment, strategic partnerships, regional operations, military division,
regulatory affairs, communication, and marketing. The participants were recruited from different
leadership levels of management from the institution. A thank you email introduction
(Appendix C) was sent to participants who agreed to participate in the study asking them to
complete the informed consent form (Appendix D). Participants were asked to return informed
consent within 48 hours, as stated in the proposal. The time frame of collecting and obtaining
informed consent ranged from 48 hours to 3 weeks. Once the informed consents were received,
participants were emailed dates to schedule the personal interviews (Appendix E).

The 30-minute semistructured interviews were conducted via Zoom (https://zoom.us/)

video-conferencing software. A large percentage of participants felt comfortable being recorded
on camera. This was important because of the ethical consideration of participants working for
the same institution and their comfortability in sharing their experiences in a safe environment.
The interview frequency was a minimum of one per day, occurring over the course of
approximately three weeks.

The duration of the recorded interviews ranged from 11 to 42 minutes. Participant

interviews were recorded and transcribed. Upon completion of the virtual video interviews, each



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES 72

interview was uploaded for transcription into a website called Rev (https://www.rev.com). To

protect participants’ privacy, the names of the participants were not shown in the transcripts.
Participants were identified using numeric codes. The transcripts’ summaries and video
recordings were given numeric codes and stored separately from participants’ names or other
direct identification. The elapsed time between receiving the completed transcripts and
submitting to Rev ranged from six to 24 hours. Figure 2 displays the percentages of virtual Zoom
participants who preferred the camera on and off.

Figure 2

Virtual Zoom Interviews Recorded on Camera

Virtual Interview
On Camera, 86%

Virtual Interview
Off Camera, 14%

Note. Virtual Zoom recorded participants’ interviews on and off camera.

The transcription process took approximately three weeks. Once all 21 transcripts were
received, they were sent to the participants to review. Specifically, an individual email was sent
with the completed transcript to each participant to check and revise errors. This member-
checking process took approximately three weeks. Forty-two percent of the participants took the

time to verify the interview content in the transcript and make revisions. Sharing the transcripts
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with participants allowed the collected information to be reviewed for mistakes and improve
accuracy. Participants were given one week to review the transcript but were offered extra time if
needed. Data analysis activities began after collecting the data into Excel spreadsheets for
qualitative analysis. No deviations occurred from the data collection plan presented in Chapter 3,
and no significant or unusual events were encountered in the data collection process.

Data Analysis and Results

Before using GradCoach to begin the coding process, the participants’ transcripts
completed by Rev were organized individually with numeric codes in Microsoft Word and
uploaded into a secure file. No participant names appeared in the Microsoft Word documents to
protect the participants’ privacy, as disclosed in the informed consent (Appendix D). GradCoach
used the Microsoft Word documents to code all content using the comments feature to label
words and phrases. After marking words and phrases, the data were exported in coded content
into an Excel spreadsheet for navigation, filtering, and sorting. The coding process took a week
and a half to complete. Microsoft Word and Excel software were used to document, code, and
analyze the data.

The coding process consisted of an inductive thematic analysis. Using open coding
allowed emerging themes to come from participants’ lived experiences, opinions, and
perspectives. Armstrong and McCain (2021) stated that inductive thematic analysis allows codes
and themes to emerge organically in participants’ responses. A descriptive coding process was
used for coding, and the descriptive codes were used to detect themes and codes. Specific data
were evaluated and selected as part of the phenomenon to answer the research questions.

The data were analyzed using the open inductive coding process, sorted by comment

scope, code, and participant. The data from the interview transcripts offered a complete analysis
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of every aspect of the results. The codes were transferred into an Excel worksheet to analyze,
organize, and display a summary of results. Themes were grouped based on shared ideas,
experiences, and thoughts. The data analysis resulted in specific themes emerging from the
participants’ comments regarding how collaboration, communication, and strategic agility
competencies were experienced in their leadership roles. During this process, the participants’
names were not shared nor disclosed with Rev or GradCoach. The participants’ identities were
kept confidential, as stated in the informed consent form (Appendix D). In the following
sections, the responses of the 21 participants’ interview questions are presented as answers to the
two research questions addressed in the study.
Research Question 1

Research Question 1 (What are the experiences of leaders at nonprofit higher education
institutions in the United States with respect to communication, collaboration, and strategic
agility competencies in leadership roles in the United States?) explored participants’ experiences
regarding the three competencies. Data collected from the interview questions answered this
research question. The participants were asked six behavioral questions to learn in depth about
their experiences with the competencies in leadership roles (Appendix H). Two questions were
asked for each of the three established competencies: communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility (Appendix H). The behavioral questions were not shared with participants before
the interviews. Each participant was given 30 minutes to answer, and clarification was given if
needed during the interview. Table 2 lists codes gathered from the participants’ lived experiences
with respect to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies. These codes

helped identify the emerging themes.
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Table 2

Competency Codes from the Participant Interviews

Communication Collaboration Strategic Agility

* Communication process  * Team integration * Agent of change

* Consistency * Staff development * Problem solving

* Listening * Self-insight as a leader * Creative thinking

* Trust * Building cross-functional * Staff empowerment

* Honesty relationship * Acknowledge staff skills

* Leadership style * Team autonomy * Effective listening

* Transparency * Respect supporting * Self -insight as a leader
relationships

* Leadership skills
* Leadership position
* Adaptability

* Staff empowerment

e Providing feedback * Leveraging relationships

e Team motivation
¢ Team autonomy

Note. Data were collected from the coding software GradCoach (https://gradcoach.com).

Themes

Four themes emerged for Research Question 1: transparency, collaboration, leadership
skills, and staff empowerment. The participants shared their in-depth experiences concerning the
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies in their leadership roles. Most
participants shared examples of experiences focused on working and creating a work culture that
modeled trust, honesty, and respect. Participants’ descriptions of their experiences showed they
understood the competencies being studied and displayed a consensus and consistency among
the underlying themes of transparency, collaboration, leadership skills, and staff empowerment,
thereby answering Research Question 1.

Transparency. The statements in this section were derived from participants’
experiences related to the communication competency. Participants noted transparency in

communication breaks silos and encourages sharing of ideas. Being transparent at work
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translated to giving trust and being trusted. “Empathy is the easiest way to gain trust with others
and build collaboration and teamwork related to strengthening relationships and communicating
effectively,” said Participant 5. For these participants, transparency related to honesty and
respect, which builds trust. Participant 2 stated, “Leaders who are transparent foster open
communication with their employees when they take an interest in asking about their
expectations and inspiration. Practicing open and honest communication with others is vital for
effective leadership.”

Collaboration. The participants shared several comments with respect to their
experiences with the collaboration competency. Collaborating with stakeholders on strategic
goals, coaching, respecting supporting functional relationships, and providing team autonomy
were found essential for any leader to exhibit. Participant 11 noted, “Allowing team autonomy
makes people feel empowered and motivated by what they can bring to the table.” Individuals
working together achieve positive outcomes. “Collaboration among all stakeholders, as well as
transparency and honesty, are significant issues in valuing teams, and letting them know how
much you notice and appreciate them builds rapport,” said Participant 17..

Leadership SKkills. Participants shared their thoughts about their leadership experiences
related to being a change agent and the importance of displaying strategic agility in their
position. Participants noted leaders who have experienced strategic agility may respond faster to
organizational change and a growing workforce. Many agreed that effective communication,
listening, and collaborating supported the notion of a change agent. For example, Participant 21
mentioned, “Change requires people to have the courage to encourage innovation and a shift in

mindset.” Critical thinking skills and self-insight as a leader were common themes surfacing in
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participants’ descriptions of their experiences and perspectives on strategic agility. Participant 22
explained, “Strategic agility is about being a visionary with courage and confidence.”

Staff Empowerment. These comments derived from the participants related to strategic
agility competency. Motivation to drive results was considered essential in any leadership role.
Most participants shared experiences highlighting the importance of leadership skills, leadership
styles, team integration, motivation, and measuring goals. Participants believed understanding
and applying these concepts was vital in empowering, collaborating, and motivating people.
Participant 4 stated, “Practical leadership skills and techniques as influential leaders inspire or
motivate others to find the natural elements that inspire that individual.” In addition, Participant
15 noted, “Leaders that guide team members into areas where they flourish, grow, and contribute
in a more effective manner promote empowerment.”

In summary, regarding Research Question 1, the majority of the participants shared a
great deal of knowledge related to their experiences in leadership roles in nonprofit higher
education related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies. The
participants reported similar experiences on the importance of transparency, collaboration,
leadership skills, and staff empowerment in leadership roles. Participant 1 mentioned, “I don’t
pretend to know it all. What gives me satisfaction in the work I do is making a positive
difference.”

Research Question 2

Research Question 2 (How are communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies used to improve leadership roles at nonprofit higher education institutions in the
United States?) explored how leaders in nonprofit higher education institutions use the three

competencies to improve leadership roles. Data collected from the participants for this research
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question came from the six behavioral questions related to their leadership experiences with the
competencies (Appendix H). As mentioned, two questions were asked for each of the three
established competencies: communication, collaboration, and strategic agility. The behavioral
questions were not shared before the interview. Each participant was given 30 minutes to answer,
and clarification was given if needed during the interview. Table 3 lists codes that emerged from
the participants’ experiences using communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies. These codes helped identify the emerging themes.

Table 3

Competency Codes from the Participant Interviews

Communication Collaboration Strategic Agility

* Working in silos * Articulating vision * Project planning

* Disconnect * Lead by example * Skills dissemination
* Respect * Instructional design * Servant leadership

* Servant leadership * Team autonomy e Connector

* Mindful skills * Leadership hierarchy * Design thinking skills
* Positive disposition * Public relationship skills * Project management
* Marketing skills * Liaison * Research solutions

* Staff buy-in * Change management

Note. Data collected from coding software from GradCoach (https://gradcoach.com).
Themes

Four themes emerged to answer Research Question 2: skills dissemination, change
management skills, project management skills, and design-thinking skills. The majority of
participants shared, based on their experiences, that being a servant leader who leads by example
to get staff buy-in improves a leader’s performance. A small number of participants brought
forth new ideas about how communication, collaboration, and strategic agility improved

leadership roles at their institution. The participants’ descriptions of their experiences contained
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emerging codes related to skills dissemination, change management skills, project management
skills, and design-thinking skills; these responses answered Research Question 2. The
participants provided new perspectives on these themes and showed how communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies could improve leadership roles at nonprofit
higher education institutions in the United States.

Skills Dissemination. These statements summarize participants’ comments. Participants
noted the ability for any leader to communicate and display positive skills disposition was vital
in leadership performance. Skills related to their work functions, such as marketing and
fundraising, mindfulness skills, and key performance indicators, were essential. Disseminating
these skills promoted motivation and staff support. Participant 5 stated, “Gathering staff buy-in
can only be achieved by being in the trenches and modeling skills.” These efforts tended to
promote a productive team environment. “Building and improving skills help build relationships
and constitutes trust,” said Participant 1. Improving skills required leaders to grow and improve
constantly. Participant 2 explained, “Understanding new techniques, by willing to experiment on
new ways of doing things, and just not getting stuck is vital.”

Change Management. These comments derived from the participants related to the
communication competency. Participants introduced the importance of articulating the vision,
understanding leadership hierarchy, becoming a communication liaison and connector, having
public relationship skills, and leading by example. Participant 17 mentioned, “Collaborating
effectively requires articulating visions at every level.” Participant 2 stated, “Influential leaders
motivate by promoting collaborative communication.” When collaborating cross-functionally,

previous experiences were considered to promote change management and serving people.
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“Servant leadership is a leader that leads with heart and consistently serves others by trusting
their experiences and capabilities,” stated Participant 14.

Project Management. The participants shared several comments with respect to the
strategic competency. Participants noted project management provides tools, knowledge, and
techniques to deliver value to people. In addition, project management was seen as an essential
skill to strategic agility. Strategic abilities related to project planning helped design the effect and
the impact of the change at work. “Aligning to a shared vision and organizational priorities
requires a leader who is flexible, agile, and understands strategy to achieve critical results,” said
Participant 23.

Design-Thinking Skills. These statements derived from the participants with respect to
the strategic competency. Participants found having design-thinking skills fostered engagement
and created a free mindset. Adapting the design-thinking process in leadership roles helped with
problem solving, collaboration, communication goals, and objectives. Participant 2 noted,
“Design thinking process creates an environment that provides training and development.”
Further, leaders with thinking skills were thought to be creative and knowledgeable about
planning. “Creating strategy is developing a plan, deploying communication channels, and
collaborating with key stakeholders,” said Participant 3.

In summary, with regard to Research Question 2, new themes emerged as participants
explained how communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies improved
leadership roles at nonprofit higher education institutions in the United States. The majority of
the participants shared similar experiences about the communication and collaboration
competencies but brought forth a variety of experiences related to the strategic agility

competency. The interpretation of the competency varied among participants based on their
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understanding of the competency, level of leadership role, and previous experiences. Many
participants mentioned how servant leadership in the istitution it is displayed to employees as
structural empowerment. The themes that emerged in the study related to skills dissemination,
project management, and change management.

Reliability and Validity

Moser and Korstjens (2017) claimed validity and reliability are essential aspects of
qualitative research for establishing credibility, dependability, transferability, and trustworthiness
in data collection and analysis. Participants were interviewed in a comfortable and safe
environment. Data were triangulated across the participants’ responses, collected from the
institution’s three levels of leadership. The data triangulation involved using sources from
different leadership levels to increase the validity of participants’ in-depth experiences related to
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies.

The research strategies in the study allowed mutual engagement, member checking, and
persistent observation. The research was credible because the process allowed participants to
clarify and provide additional information if necessary. A member-checking strategy was
employed to promote checks and balances in the research process (Varpio et al., 2017). The
study process allowed participants to review their transcripts and validate final data analysis and
interpretation. No adjustments to transferability strategies occurred in the study.

Research that promotes trustworthiness enhances rigor and confidence in the data
(Motulsky, 2021). To that end, field notes related to the recruitment and interview were recorded
and transcribed to record facts. Allowing the institution to choose participants in a randomized

selection process based on leadership roles helped minimize bias. In addition, an interview script
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was followed to ask the six interview questions, thereby preventing bias by avoiding the need for
follow-up questions.

Dependability in research is the consistency and reliability of the findings and
documentation (Moon et al., 2016). The research was dependable and confirmable because of the
consistency evident in the detailed process of data collection, analysis, and interpretation.
Consistent communication was applied with the participants during recruitment, data collection,
and member checking.

The study’s findings may be transferred or applied to groups and any leadership settings.
(Moon et al., 2016). The transferability of the research could help clarify the relevancy of the
phenomenon studied. Data collection and time frames were clearly described throughout the
study, and the findings clearly stated the population was relevant. In sum, this qualitative study
of communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies enhanced the transferability
of findings regarding what and how leaders at a nonprofit higher education institutions
generalized their perspectives on the three competencies to support leadership success.

Chapter Summary

Leaders interviewed in the study provided insights and described experiences that led to
discovering new emerging themes related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies. The data collected from the participants brought forth important themes.
Participants noted several elements that improve a leader’s performance and create a positive
work environment: displaying transparency, collaborating, applying leadership skills,
empowering staff, as well as engaging in further learning about skills dissemination, change

management, project management, and design thinking.



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES 83

The study revealed this sample of leaders consciously focused on communicating
effectively and took the responsibility to collaborate with every stakeholder to achieve critical
results. The communication and collaboration competencies intertwined with the participants’
responses. However, participants noted leadership agility still needed to be clearly defined. Some
participants described their experiences as a habit, others as situations and behaviors preventing
strategic leader agility. The next chapter discusses the findings and the study limitations and
offers recommendations for leadership. The chapter closes with a summary, conclusions, and

recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to explore how collaboration,
communication, and strategic agility competencies were experienced in leadership roles at a
nonprofit higher education institution in the United States. Relevant insights for leaders working
in the nonprofit higher education sector were discovered in the study. The research study
explored leaders’ lived experience related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies and assessed how these competencies influenced their leadership performance. In-
depth experiences of the competencies were collected from 21 participants selected by the
institution administrator at the study site (Appendix B). Data were collected by asking six
behavioral questions related to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies
( Appendix H). Participant interviews were conducted through face-to-face virtual Zoom
software and transcribed. Tables 2 and 3 in Chapter 4 display descriptive themes and codes
identified during the research.

Research Question 1 focused on learning about leaders’ experiences at nonprofit higher
education institutions with respect to communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies in leadership roles in the United States. The majority of the participants shared a
great deal of knowledge related to their experiences in leadership roles related to communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies. Familiar themes included the importance of
transparency, collaboration, leadership skills, and staff empowerment. New themes such as
project management, skills dissimination, and design thinking skills derived from experiences
related to strategic agility emerged as examples of leader self-insight.

Research Question 2 explored how communication, collaboration, and strategic agility

competencies were used to improve leadership roles at nonprofit higher education institutions in
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the United States. Similar to Research Question 1, most of the participants shared common
experiences about the communication and collaboration competencies; however, some brought
forth various experiences related to the strategic agility competency. Participants’ understanding
and interpretation of the strategic agility competency varied based on their knowledge of
previous experiences and leadership roles. The findings surfaced themes related to skills
dissemination, project management, and change management. Major sections in this chapter
include discussion of the findings, interpretations and conclusions, limitations,
recommendations, implications for leadership, and conclusion.
Findings, Interpretations, and Conclusions

Chapter 2 presented a foundation of literature from existing publications involving
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility related to leadership roles within the higher
education industry. Empirical studies bridging trends among the three competencies, leadership
expectations, evolving leadership roles, and leadership theory served as the collective lens for
vetting the findings. Relevant literature was used to help develop meaning related to the themes
that emerged in the study. Previous researchers have directly explored how communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility are demonstrated in leadership roles (Alatailat et al., 2019;
Diihring & Zerfass, 2021). Parallels were highlighted in the findings; bridging the differences in
how the competencies were experienced, understood, and interpreted in their role, is necessary to
suggest relative implications and further studies. The four themes related to Research Question 1
were transparency, collaboration, leadership skills, and staff empowerment.
Transparency Theme

The theme, transparency, related to participants’ lived experiences with communication,

collaboration, and strategic agility competencies. Participants focused on creating an inclusive
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communicative culture that empowered staff. However, demonstrating leadership effectiveness
and maintaining competitiveness may require leaders to develop their communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies. Participants’ responses highlighted the
importance of displaying vulnerability, honesty, and caring when creating a safe environment
and building trust in relationships. Relationship building involves creating a transparent space
that promotes collaboration, understanding, appreciation, and reliability. Wiewiora and
Kowalkiewicz (2019) suggested a leader’s journey often involves improving communication and
expanding knowledge. All participants in the study shared that effective leadership emerges in
collaborative and communicative social networks. This theme aligns with Eichinger and
Lombardo (2004), who suggested leaders’ identities influence how they lead and collaborate
with others. Thus, through experience they treat others constructively, develop identity, and
become more resilient.
Collaboration Theme

Leaders who demonstrate servant leadership traits structurally impact and empower
followers’ commitment toward achieving organizational success (Lan et al., 2021). Many
participants referenced servant leadership and mentioned how it is displayed to employees as
structural empowerment. Allen et al. (2018) supported the idea that leaders who implement
structural empowerment affect employees’ commitment directly and indirectly. Commitment can
be viewed as an emotional attachment, hence promoting empowerment. Employees emotionally
attach to their leaders, and the organization improves performance (Brimhall, 2019).
Understanding employee engagement and adapting the servant leader approach influences

cooperation. Participants in the study attributed a greater sense of connectivity to knowing and
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interacting with their leaders. This theme aligns with Ghalavi and Nastiezaie (2020), suggesting
that followers are empowered by those who serve and help others find the best paths.
Leadership Skill

Learning to navigate diverse work structures forces leaders to adapt to new motivational
practices to empower employees (Ackerman & Kanfer, 2020). Research has shown that
promoting and modeling inclusiveness in the workplace improves skills, capacity, and
knowledge (Dheyaa et al., 2020). Participants in the study agreed that developing an empowered
work culture requires innovation, servant leadership, and transformative leadership.
Transformational leaders exhibit attributes and behaviors consisting of inclusive actions that
enhance collaboration competency. This theme aligns with Hoch et al. (2016), who suggested
transformational leadership styles and behaviors foster relational outcomes in developing
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies.

Majority of the participants noted that developing leadership skills allows leaders to gain
greater respect, accomplishment, and authority.. Participants agreed that leadership development
related to the competencies should be revisited. The leadership skill theme aligns with Egan et al.
(2021), who found developing leadership competencies for leaders and students in the higher
education sector has become a common trend. In addition, Guzman et al. (2020) suggested that
cognitive skills, strategic agility, and interpersonal skills are required to build sustainable and
well-developed teams. Influential leaders acquire a variety of traits and qualities through lived
experiences. Preparing and coaching future nonprofit leaders has become a relevant concept for
all industries, including higher education (Stewart & Kuenzi, 2018). Performance teams need

leaders who instill confidence by developing competencies and growing team productivity.
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Staff Empowerment

Effective leadership occurs through the growth and development of competency and
skills. Leadership is about creating a new pattern of thinking learned through trial and error and
organizational mistakes (Lee & Song, 2020). Findings indicated that communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies should be practiced at any leadership level,
regardless of the job responsibilities and title. Participants’ commentary about their lived
competency experiences elevated the importance and relevance of these skills. Good leaders
bring out the best abilities in their team members and motivate them to work together toward a
shared goal. The staff empowerment theme aligns with Haber-Curran and Guramatunhu Cooper
(2020) and Miller and Smith (2020), which suggests a global emphasis on understanding and
developing a broader mindset related to communication, collaboration is needed when
motivating employees. In addition, global leaders should focus on developing broader
perspectives on strategic agility. Several participants shared how leaders in higher education may
lack the ability to model and demonstrate these skills when making informed decisions related to
personnel development.

The other theme presented new knowledge on emerging skills and the need for
development. The findings showed leaders who get buy-in from staff improve individual and
organizational performance. Heyler and Martin (2018) suggested the servant leadership style
affects organizational performance. Participants appreciated genuine and honest connectivity,
compelled by meaningful advice and compassionate acts of compassion.

Skill Dissemination
Skills dissemination promoted positive intervention in facilitating processes and distributing

information. Participants in the study shared experiences and stories about the vital need to
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enable communication that develops culture. This theme aligns with Guzman et al. (2020), who
noted the development of sustainable teams requires the dissemination of goals through
interpersonal, strategic, and cognitive skills. Leadership is a social process that promotes
collective, collaborative behavior and encourages leaders to improve and learn new skills
(Leading Effectively Staff, 2020). This theme aligns with Peterson’s (2020) work, which
suggests that leaders displaying personality traits such as tenacity and courage promote strategic
personal development. This qualitative study found evidence that participants at every leadership
level sought opportunities to develop new skills and felt compelled to align and excel with their
leaders and organizations.
Change Mangement Theme

Leaders should balance business foresight, character, and performance to be efficient and
successful. Understanding the complexities in education may provide a better understanding of
leadership. Most participants described their perception of key leadership responsibilities:
managing multiple roles, managing projects, championing goals, and excelling in change
management. The change management theme aligns with McNaughtan et al. (2019), who
advised that finding an authentic voice and multiple communication channels is essential to
overcoming ineffective leadership. Many participants shared that some incoming leaders may
lack experience, background, and training in communication strategies regardless of the level of
responsibilities and department. Numerous participants said their leaders lacked guidance and
support when dealing with change management. Leaders’ agility to navigate and positively
influence change needs strategic support to improve employee motivation and performance (Ahi,

2018).
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Design Thinking Theme

Design thinking is a valuable skill present in project management. Design-thinking skills
promote awareness of soft skills, training, and facilitation. Most participants expressed the
importance of how design thinking helps with the problem-solving process and explores a new
realm of innovative solutions. Participants commented that organizational performance demands
leaders implement solutions to avoid unpredictable situations. This theme aligns with Fuller et al.
(2016) suggesting planning and executing outside-the-box strategies to cultivate a transformative
organizational culture and build a performance culture.

Ties to the two leadership theories were evident in the lived experiences of the interview
participants. Some participants shared their understanding of leadership authority and admired
leaders who modeled transformational and servant leadership abilities. The leadership skills,
Collaboration, change management, and staff empowerment themes align with the study’s
theoretical framework, as well as with Brown et al. (2020), suggesting transformational leaders
are influential and effective when both transformational and servant-leader characteristics are
displayed. Several examples present in the data related to participants’ preferred leadership style.
For example, some participants believed communication and collaboration built management
trust and avoided conflict. A leader emotional status and strategies related to emotional
intelligence impact performance and attitude (Motlhanke & Naong, 2021). Strategic agility
competency, used as a tool, can help leaders understand the role of emotional intelligence in
transformative leadership models (Zurita-Ortega et al., 2019).

Several participants spoke of an effort to manage and improve the communication and
strategic agility competencies, discussing the importance of a leader’s performance. Skill

dissimination theme aligns with Muafi and Uyun (2019) showing how strategic agility used in
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leadership enhances communication and learning in the organization. Several participants
expressed appreciation for a collaborative culture in which relationships are built on trust,
respect, and integrity. A relationship-oriented leadership approach produces positive
performance results (Mikkelson et al., 2019). Many participants conveyed the need for leaders to
develop strategic agility competency in leadership roles. Inadequate strategic responses impede
the ability of organizations and leaders to achieve target goals (Arokodare et al., 2019).

The study’s interpretation, inferences, and conclusions did not exceed the study’s data,
findings, and scope. Facts collected through the descriptive analysis brought forth points of view
that revealed similarities and differences in understanding communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competencies. Unified ideas in the research helped form the conclusions of the
study.

Limitations

This study was limited to only participants with leadership roles or titles. The institution
administrator selected prospective participants randomly to avoid bias. Participants’ experiences
from the three leadership levels did not limit the study. Triangulation of the date collected from
participants of different leadership levels increased the validity of the findings. Member
checking with the 21 participants clarified and provided additional information as necessary,
enhancing credibility of the findings. No adjustments to transferability strategies occurred in the
study, and therefore limitations did not impact the result.

Participants were interviewed in a comfortable, safe environment. Detailing the data
collection and describing how the data was interpreted and analyzed supports dependability in
the process. The consistent communication applied during the study added to the trustworthiness

and dependability of the findings. Transferability of the results is relevant in helping others
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understand how studying the life experiences of leaders at nonprofit higher education institutions
in terms of their communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies could impact
leadership success. The results could be applied in other settings with other leadership
populations because competencies such as communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
are essential in any institutional setting. Strong leaders can create positive work cultures that
empower, encourage, and motivate employees.

Recommendations

This phenomenological study offered a new perspective on the view of the impacts of
leaders’ communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies on leadership
performance in a nonprofit higher education institution. Previous research has explored
leadership competencies influencing leaders’ performance and employees. This study focused on
the essence of the lived experience of leaders in nonprofit higher education; however, other
aspects of the interactivity were not explored. Interactivity between employee and leader was a
variable shared during the interviews. Participants in the study interacted with their leaders and
other leaders in the institution. The lack of representation in the sample from participants with
nonleadership roles was a limiting factor.

The study contributed to knowledge regarding how leaders’ communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies impact performance in nonprofit higher
education institutions. Findings are best understood through the context of the 21 participants
leaders chosen from the three levels of management. Findings suggest a foundation to build on
future studies exploring the competencies. Areas suggested for further research include holding
relational-centric talent conversations with leaders and employees, developing leaders at every

level to help them coach themselves and others, investigating how strategic agility competency is
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understood in nonprofit higher education leadership roles, and exploring how strategic agility
competency can support competency career development.

The first recommendation for nonprofit higher education leaders and institutions is to
consider future studies exploring how communication and collaboration can be improved by
having talent conversations to help improve performance. Creating a transparent and
collaborative working culture requires more than building relational trust that influences others.
Talent conversations should happen not just during performance evaluations but occur
consistently. Practicing better conversation improves relationships that promote positive
outcomes, resulting in better job performance. Institutions can be sustainable if they depend on
high potential successors. Transparency and clarity about the needs and strategy of the institution
should be explored to ensure all parties involved have their expectations met.

This study fostered a new perception of how communication and collaboration could be
improved by having better daily conversations. Most participants were interested in supporting
this recommendation. Leaders by nature are compelled and vested to act, connect, think, and
respond to every scenario. Discovering how leaders could improve their communication and
collaboration skills through better communication with talent could warrant further investigation.

Further research related to leadership training and development could help leaders
develop themselves and others. Leaders in nonprofit institutions should consider investing in
leadership training for all levels of leadership to help build and sustain leadership capacity within
the institution. Transforming leaders through development will increase success in navigating
change, and drive strategy execution. Many of the participants in the study did not receive

development from their leaders. The research findings support the value of leadership
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development from the leaders’ perspectives; however, the employee and staff voice is missing
from the equation.

Future research should explore how employees influence leadership development in the
context of the institution and individual performance. Further investigation could show how
employees influence leadership competency. Participants’ lived, in-depth experiences could be
collected to clarify the importance of communication, collaboration, and strategic agility.
Expanding the target population to include nonmanagerial roles could offer insight.

Nonprofit higher education institutions leaders should explore how strategic agility is
interpreted in leadership roles in nonprofit higher education institutions and assess its influence
on leaders and institution performance. Self-awareness is a trait of an agile strategic leader.
Many participants said that agile leaders understand the operational tasks and the importance of
managing progress for the institution’s priorities. Emerging new themes could help identify the
additional skills needed to develop the strategic agility competency. New findings could be
compared and contrasted to establish a framework for describing and applying this phenomenon.

Participants saw new perspectives being modeled in the institution regarding
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies. Displaying practical listening
skills while collaborating may be the recipe that boosts satisfaction and innovation. Nonprofit
higher education institution administrators should revisit internal leadership training and
practices to help develop the skills to improve leader performance. Investing in learning about
new research on the competencies from practitioners in the field should show how personal
strengths and weaknesses affect their teams and illuminate ways to deliver constructive feedback
aligned with institutional goals. Further study in understanding a leader’s self-insight may be

beneficial in understanding the impact of leadership performance.
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Implications for Leadership

Communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies modeled effectively in
the transformational and servant leadership styles affect organizational culture positively and
improve performance. Findings of this study indicate that leaders, staff, faculty, students, and
other university stakeholders have formal and informal leadership roles at nonprofit higher
education institutions. Regardless of job title and managerial role, improving competency
development contributes to personal enhancement, growth, and productivity for leaders and
others. Training should include studying how these competencies promote a positive
collaborative, productive culture that improves individual performance. Given their influence on
leadership performance, such training should focus on developing leadership behaviors and
characteristics.

Results of the study could help leaders foster positive social change in nonprofit higher
education institutions. A leader is socially responsible for managing change on behalf of others.
Emphasis should be placed on developing vital training on the role of effective leadership in
creating a communicative, collaborative, strategic culture and leading by empathy to build
connections with every institutional stakeholder and thereby implement effective change.

Conclusion

Previous studies have shown minimal investigation into how communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competencies are connected to leadership performance in
nonprofit higher education in the United States. The study explored how participants chosen
from the three levels of leadership at a nonprofit higher education institution experienced and
modeled the three competencies. The research design focused on the voices of the participants.

The 21 participants were leaders randomly selected and identified by the institution administrator
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as holding a leadership role. Interviews provided in-depth insight into how their life experiences
in communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competencies influenced overall goal
performance. Participants shared valuable perspectives on the phenomenon, and their stories
demonstrated the importance of being skilled in the three competencies selected for the study.
The investigation used a phenomenological methodology to form descriptive codes and discover
themes. Rich data were collected through in-depth, face-to-face video interviews with
participants.

Findings revealed themes related to creating a communicative culture. New knowledge
about emerging strategic skills revealed how communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competencies were being demonstrated in leadership roles in nonprofit higher education
institutions. Participants noted leaders who had mastered or learned how to balance all three
competencies were seen as more effective. Lucena and Popadiuk (2020) identified leaders’
actions required to support improving and developing skills and thereby improve performance.

This research provided insight into how leaders in nonprofit higher education institutions
perceived the influence of the three competencies on leaders. The findings demonstrated that
developing the three competencies could improve leader and institution performance. Evidence
has indicated that employees value leader development, and leader development influences their
perceptions of the leader and the institution (Urbancova et al., 2021). Leadership development
needs a relational approach that requires collective action (McCauley & Palus, 2020).

The study was a step toward deeper understanding of the connectivity between the three
competencies and leadership performance in the nonprofit higher education sector. Implications
for practice evolving from the research are relevant at all leadership levels. Recommendations

for further research include (a) holding better talent conversations that are relational-centric,
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(b) developing leaders at every level to develop and coach themselves and others,
(c) investigating how strategic agility competency is understood in leadership, and (d) assessing

how strategic agility competency can support competency career development and performance.
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consent to survey and interview 30 participants from your institution holding entry, mid, and executive
management roles. I am hoping you may be able to direct me to the right department where I can submit
the required forms and documents related to my dissertation proposal, research design, informed consent,
and IRB-approved letter. I am very excited about the opportunity to conduct my study a. and I
appreciate the consideration. Please do not hesitate to contact me via email at

if you have any questions. Thank you for

v W X -

your time and support.

Respectfully,

- oAt A PAIUUIVILD VY vos
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rrom: [

Sent: Monday, May 24, 2021 8:58 AM
To
Subject: request

i
I am the People and Talent business partner for || I 2nd he’s asked me to help get this
organized. Can you let me know exactly what your needs are? Are you looking for interview

opportunities with a certain number of leaders? Anything more than that?
Thanks,

People & Talent Business Partner
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July 19, 2021

Dear American College of Education, Institutional Review Board,

I have reviewed the proposed study, A Phenomenological Study of Leadership Competencies in
Nonprofit Higher Education presented by . : at American College of Education (ACE). I
understand that the purpose of the study is to explore how collaboration, communication, and strategic
agility competencies are expressed in Ieadership roles in nonprofit higher education institutions in the
United States. Targeted participants will include interview 30 professionals holding entry, mid, and
executive leadership roles at ] and working from all the various department student services,
enrollments, strategic partnerships, operations, information technology, and financial aid.

I have granted permission for the research activities to be conducted at "
.. " Iconfirm that I have authority to grant such permission on behalf of .. ___ inderstand that this
project will begin once the researcher has obtained ACE Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval.

_, has agreed to provide to my office a copy of the American College of Education IRB
approval letter before beginning any research activities.

I understand that all data collected will be kept confidential. In accordance with ' policy, and best
practices for ethical research. I understand that neither participants nor sitcs will be identified in any
report of findings or in the published study. The researcher has agreed to provide my office a copy of the
aggregate results from the study.

If the IRB has any concerns about the permission being granted by this letter, please contact me at the
phone number or email listed below.

Sincerely,

Sr. Vice President, People & Talent
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Appendix B
Instrument- Recruitment Email Letter with Electronic Questionnaire

Dear Mr./Mrs., / Ms.,
Leadership competencies may be vital in assessing skills and behaviors contributing to superior
employee and institution performance. The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study
was to explore how collaboration, communication, and strategic agility competencies are
experienced in leadership roles at a nonprofit higher education institution in the United States
. I am seeking your participation in the study. Your expertise, experiences, and insights may
provide an in-depth understanding of how these three competencies impact leadership
performance and success. Please take a few minutes to complete the following questions.

1. I will participate: Yes or No
Please identify your current role at the institution.
Last Name:
First Name:
Email:
How many years have you been in management?

What department do you represent?

S A o

Select your gender:

a. Male,

b. Female

c. Non-binary
9. Highest education: High School, Undergraduate, Graduate, Other
a. If other, please fill in the blank

10. Years at the institution
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Leadership Research Study

=

Sent: Wednesday, October 13, 2021 2:34 PM

c

Subject: Leadership Research Study

Dear Colleagues,

A-employee has been granted approval to survey leaders within- about
leadership competencies for a PhD research program. You have been identified as a
leader who may have insights and experiences that will make this survey very
productive. Please take a few minutes to complete the survey, and contact myself or

Patricia with any questions. Thanks for your participation!

Leadership competencies may be vital in assessing skills and behaviors contributing to
superior employee and institution performance. The purpose of this qualitative
phenomenological study is to explore how collaboration, communication, and strategic
agility competency and experiences are expressed in leadership roles with nonprofit
higher education institutions. I am seeking your participation in the study. Your
expertise, experiences, and insights may provide an in-depth understanding of how the
three competencies impact leadership performance and success. Please take a few
minutes to complete the following survey

hours. Once you accept to take part in the study you will receive the informed consent

Thank you.
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Recruitment for a A Phenomenological
Study of Leadership Competencies in
Nonprofit Higher Education

Dear Participant,

Leadership competencies may be vital in assessing
skills and behaviors contributing to superior
employee and institution performance. The purpose
of this qualitative phenomenological study is to
explore and have an In-depth understanding of how
collaboration, communication, and strategic agility
competencies and experiences are expressed in
leadership roles with nonprofit higher educstion
institutions, | am seeking your participation in the
study. Your expertise, experiences, and insights may
proyide an in-depth understanding of how the three
competencies impact leadership performance and
success. Please take a few minutes to complete the
following questions.

1.1 will participate:

O Yes
O No

2. Please identify your current role at the institution.

3. Last Name

Buigs mu i g peh e o SGSOWY R L]
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| |

4. First Name

5. Email

I |

6. How many years have you been in management?

7. What department do you represent?

| |

8. Select your gender:

O Male,
O Female

O Nen-binary

Btpe Dmw wosorvey sk ey coen v SOSOWY R
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Appendix C

Email to be sent to Agreeing Participants with Informed Consent Form

Invitation to Participate in the Qualitative Phenomenological Research- Informed
Consent

rrom [

Fri 10/22/2021 2:43 PM
o
o I

Research Participant Informed Consent.docx;

Good aﬁemoon-

Thank you for completing the questionnaire related to the qualitative phenomenological study
about exploring and understanding how collaboration, communication, and strategic agility
competencies experiences are expressed in leadership roles. You are being added to take part as a
participant in a research study. Before you decide to participate, it i1s important you understand
why the research is being done and what the study procedure entails. Once the informed consent
1s received I will send an email scheduling the interview. I have attached the informed consent
form for you to review carefully, sign your name, and return via email within forty-eight hours to

Please feel free to reach out if you have additional questions or concerns. Have a great weekend.

Thank you
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Appendix D
Informed Consent
Research Project Title: A Phenomenological Study of Leadership Competencies in Nonprofit
Higher Education.

Research Investigator: _

Research Participants Name:

A. PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND
_ is conducting research on a qualitative phenomenological study, and the purpose is
to explore how collaboration, communication, and strategic agility competencies live
experiences are expressed in leadership roles in nonprofit higher education institutions in the
United States. You were selected as a possible participant in this study because your expertise,
experiences, and insights may provide an in-depth understanding of how these three
competencies impact leadership performance and success.
B. PROCEDURES
The participant that will agree to participate in the study will be subject to the following:
+ Participant will be sent a questionnaire recruitment letter via Survey Monkey.
» Participant agreeing to participate in the study will receive an email introduction with
Informed consent to participate in the study.
 Participants that sign the informed consent will receive an email from the researcher to
schedule the virtual interview using the Zoom video-conferencing software.
» The semi-structured virtual interview is conducted using the virtual interview Zoom

video-conferencing software.
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» The semi-structured virtual Zoom video-conferencing interview allocated time will be 30
minutes.

» Six behavioral questions will be asked; two are in communication, two in collaboration,
and two in strategic agility.

» The semi-structured virtual interview will be recorded via virtual Zoom video-
conferencing software and will offer participants the option to be on or off-camera.

» Each interview will be transferred into a transcript using a software that converts video
recording into text called Rev.

» The transcript will be sent via email to the participant to review and correct any factual
errors.

» The interview transcripts will be reviewed and coded using a software from GradCoach
to help identify themes and develop codes.

» The results of the study will be shared with the institution, participants, and the Rev and
GradCoach external organizations with whom the researcher will collaborate as part of
the trnascribing and coding process. The identity of each participant will remain
confidential and will not be shared.

C. ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER

I will be responsible for conducting interviews properly according to the design. I am employed
at the institution where the study will be conducted. I will work with the institution to avoid any
collegial relationship with the participants by ensuring that leadership roles are not selected in
the west region in the strategic partnership department where I currently work but select from the
other regions. I will have no supervisory relationship with the participants and no connection or

relationship with any entry, middle, or executive leadership roles.
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D. RISKS

The researcher does not anticipate risks to the study and participants can withdrawn at any time.
E. CONFIDENTIALITY

The records from this study will be kept confidential and no individual identities will be used in
any reports or publications resulting from the study. Any analysis will be anonymzed to protect
participant identity. All questionnaires, transcripts, video recording summaries will be giving
codes and stored separately from any names or other direct identification of participants.
Research information will be kept in locked computer password protected files or locked cabinet
at all times.

F. BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATION

Your participation in this study and anticipated benefits is to provide an in-depth understanding
of how communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competency impact leadership
performance and success. Participants will not gain direct benefits from the study.

G. VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION Your decision whether or not to participate in this study
is voluntary and will not affect your relationship with the institution.

H. QUESTIONS

If you have any questions about the study, you may contact American College of Education
(ACE) IRB at irb@ace.edu in addition to _and Dissertation Chair Dr.
I

CONSENT

Your voluntary consent will not affect the relationship with the institution. I understand and read
all of the information about the study and agree to participate. I also understand that a copy of

the consent will be released to the participant.
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Signature Date

Research Participant

Signature Date

Interviewer
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Appendix E

Email for Scheduling Interview

Confirming Research Interview

Tue 10/26/2021 12:24 PM

o I

Hello |l

Thank you for participating in the research study. | know your time is valuable, so | really
appreciate you taking the time for the interview. | am confirming the virtual meeting scheduled
for tomorrow at 11 am PST. | have attached a copy of the informed consent for your record. |
look forward to connecting. Thank you.

Have a great day.

Best,
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Appendix F

Subject Matter Experts Inquiries

Subject Matter Expert 1

Doctoral Study- Inquiring about your services in Competency
Model

To
S

Wed 5/5/2021 9:32 AM

To Whom It May Concern,

My name is | ll. and ! am a doctoral student at the American College
of Education, Indianapolis. The research | wish to conduct for my dissertation
is a phenomenological study of leadership competencies in nonprofit higher
education. | am inquiring to gather information about your products as well as
work with your consultants to help me develop interview questions for the
study. | look forward to speaking with someone soon.

Please do not hesitate to contact me via email at

I i vou have any questions.

Thank you

On Wed, May 5,2021 at 12:45 P

wrote:

Attached is a free copy of our Competency Development Guide. There are some
forms in the book that will help you to collect data on competencies required of
leaders in non-profit educational institutions.

Our Interview Guide questions can be adapted for your study. Attached is one for
“Managing Change”, probably a leadership competency for your target group.
Take a look at this

https://www.workitect.com/leadership-competency-models/ and the interview
guides at

https://www.workitect.com/products-and-licenses/competency-interview-proces
s-guides/
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Subject Matter Expert Inquiry 2

Doctoral Study- Inquiring about your services about Competency Model

I ¢ Y
c Fri §/21/2021 754 AM [ﬁ DR

Te

To Whom It May Concern,

Mynameis....... ., ndlamadoctoral student at the American College of Education,

Indianapolis. The research | wish to conduct for my dissertation is a phenomenological study of

leadership competencies in nonprofit higher educabon. | am inquiring to gather feedback and
recommendations to develop interview questions and review forms for the study. | look forward

to speaking with someone so0n., ||

Please do not hesitate to contact me via email at

r

s . orphone .. fOU have any questions,
Thank you

Respectfully,



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES 151

a0 cricket T 12:17 PM : ov7@ )

Voicemail

June 11, 2021 at 10:59 AM.

0:00 -0:44

> 00

Transcription Beta

VI e R G DAy Eenadim
associated Cambria consultant and was

your phone message and thought I'd follow up
and see if there is some potential for my
helping you out my field of expertise is
competency modeling so it sounds like you got
like | anyway um today is Friday I'm pretty
much busy with client work all afternoon but if
you want feel free to call me over the weekend
my number is! SR L Lias
. from Cambria and the number is

IKS..."
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Subject Matter Experts Inquiry 3



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES 153

Email: Interest in Research Questions:_ ‘Contact Me'
Follow-Up

From

Thu 6/10/2021 1:58 PM

i
Thank you for your voicemail.

Unfortunately, we are unable to help you at this time because your needs and the
scope of your project do not fit what we do best with clients.

Best of luck. Your research sounds interesting.

Thanks 7-
I | chrman & CEO

|
Re: Interest in Research Questions: _ 'Contact Me'

Follow-Up
From:Patrizia Zary

To I

Wed 5/26/2021 1:10 PM

Hello [

Thank you for the prompt response. Although | can appreciate and understand how my
email may have been perceived as pro bono work, | am very interested in learning about
your services that may be suited to provide me with recommendations and feedback about
the interview questions selected for my study. If you can kindly direct me to the

department that can provide me with information regarding fees and cost or any subject
matter experts that can help | would greatly appreciate it. Thank you

Respectfully,
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Subject Matter Expert 4

Requesting your help with Competency-based interview questions Feedback and
Recommendation for the Dissertation Study

From:
Fri 6/11/2021 10:18 AM

To

Good Morning,

My name is || l]. and ! am a doctoral student at the American College of
Education, Indianapolis. The research | wish to conduct for my dissertation is a
phenomenological study of leadership competencies in nonprofit higher education. | am
inquiring about gathering feedback in reviewing the interview questions | developed for
the study. | have included the research study questions and proposed interview
questions for your review. Thank you for your consideration.

Please do not hesitate to contact me via email at_
I  \ou have any questions.

Research Question 1: What is the outcome of the shortfall of communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competency in leadership roles at the nonprofit higher
education institution in the United States?

Research Question 2: How is the communication, collaboration, and strategic agility
competency used to improve leadership roles at the nonprofit higher education

institutions in the United States?
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Subject Matter Expert 5

Mail -

Re: Thank you- Requesting Competency- Based Interview Questions Feedback and
Recommendation for Dissertation Study

Fri 6/25/2021 6:31 AM
To. ets

. 1 attachments (532 KB)
Research Question 1.docx;

Please be cautious
This email originated from outside of ACE organization

On 2021-06-24 04:26,

Good morning

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. | enjoyed learning about your
expertise and experiences, and | am grateful you are taking the time to help me in
my dissertation Journey. As we discussed this morning, | am seeking feedback and
recommendations to see if the interview questions in my qualitative study align
with the two research questions. Therefore, | have included the research study

questions and the selected interview questions for your review.

Research Question 1: What are the outcomes/meaning of communication,
collaboration, and strategic agility competency in leadership roles at the online
nonprofit higher education institution in the United States?

Research Question 2: How are the experiences using communication, collaboration,
and strategic agility competency to improve leadership roles at the online nonprofit
higher education institution in the United States?

Proposed Interview Questions:
Communication

1. Describe a situation when you were able to strengthen a relationship by
communicating effectively.

2. Describe a time where you had to “sell” an idea to your co-workers or group?
How did you do it? Did they “buy” it?

3. Describe a time where you persuaded people to meet the organizational goal

155
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e Mail - SEE
4. Think of a time when you had to speak to an individual or group and it was
critical that you clearly communicated your ideas/information. What did you

do to prepare for and deliver your message?
Collaboration

1. Describe an example of how you worked effectively with people to
accomplish an important result

2. Describe a team experience you found disappointing. What would you have
done to prevent this?

3. Describe a team experience you found rewarding.

4. Think of a time when you were leading a cross-functional team of people
from different work units and these work units had a history of conflict and
not working well together. What did you do to make this team work
together?

Strategic Agility

1. Tell me about a time when you anticipated the future and made changes to
current responsibilities/operations to meet future needs.

2. How do you see your role relating to the overall goals of the organization?

3. Describe the project or situation which best demonstrates your strategic
abilities. What was your role? and what did you learn?

4. Describe a specific strategy you have developed and proposed for your
organization. What was the strategy? Why did you develop it?

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me via email at

Thank you.

CONFIDENTIAL EMAIL: This e-mail is intended solely for the addressee. The information
contained herein is confidential. Any dissemination, distribution or copying of this e-mail, other
than by its intended recipient, is strictly prohibited. If you have received this e-mail in error,
please notify me immediately and delete this message.

Dear
| hope this email finds you well.

| have reviewed your suggested interview questions as agreed and attach my review and
recommendations.

Feel free to get back to me if you have any questions or would like to discuss any aspects further.
273
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Appendix G

Field Test Feedback Modifications from Subject Matter Expert 1

Dissertation- Competency Interview questions
Feedback/Recommendations

From:
Sat 5/15/2021 2:04 PM

To:

Good aftemoon-

Thank you for reaching out and sharing some links from your organization about interview
questions related to my phenomenological study of leadership competencies in nonprofit higher
education. I have reviewed the PDF file that highlights the 35 competencies you recommended
in our previous correspondence. I am inquiring about asking for feedback and recommendations
in reviewing the interview questions I selected from your list and developed for the study. The
goal is to ensure they are aligned with the two research questions of the study. Therefore, I have

included the research study questions and the selected interview questions for your review.

I look forward to your feedback and recommendations.

Please do not hesitate o contact me via email [

if you have any questions. Thank you for your support. Have a great day.

Thank you.

Research Question 1: What is the meaning of the shortfall of communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competency in leadership roles at the online nonprofit higher education
institution in the United States?

Research Question 2: How are the experiences of using communication, collaboration, and
strategic agility competency to improve leadership roles at the online nonprofit higher education
institution in the United States?

Proposed Interview Questions:

Communication

1. Describe a situation when you were able to strengthen a relationship by communicating
effectively.

2. Describe a time where you had to “sell” an idea to your co-workers or group? How did
you do it? Did they “buy” it?

157
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3. Describe a time where you persuaded people to meet the organizational goal
4. Think of a time when you had to speak to an individual or group and it was critical that
you clearly communicated your ideas/information. What did you do to prepare for and
deliver your message?
Collaboration

1. Describe an example of how you worked effectively with people to accomplish an
important result

2. Describe a team experience you found disappointing. What would you have done to
prevent this?

3. Describe a team experience you found rewarding.

4. Think of a time when you leading a cross-functional team of people from different work
units and these work units had a history of conflict and not working well together. What
did you do to make this team work together?

Strategic Agility

1. Tell me about a time when you anticipated the future and made changes to current
responsibilities/operations to meet future needs.

2. How do you see your role relating to the overall goals of the organization?

3. Describe the project or situation that best demonstrates your strategic abilities. What was
your role? and what did you learn?

4. Describe a specific strategy you have developed and proposed for your organization.
What was the strategy? Why did you develop it?

Re: _IDissertation— Competency Interview questions
Feedback/Recommendations

Fri 5/21/2021 7:40 AM
T

1 attachments (16 KB)

Research Questions docx;
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See attached. | think the questions for the three competencies are good. | made one little
typo suggestion in Collaboration #3.

Regarding the two Research Questions, | made a number of suggestions in Research
Question #1. Question #2 is a little unclear to me. What are you trying to get at?

rrom I

To

Thu 5/27/2021 7:37 AM
How about just this one:

Research Question: What are the consequences of a shortfall of
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competency in
leadership roles at an online nonprofit higher education institution in
the United States?
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Field Test Feedback Modifications from Subject Matter Expert 4

From
To

Fri 6/11/2021 1:48 PM
i

Thank you for the prompt response. As | was reviewing your website, | saw that
your expertise is working with executives to transform their leadership styles in
communication and leadership skills to improve performance. | am planning to
interview 30 leaders in a nonprofit institution and collect their responses on their
experiences in how they use collaboration, communication, and strategic agility
in their role for improving performance. | would like to ask if you can provide me
with suggestions or feedback on the questions and if they align with the research

questions. | hope this helps clarify. Thank you for your time and patience.

Have a great day.

rrom
To S

Fri 6/11/2021 2202 PM

Certainly:

Research Question 1: What is the outcome of the shortfall of
communication, collaboration, and strategic agility competency in
leadership roles at the nonprofit higher education institution in the United

States?
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Or you can simply ask, what have you noticed is the ramification for

any shortfall of communication or collaboration?

If a leader also fails to demonstrate strategic agility in leadership

roles, what is the fallout?.......

Note: Is it a competency or they are failing to take the time to

communicate and collaborate. Strategic agility is more of a skill set.

| am not so sure | would put strategic agility in the same sentence

as communication and collaboration.

Research Question 2: How is the communication, collaboration,
and strategic agility competency used to improve leadership roles at the

nonprofit higher education institutions in the United States?

Modified: How is one’s ability to communicate and collaborate or to
be able to think and act strategically used to improve leadership roles at
the nono profit... Again, communication and collaboration go together.

Strategic agility is a whole different topic.

Happy to explain.
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Field Test Feedback Modifications from Subject Matter Expert 5

oy

To

Fri 6/25/2021 6:31 AM

Research Question 1.docx

532 KB

vear I

| hope this email finds you well.

| have reviewed your suggested interview questions as agreed and attach my review
and recommendations.

Feel free to get back to me if you have any questions or would like to discuss any
aspects further.

Regards

162
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Appendix H

Interview Questions

Communication
1. Describe a situation when you were able to strengthen a relationship by communicating
effectively.
2. Describe a situation where your leadership was able to motivate your team to improve

their performance. What actions were the most effective?

Collaboration
1. Tell me about how your role and your experiences helped with staff development and
meeting goals.
2. How have you built close cross-functional relationships based on trust and

communication in your role?

Strategic Agility
1. Describe an example of when you have used your leadership role to be an agent for
change.
2. Describe a project or situation you experienced in your role which best demonstrates your

strategic abilities. What was your role? and what did you learn?





