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Abstract 

The Powers Practice is a tool developed to gain insight into the competencies of effective higher 

education leaders and as a tool to increase self-reflection practices. The Internal Family Systems 

model serves as the foundational theory and a “VUCA lens” describes the high stress conditions 

of higher education. The tool proved to be successful in its pilot qualitative study and provided a 

space for participant’s voices to be heard and learned from. Participants were nominated by 

colleagues through snowball sampling and reflexive thematic analysis was used using various 

techniques to increase validity, credibility, and trustworthiness in the instrument. 
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The Powers Practice: Strengthening Leadership Competencies in High Stress Conditions 

Through Self-Reflection 

 

The Powers Practice is a tool developed to strengthen a leader’s competencies in stressful 

environments through self-reflective practices. It was constructed based on my collection of 

experiences as a psychotherapist, adjunct professor, and coach, as I consistently explore ways to 

help people grow by integrating values of health and fitness, as well as the Self-Leadership 

mindset and techniques adopted from the Internal Family Systems model. I have used these skills 

and perspectives in my clinical work and was eager to find a way for people to advance their 

levels of excellence and performance as leaders, this time in higher education.  

The Powers Practice is a tool intended to be used repetitively for the ongoing growth of 

leaders to hone their skills of self-reflection and increase understanding of their internal systems 

in efforts to be better systemic leaders. Powers simply reflects the name of the instrument’s 

creator, and “Practice” to emphasize the ability and importance to return back and intentionally 

exercise a skill to increase competence and performance. Practice acknowledges our 

shortcomings and areas of needed improvement with accountability and self-compassion, along 

with the goal towards excellence. 

The Powers Practice is a qualitative research instrument, consisting of ten open-ended 

questions, that acquires information from the interviewee about their leadership skills, while 

simultaneously prompting self-reflection on these skills or areas to improve, and lastly, often 

serves as a valuable lesson in leadership for the interviewer. Marriage and family therapy, the 

foundation of my training, is a concentrated and specialized development of a systemic lens 
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which provides insight into the nuanced dynamics of human behavior and interactions. My 

knowledge and internal fire around the critical importance of Self-Leadership, holistic values, 

community, and research drove my focus to hammer down the specifics of what a leader is and 

develop an instrument for leaders and future leaders to grow to their greatest potential through 

internal self-reflective techniques.  

Problem of Practice 

Higher education leaders are under significant stress and pressure. The COVID-19 

pandemic may appear to have prompted extreme strains; however, it was essentially a catalyst 

for bringing existing problems overtly to the surface, along with adding unfathomable challenges 

to urgently navigate. Institutions acted to the best of their abilities, however, qualities of 

leadership and the security of a college or university prior to this extraordinary period were 

revealed (Corey & Corey, 2005; Purcell & Lumbreras, 2021). Though the pandemic could not be 

predicted, it is evident that some leaders were more prepared than others by the institution’s 

approach to resource management and how leaders responded to stakeholders through their 

words and behaviors. 

In order to better hire, train, and hold expectations of higher education leaders, it is 

important that the intensity of positions is described accurately in order to provide potential 

leaders with a clear understanding of the roles and responsibilities. This is critical for longevity, 

transparency, and to prevent situations of debilitating overwhelm. Leaders should no longer take 

on roles because no one else was stepping up, or as a next step career move, at the expense of 

their own mental health or at the expense of the department or school. The conditions can be 

incredibly stressful. 
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Ironically, higher education does not always use the word crisis to describe the day-to-

day “challenges”, “disruptions”, or “struggles” that institutions and institutional leaders are faced 

with (“Higher Education Is Struggling. Psychologists Are Navigating Its Uncertain Future,” 

2024; Purcell & Lumbreras, 2021; Ruben et al., 2021). I contest these terms as they minimize not 

only the conditions of higher education, but also the elevated role that the leaders hold to manage 

them. Higher education is a system where one decision can be highly impactful to another 

department, another institution, stakeholders, and the community financially and behaviorally 

(Purcell & Lumbreras, 2021). The power that one challenge has to snowball into others is 

generally inevitable. This is important, as crises in higher education impact all parties from the 

board of regents, to students, to the communities surrounding institutions.  

A situation or time can be deemed a crisis when the outcome is unstable and potentially 

dangerous to either an individual, group, or society. It can also be defined as a significant point 

in time of change (Merriam-Webster). The motivation of developing the Powers Practice was to 

identify current competencies of successful and high caliber leaders in higher education, 

emphasizing their ability to navigate crises, high stress demands while sustaining capacity to 

relate to others through holistic and systemic lenses.  

Literature Review 

Defining Criteria of an Effective Higher Education Leader 

Leaders can be in formal and high hierarchical positions of power on an organizational 

chart, or informally as a peer who others go to for help, mentorship, and reference. Institutional 

leaders in middle management positions, such as deans or directors, significantly influence the 

culture at a university, as their unique position touches both the front line and upper management 
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(Jung, 2022). High-ranking administrative positions can have great influence on access or 

barriers to change, which impacts institutional culture, especially if the leader is tied to 

traditional ways or policies (Phillips & Snodgrass, 2022). Much can be learned from informal 

leaders, as they systemically and organically take on roles without it being an expectation placed 

on them through a job description as a part of a transaction for salary. 

Leading in higher education is multifaceted. One must manage the sensitive balance 

between prioritizing education, student and staff wellness and safety, finances, stakeholder’s 

demands, and the existing systemic and performative problems exposed by the COVID-19 (Liu 

et al., 2022). Criteria for effective higher education leaders should extend beyond technical skill 

or even basic experience and positions should be filled intentionally.  

In a world and time where leaders are not always as technically skilled as the front-line 

providers or specialists, leaders must have the most top-notch skills in leading those they are 

dependent on and must do so with humility (Lambrechts et al., 2011). For example, an 

institution’s president may not know the daily role of running residential life or have the 

extensive training that the counseling and psychological services department has but should have 

trusting interdepartmental relationships. Leadership in higher education must evolve to a higher 

standard, with leaders equipped with knowledge and skillsets to manage crises, foster trust 

among their stakeholders and community, and value self-reflection. Three categories: Holistic 

Values, Systemic Lens, and Emotional Intelligence clearly describe effective leadership. 

Holistic Values. Holistic values combine an individual’s attention to their standards and 

goals, and how they are reached. Clarity of priorities that contribute to their personal 

performance and success also informs their ability to lead others to do the same and model 
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healthy behaviors. Thinking holistically also recognizes that individual’s needs and abilities are 

different, requiring individualized attention. Leadership founded in these values contribute to a 

leadership style that considers each human on their team, their well-being, and how critical it is 

to have high level goals with the accountability to attain them (Szelwach et al., 2023).  

Systemic Lens. The orientation and dynamics within an institution, its departments, and 

awareness of the hierarchy are the foundations of a systemic lens (Phillips & Snodgrass, 2022). 

Consideration of others adds depth to awareness of systemic structures. The relationships, 

connections, and values of the system are highly regarded (Lambrechts et al., 2011). 

Emotional Intelligence and Authenticity. A person’s ability to grow to their identified 

potential with meaning and in order to achieve goals requires intentional attention to their own 

emotional intelligence (Bar-On, 2006). An effective leader has strong communication skills as 

they genuinely speak and behave from a developed internal space. The interactions and decision-

making abilities are mindful of others and are trustworthy as a result of the leader’s authentic and 

consistent behaviors (Böckler et al., 2017).  

The VUCA Lens: Accurately Describing Higher Education Conditions 

The VUCA acronym is used to describe environments that are volatile, uncertain, 

complex, and ambiguous. Volatile environments are those that are important to many people’s 

functioning, but that have been disturbed without an obvious or accessible resource to resolve the 

often intense, invasive problem; often due to complicated and interdependent variables (Wilson, 

2023). Uncertainty refers to the inability to anticipate upcoming events or situations that will 

have a critical impact on the environment (Chowdhury, 2024; Wilson, 2023). The reason for 

uncertainty may be because there were no indicators, statistically low odds of such interruption 
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taking place, lack of accessible, reliable data, or inability to distinguish between information that 

is valid or not as a result of too much information or misinformation being thrown into the ring 

(Wilson, 2023). Environments have a level of complexity when variables are deeply 

interdependent, related, actively changing and evolving, and prompt different, sometimes 

conflicting, views of the stakeholders involved (Wilson, 2023). As a result, a solution may be 

very nuanced, and perspectives can influence what would be deemed a fitting response. 

Ambiguous environments are unclear (Chowdhury, 2024). They are difficult to understand, 

leaving people uncomfortable or even anxious, as there is confusion as to what is connected, 

what the outcome may be, or whether a variable strengthens or weakens the current scenario. 

Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity are all interrelated and overlap which 

supports the need for effective leadership within spaces and times defined by such conditions 

(Wilson, 2023).  

VUCA originated in the United States Army War College military language in the 1990’s 

in response to navigating the settings in Afghanistan and Iraq (Chowdhury, 2024), and is used in 

training at the United States Coast Guard Academy (USCGA) (Szelwach et al., 2023). The 

concept is foundational in training cadets in embodied leadership competencies to lead 

themselves and others by increasing their awareness and regulation of their internal systems in 

current time, understanding how this impacts those around them and how they are able to relate 

to those around them. 

STEEP. The broad demands and challenges facing higher education can be classified 

utilizing the STEEP model (Fisher et al., 2020). STEEP stands for: Societal, Technological, 

Economic, Environmental, and Political factors. Higher Education has been navigating issues 
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within these domains, which are extremely complicated as they are interrelated, overlap, and 

intersect. Viewing the STEEP model through the VUCA lens invites an approach of using self-

reflection and emotional intelligence in the context of higher education challenges.  

IFS. Emotional intelligence, authenticity, and self-reflection all have parallels to Internal 

Family Systems Theory. With a foundation in system’s theory, the Internal Family Systems 

Model guides individuals into better understanding the different parts, or sub-personalities, 

within themselves through the concept of multiplicity (Böckler et al., 2017; Dolbier et al., 2001). 

From this state, individuals have a clear understanding of the different parts that come out to 

cope with or manage external and internal stimuli, so that their core Self can lead them in making 

good decisions and remove barriers to connection and overall functioning (Brenner et al., 2023; 

Dolbier et al., 2001). When a person can identify the different parts within them, it creates space 

for them to differentiate from them, consequently allowing the person to see it as separate and 

not their core identity (Brenner et al., 2023). For example, a leader who initially saw themselves 

as impatient with their faculty, would be able to reframe this to that a part of them can be 

impatient with their faculty thus allowing them to have capacity to get curious and inquire as to 

why this happens and what triggers this part of them, in order to exhibit more emotional 

regulation when feeling impatient. Also, they may be able to appreciate the part of them that gets 

impatient, as it helps them navigate the goals of the department and know it comes from a place 

that considers students’ best interest. With this empathetic lens, the leader may be able to find 

alternative ways to lead from Self, communicate more effectively, and appreciate the part of 

them that gets impatient since its intention is positive. This way of thinking can bring out a 

person’s compassion (Brenner et al., 2023). More Self is present, and when a person is in Self, 
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they are regulated with clarity. When an individual is more Self-led, they exhibit the 8 C’s of 

self-leadership: Calm, Creativity, Connectedness, Confidence, Curiosity, Compassion, Clarity, 

and Courage (Schwartz, 2013). 

The end result is a healthier internal system and therefore a higher functioning individual 

(Brenner et al., 2023). Once a person has more clarity of their internal relationships, they can 

have more connected relationships with others fostering trust and empathy (Brenner et al., 2023). 

Taking these steps can be incredibly insightful to a person learning more about the roots 

underneath their own behaviors when they understand their own multiplicity and the process of 

unblending from their parts, where they recognize a clear distinction between parts and the Self 

(Brenner et al., 2023).  

 These individual skills can increase relational competencies by understanding that others 

also are influenced by their own emotional parts (Böckler et al., 2017). Therefore, when 

managing or leading others, knowing that it is more effective to connect with someone when 

their parts are acknowledged and understood fosters relationships and scenarios more open to 

change (Heifetz et al., 2009). Relationships can be negatively impacted if the leader has parts 

that are projections or stereotypes based on past experiences (Schein, 2009), therefore, leaders 

need to lead from a place of Self and be aware when parts are taking over. 

 The IFS model can be used by leaders to navigate higher education complexities 

articulated by the STEEP model and VUCA lens. Figure 1 displays how these concepts come 

together in addition to leader’s individual lives, creating a framework to display effective higher 

education leader competencies.  

Figure 1.  
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Development of the Conceptual Framework 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework, as illustrated in Figure 2, considers the intersection of each 

topic or theory to be applied to the development of the Powers Practice: Leadership 

competencies, a VUCA lens, and Internal Family Systems Theory.  

 IFS is a powerful model that can drastically change the way that leaders view themselves 

and others, which can greatly impact their behaviors, thus emotional intelligence. People are also 

able to change their internal functioning quicker through IFS, as once they grasp the concept, 

they can continue to apply it in different parts of their life (Breunlin et al., 2001). Introducing this 

model and perspective could influence higher education leaders in a positive way, increasing 

their abilities to navigate interpersonal relationships and stress.  

Finally, IFS can bring awareness to higher education administration, so they are able to 

cope with stress more effectively. The ever-changing model of higher education and the COVID-

19 pandemic experience emphasizes the importance of being prepared by having leaders who are 
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capable of responding to crises versus engage in reactive, short-term oriented efforts to solve 

problems or reduce systemic anxieties (Lieberman, 2023; Purcell & Lumbreras, 2021).  

Figure 2.  

Conceptual Framework 

 

Summary 

 A thorough and clear definition of an effective leader in higher education combines 

technical skills and experience with three highlighted categories: holistic values, a systemic lens, 

and emotional intelligence, which aid in a fifth element of crisis management. Effective higher 

education leaders with these competencies have a “VUCA mentality” in viewing the challenges 

or STEEP conditions that exist in higher education. In order to develop or evolve the three 

highlighted categories, the Internal Family Systems model can be used as an intervention 

strategy to prompt increased self-reflection of the leader as they navigate their complex roles in 

higher education while navigating their own lives and emotions.  

Development of the Powers Practice Instrument 
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Based on the literature review, nine constructs of effective leadership were developed and 

defined (Table 1). Questions for the instrument were initially created based on the nine 

constructs and areas of assessment from Table 1 and were aligned with a specific construct(s) in 

order to ensure content validity from the start and throughout the revision process (Boateng et 

al., 2018).  

Table 1 

Construct Definition and Areas of Assessment 

Constructs Areas of Assessment Defined by 

Responsibility Physical (sleep, food, movement) and 

mental health, self-care, work-life 

balance 

Participant’s investment in 

monitoring their own mental health, 

physical health, and relationship 

with themselves 

Excitement Joy, play, creativity Participant’s ability to be playful 

and creative 

Excellence Goals, motivation, discipline, 

resilience, commitment, consistency  

Participant’s standard for self in life 

and how it is adhered to 

Respect Exhibiting care, level of 

consideration, and concern for others 

as a leader 

What is important to the participant 

and how it is expressed 

Community Relationships, connection Participant’s description of true 

connection and evidence of 

community in their life 

Culture History and experiences, norms, 

values 

Participant’s alignment with their 

mentioned values and current 

actions 

Response Internal/external regulation, 

differentiation, parts, curiosity, 

flexibility, adaptability, agility 

Participant’s communication style, 

triggers/activations, ability to pivot, 

proportionality of reaction/response 

to stressful situations 

Confidence Empowerment, internal dialogue, 

trust in self & others, consistency, 

authenticity, courage 

Participant’s internal and external 

authenticity and empowerment 

Empathy Energy, feelings, emotions of others Participant’s ability to see through 

the lens’ of others 
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Initial testing of the instrument was through a cognitive interviewing format. Target 

population judges were selected through convenient sampling and quota sampling, who had 

experience in leadership roles. Participants were invited to ask questions and comment on the 

flow of the tool throughout the interview process. It was noted when participants were hesitant in 

their responses as the question may have to be reworded to decrease the respondent’s seeking to 

find an answer versus conventionally replying (Boateng et al., 2018). The wording and language 

used in each question was modified and improved carefully to keep the focus and intention of 

each question, and to prevent any indication of interviewer bias to encourage participants to 

provide authentic answers, versus what they thought they were supposed to say. 

By the end of the cognitive interviews, volunteers were answering questions seamlessly, 

and without hesitation. Feedback stated that the questions were clear, and responses consistently 

warranted responses that fulfilled what the researcher was asking. The high number of 

participating volunteers (12) adds credibility to instrument development.  

Instrument Validity 

Ensuring validity in the creation of The Powers Practice adapted approaches from the 

Delphi Method and steps utilized in instrument development, particularly in the health field 

(Boateng et al., 2018). Though these approaches are often used in the creation of scaled tools, the 

procedures were relevant in steering and organizing the method of the instrument’s development. 

It was important to purposely align the questions with specific domains that were clearly defined, 

pre-test questions to adjust or reduce items as appropriate with target population judges and 

utilize a panel of expert judges (Boateng et al., 2018).  
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 Recruitment of a panel of experts to judge the content and to evaluate the Powers Practice 

based on their knowledge and skills in leadership, psychology, higher education, and the Internal 

Family Systems model added to the validity of the instrument. In addition, the expert judges 

displayed evidence of being individuals who hold holistic values, engage in systems thinking and 

have been identified within their personal and professional communities as trailblazers, brave, 

holding high levels of self-awareness. Table 3 displays the expert panel and their qualifications 

relevant to the instrument’s development. 

Table 3 

Expert Judges 

Dr. Sheldon Watson, PhD Professor, Director of Central Connecticut State University’s 

(CCSU) Educational Leadership Doctoral program and 

Instructional Technology. 

Dr. Maria Mongillo, EdD Associate Professor in the Educational Leadership and 

Instructional Technology Doctoral Program (CCSU), Chair of 

the program, Nominated multiple times for Excellence in 

Teaching and Mentorship. 

Dr. Ralph Cohen, PhD Professor Emeritus of Counselor Education and Family 

Therapy, former Director of the Marriage and Family Therapy 

(MFT) graduate program (CCSU). Licensed Psychologist, 

Licensed LMFT, American Association of Marriage and 

Family Therapy (AAMFT) Approved Supervisor, Senior Lead 

Trainer of the IFS Model. Co-editor of the Journal of Self-

Leadership. 

Dr. Mary Nedela, PhD Assistant Professor of Counselor Education and Family 

Therapy (CCSU), LMFT, AAMFT Approved Supervisor. 

Dr. Jennifer D’Andrea, PhD Director of Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS), 

Visiting Assistant Professor in Liberal Studies, (Wesleyan 

University). Licensed clinical psychologist.  

Instrument Development Final Draft: The Powers Practice 

 Figure 3 displays the final protocol questionnaire utilized in a pilot research study for 

leadership development to come. Filtered through phases as described, the order of the questions 
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and language used was mindfully done to not just warrant a response, but engage the participant 

in a reflective, internal process about the competencies of being in a leadership role.  

Figure 3 

The Powers Practice 

 

Why is The Powers Practice different? 

Existing instruments were researched and reviewed to ensure that the development of The 

Powers Practice was not a duplication, thus supporting its development and validating the 

processes (Boateng et al., 2018). The Powers Practice is different as it is built with higher 

education as its primary focus. Utilizing the Internal Family System’s model for a theoretical 

foundation, it aims at developing a consistent, authentic person to function effectively in a 

leadership position versus just fix, change, or create leadership skills. This fosters soft skill 

How do you take care of your physical and mental health, and what are your internal 

beliefs on maintaining physical and mental health?  
How is this visible in your performance as a leader?  

When are you having the most fun, the most playful, creative? 
What does that look like? 
How does that come out at work? 

Describe your confidence in your level of excellence. 
Describe how respect plays a role in your life.  

Where does respect show up most as a higher education leader? 
For this question, community is defined as a group of people in your life, family, friends, 

peers, co-workers, whether it be in a common location, and/or who share common interests, 

work, activities, or values. How do you participate in the communities and relationships in 

your life? 
What are your values, or in other words, what is most important to you in your life and 

why?  
Describe the parts of you that get in the way of acting consistent with 

your values as a higher education leader? 
When you think of the challenges or crises you face as a leader, how do you approach 

them? 
What do you observe to be barriers to success in individuals you lead or work with?  

What do you do when you recognize barriers in individuals you lead or 

work with? 
Are parts of you less reactive at home or at work and why? 

What traits do you think would be helpful in being less reactive at 

home/work? 
Think of some of your fears or concerns in life, share them only if you feel comfortable, 

and could you speak to how you cope with them? 
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development that strengthens leadership competencies when faced with high stress challenges, as 

defined by using the VUCA lens to describe higher education conditions that are volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. When a person is able to identify the different parts within 

them, they are more likely to continue this process, improving their own self-awareness as well 

as their ability to relate to others through this lens (Böckler et al., 2017). 

 The instrument is a data collection tool and intervention strategy to invoke thought, 

reflection, and self-awareness among participants. Cognitive interview practices were used to 

develop the initial assessment instrument. Participants gain an individualized experience through 

the qualitative analysis approach, with its goal in developing a higher standard of excellence, or a 

“higher order” leader (Walumbwa et al., 2008). It is also believed that this instrument will be 

eventually transferable to specific areas for future professionals. 

 The Powers Practice is a tool that requires a trained administrator clear of the purpose 

and intention of the questionnaire. At first glance, the questions can appear straightforward and 

basic, however it is important that the administrator understands the depth of the instrument to 

ask appropriate follow-up questions, can ask for examples to advance participant’s internal 

process and offer the opportunity to the participant to observe the oscillations or consistencies of 

their own behaviors. The order of the questions is intentional and strategic to invoke insight of 

the parallels or differences in different contexts, and also in efforts to prevent performative 

responses or responses that participants think may be right.  

As an example, the tool starts by asking the participant to discuss their physical and 

mental health as this is highly individualized. Their beliefs on maintenance begin to unfold their 
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alignment (or lack thereof) with their internal narratives and actions, and how they bring this to 

their professional life as a leader.  

The Powers Practice Pilot Study 

Identification of Participants through Nomination 

To strengthen the study and increase credibility, a sample of participants was collected 

through nomination by their peers and colleagues via email over a three week period in October 

2024. Nominations were based on the definition provided of “an effective leader”.  

Description criteria were as followed: Higher Education leaders would include current or 

past staff and/or faculty who are in positions that require making decisions that navigate, 

manage, and influence students, and/or other faculty and staff experiences in the workplace. 

They may not necessarily be someone’s supervisor, but a colleague whose decisions and 

judgments must consider the various stakeholders involved in the ongoing evolution and 

development of higher education institutions and departments.  

An effective leader would perform their role exceptionally in a strategic and systemic 

manner, that exemplifies knowledge and experience in higher education institutions, values the 

wellbeing of students, faculty, staff, and surrounding/involved communities. This person would 

be described as consistent, authentic, and emotionally intelligent, especially when environments 

or scenarios are volatile, uncertain, complex, or ambiguous.   

 A snowball sampling strategy provided the researcher with a sample of participants that 

fit identified criteria of higher education leadership in, or history in, the Connecticut State 

Colleges and Universities system and regional states. From the nominations, the researcher sent 

out emails to prospective participants to notify them that they were identified as a higher 
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education leader, explained the study, and attached the Informed Consent. If an individual opted 

to participate, dates and times were provided to interview via Microsoft Teams. Eighteen 

interviews were conducted from November to December 2024 with participants from six 

different universities. All participants were in formal institutional leadership roles that spanned 

one to over thirty years in academia.  

Administration of the Powers Practice Instrument 

 All interviews were administered virtually as it was more accessible for participants. 

Each participant heard the same introductory script. A semi-structured interview format was used 

to allow space for clarification questions and examples. A series of ten questions, some with 

follow-up questions, guided participants through a reflective process of their individual 

perspectives and experiences on how they navigate their lives and roles as higher education 

leaders, and how they intersect. 

Questions were kept in order for uniformity and so that the flow of the interview invited 

the participant to oscillate between personal and professional reflection, involving different 

“parts” that come up in the different settings. Participants were encouraged to answer questions 

in any way that felt fitting for them. 

Data Analysis 

The coding system for the Powers Practice was both a closed and open approach; coding 

was completed in three ways: themes that align with the Categories and 9 Constructs of Higher 

Education Leaders, evidence of the 8 C’s of Self-Leadership from IFS Theory, and open coding 

to identify new themes among participants. The evaluation approach used in the IFS Scale (IFS 

Institute, n.d.) inspired the coding of presence of the 8 C’s of Self-Leadership, and was adapted 
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in the process of detecting the presence of the nine higher education effective leader constructs. 

The transcriptions were coded first to identify responses that align with the nine constructs of 

effective higher education leadership, followed by the 8 C’s of Self Leadership of IFS (Sullivan 

& IFS Institute, 2020), particularly as the instrument progresses. There is overlap within the 

definitions of some of the nine constructs and the 8 C’s of Self Leadership (for example 

Creativity and Excitement), however they were coded separately with frequent reference to the 

definitions of all 17 predetermined codes based on the foundational theory of the research 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It felt appropriate to use the constructs in closed coding, almost as 

a foundation or guide, but also invite any themes or patterns noticed among participants in an 

open coding format.  

The data analysis was open to other themes that may arise that were not anticipated. This 

offered space to take note of new, alternative, or surprising emerging themes or trends. I was 

able to use my clinical ear to pick up patterns within the pool of participants so long that I am 

transparent about the process and my own biases. When something stood out that did not fit into 

the code of one of the constructs or 8 C’s, I made a list in a document to refer back to at the end 

of the coding process to see if there were ideas to group together or that were important to 

mention or talk more about within this document.  

 Member-checking was used to assure that the data is accurate from the participants 

themselves by sending them cleaned copies of the interview transcriptions. It bolsters the 

credibility of the study and increases trust from the reader, since the participants were provided 

the opportunity to provide feedback as to how they may be represented and interpreted. Member 
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checking also builds trust between the participants and the researcher which is a critical value of 

mine.  

Findings 

The Powers Practice pilot study served to be successful in supporting the literature 

review informed competencies of effective leaders. The nine constructs, in addition to the 8C’s 

of Self Leadership, were prevalent in all interviews. Research on high stress environments, or 

VUCA conditions proved to be pivotal, as leaders illustrated the shear depth of how difficult 

higher education is today, and therefore how important it is that leaders have holistic values, use 

systemic lens’, and have high levels of emotional intelligence. Crisis Management stood out as a 

topic within itself where the excellence and confidence components shined, in addition to the 

element of experience which was frequently highlighted. Additional themes that were common 

among the participants were their inspirations and their baseline, consistent mindsets which 

prove to be helpful when stressed or challenged. The table below illustrates the findings of the 

study to support the success of the Powers Practice instrument.  

 Data 

VUCA Conditions ● New normal (high frequency at high intensity) 

● Personal, financial, interpersonal, lack of resources  

● Intersection of personal and professional 

challenges 

3 Categories (Holistic Values, 

Systemic Lens, Emotional 

Intelligence) 

● Encouraging others to take care of physical and 

mental health  

● Modeling/aware they are modeling behaviors 

● Understanding personal and institutional systems 

● High levels of empathy 

9 Constructs & 8 C’s of Self 

Leadership 

● Empathy & Compassion: understanding people 

have different values, priorities, and experiences 
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● Responsibility: physical and mental health 

maintenance and impact on professional work. 

● Community & Connectedness: Value in 

relationship building, investment in relationships 

for their own growth, and way to navigate barriers. 

Inspired by others and advocate for others. 

● Excitement & Creativity: “flow state” (Sullivan & 

IFS Institute, 2020), problem solving challenges 

viewed as fun. 

● Culture & Courage: evidence that leaders stay in 

line with their values mentally and behaviorally. 

Emphasis on social justice and integrity, using 

their positions and voices intentionally to promote 

positive change. 

● Respect: value effective communication, listening, 

and communicating “whys” to stakeholders. 

Shared belief that everyone deserves respect. 

● Response & Clarity, Calm: Using self-talk as a tool 

to regulate and in preparation to manage complex 

situations. Not seeking perfection, but navigating 

leadership by naming the problem to find a 

meaningful solution. Consistent across contexts. 

● Excellence & Confidence represented in discussion 

about crisis management. 

Crisis Management ● Descriptions of a particular mindset 

● Excellence & Confidence Constructs 

● Experience builds skill and ability to prioritize 

● Consistently note how critical and necessary it is to 

involve other people when responding to a crisis 

(asking for help). 

Alternative Themes ● Inspiration of Leaders: culture, people, theory, 

quotes, philosophies 

● Mindset: growth mindset, awareness that mindset 

helps in being an effective leader 

Summary 
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Every interview mentioned what drives participants to excel, which is the students, their 

staff and/or faculty, and the belief in education. This has been exceedingly challenging with the 

new normal of the growing challenges within higher education which has become a daily norm. 

 The leaders interviewed were highly competent in the researched constructs, and shared 

examples of self-reflection that developed these skillsets, even if only having a year of 

experience in a leadership role. In addition, some of the self-reflection continued in real time as 

the participants answered questions from The Powers Practice Instrument. The feedback was 

positive as the leaders were observed to be comfortable in the self-reflective process, which 

supports the use of IFS principles and techniques to structure interventions of self-reflection for 

higher education leaders.  

Reflection on the Powers Practice Instrument 

The Powers Practice instrument was observed to be a consistent tool to prompt 

explanation and exploration of the competencies of high education leaders. It was designed to 

speak to humanity, the leader as a person, not a position with a job description to fill. In the pilot 

study, participants spoke openly and comfortably willing to share how they take care of 

themselves outside of their leadership roles and what they do in the face of conflict.  

The introductory question sets the tone for the interview, as participants tend to reflect 

and respond as an individual concerning their own physical and mental health. It engages the 

participant to interact with the instrument from a personal place. The follow up question directly 

asks how the topic relates to their leadership roles and personal life, which was observed to flow 

nicely into the topics of creativity and fun, where leaders talked about hobbies and activities, but 

more the “flow state” they get so much of at work.  
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This is a fitting place to ask about confidence and excellence, as even the humblest 

leaders in the pilot study were clear about their worth. Here leaders frequently spoke about 

experience and how this contributes to their belief about respect, values, and the importance of 

communities. Bringing community into the conversation ensured that the participants continued 

to think about their life outside of work, which is why it was strategically placed in the middle of 

the instrument.  

By the final question, a rapport was often built enough where participants took a moment 

to think about their responses, as it is a deeper question that can illicit more emotions than the 

others. The question reads, “Think of some of your fears or concerns in life, share them only if 

you feel comfortable, and could you speak to how you cope with them?” Most participants chose 

to speak of their fears and concerns openly and a level of vulnerability was detected in most, if 

not all interviews. Vulnerability can be defined as simply sharing a part of one’s life that was not 

directly asked about or talking about their families. They spoke of personal and family illness 

and tragedy, loss, times in their lives when they were unhappy with their jobs or faced with great 

adversity. It is important to note that personal information was not used in any of the coding 

themes or topics, however, is worth mentioning to emphasize the success of the instrument being 

a tool of reflection and processing. In most interviews, the researcher had to reiterate the final 

question to elicit a response to how the participants cope with their biggest fears and concerns, as 

most responded initially with stating their personal fears or concerns only.  

Participants openly admitted that some of the questions surprised them or made them 

think. They spoke passionately about their lives, jobs, and communities. Asking participants to 

share the times they are most Self-Led (creativity in question 2, compassion in question 8a, 
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confidence in question 3, connectedness in question 5) and also times where “parts” get triggered 

(specifically questions 6a and 9) is believed by the researcher to be evidence that the instrument 

did what it was intended to, and that it was not just the population or pool of participants that 

were willing to be interviewed.  

The Powers Practice can be used additionally to assess VUCA conditions in a certain 

area, at a certain time. The instrument invites participants to talk about their experiences in 

higher education leadership, which in the case of this study was COVID and other systemic 

changes. It would be interesting to hear how leaders from different areas of the country or world 

would respond to the instrument and how they would speak to the conditions they have worked 

in and the complexities they face interpersonally, financially, and systemically.  

Limitations and Ethical Concerns 

 The development of the instrument is limited by the expertise of the panel, though 

diverse and carefully chosen, more tests and perspective could enrich feedback and therefore the 

Powers Practice tool with additional insight.  

The challenges that the participants speak of in the pilot study may differ in other parts of 

the country or world, and in different periods of time. Even from the time of interviews to 

writing this paper, there have been drastic changes in political climate, laws, and therefore fears 

and concerns among staff, faculty, and students. Additional tests in from this lens would also 

prove the tool’s validity and credibility. 

 Ethical concerns in the administration of this project were considered from the beginning. 

As a licensed psychotherapist, ethics are foundational in the work I have done for over a decade. 

Remaining ethical in my work meant I needed to be consistent, fair, and consider the needs of 
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each client and responding individually. It requires me to assess their current needs, abilities, 

personal goals, and to respect each one of these variables.  

 Prompting self-awareness in the use of the instrument is not clinical. In the Level 1 

training of the IFS model, participants ranged from active to inactive clinical providers, life 

coaches, and students who were interested in learning a new perspective. It has helped contribute 

to individual growth by building self-awareness. I consulted further with Dr. Ralph Cohen, 

Professor Emeritus of Central Connecticut State University’s Marriage and Family Therapy 

Program, Internal Family Systems Senior Lead Trainer and Internal Family Systems Training 

Coordinator, and my IFS mentor. I asked directly if it is unethical to use IFS in a non-clinical 

way. He agreed that it is not necessary a clinical intervention, but one used in many different 

capacities to gain insight and awareness of the internal systems within us. Dr. Cohen reviewed 

the Powers Practice as a part of the team on this research project, along with Dr. Nedela who is 

trained in the IFS model.  

 If the interventional instrument were to activate a participant to a level of discomfort 

requiring attention, this writer is proficient in the assessment of safety and risk, with the 

experience to provide resources as needed. Participants were invited prior to the interview both 

in the informed consent and verbally in the interview introduction to stop the interview at any 

time, or to pass on any question. 

Reflexive Analysis Summary 

 The strategic effort to shape the instrument the way it was organized in efforts to promote 

self-reflection proved to work. That may be because I am a seasoned therapist, it could be 

because of my position during the study as a doctoral student, or my positionality in higher 
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education, or because I am a woman, or because I am white, my personality, or a combination of 

any of these variables. It could be because of participant variables: privileged, higher education 

employees, all in leadership positions, possibly accompanied by some assumed confidence that 

does not fear self-disclosure. In any case, the responses provided in the pilot study were 

important to hear. Despite the challenges of working in the volatile environment of higher 

education, the interviews illustrated a primary point of the literature review: that leaders often 

have their own VUCA conditions outside of higher education. And many of them have found 

some incredibly constructive, powerful, community-based ways of navigating and coping with 

them while being courageous and exemplary leaders. The instrument successfully provided a 

platform for this data. 

 The instrument was built for participants to be thoroughly heard by abandoning their role 

in higher education for just a moment while they discuss their skills and abilities. It provides 

space to voice what is important to them, what has worked for them, and what they hope future 

leaders learn. It offered space for them to explore the importance of their legacy in the field.  

 I can only hope to further introduce the instrument to outside communities and clearly 

explain its relevance and role. I believe that the promotion of reflection can increase a person’s 

emotional intelligence and more clearly identify areas they can grow to be a better community 

member, friend, and partner. I hope it increases awareness about the importance of taking care of 

physical and mental health, and how to create balance in a world that demands that people work 

too hard.  

Transferability and Uses in Leadership 
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The spirit of academia and higher education fueled this project to learn from high level 

performers in order to educate and inspire others. The long-term vision informed the exploration 

of topics and methodology of developing a foundational instrument to be used for future projects 

and influence on leadership training in higher education. 

Higher Education Leadership: Training Curriculums and Hiring Practices 

General training curriculums on leadership development or more specific topics can be 

created from the Powers Practice. Prompting the focus of responses or even tailoring follow up 

questions within the instrument can encourage leaders to reflect on their own triggers, or biases 

of particular groups of people they struggle to identify with, have compassion for, or tend to be 

judgmental of. Leaders could look deeper at the parts of them that struggle with disciplinary 

conversations or keeping boundaries. For example, prior to starting the instrument, the person 

conducting the instrument could guide the participant to consider how their own views on mental 

health or respect changes with people of different backgrounds, belief systems, or values.  

The Powers Practice Instrument can be used to identify characteristics of strong higher 

education leaders during hiring processes to reveal a person’s leadership competencies beyond 

technical skills or experience. A person may not have been in a setting where they had to 

problem solve major, complex problems, therefore their crisis management skills have yet been 

put to the test. However, the correlations and foundational ties of holistic values, using a 

systemic lens, and emotional intelligence can predict a level of ability to handle volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous circumstances that may arrive. 

Engaging new leaders to their role by using this tool also sets the tone for ongoing 

development, messaging that they are not expected to know it all, but to be an active participant 
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in learning as much as they can about themselves to benefit the institution and perform their role 

to a high standard. It could messages to new leaders that new ways to lead exist and are more 

beneficial, versus models of the past.  

Development of Leaders Outside of Higher Education 

 Skills are often transferable to other areas. Learning how to communicate with customers 

transfers to communication with clients. I believe that this training can be transferable to 

leadership training outside of higher education. It can be used as a general approach or it can be 

used for specific topics. As stated above, self-reflection can be tailored using the IFS model to 

guide participants to look at parts of themselves that are impeding with their work. Self-

reflection and the development of emotional intelligence is the foundation of the instrument, 

particularly in areas found to be critical for leaders. Therefore, this instrument could easily be 

used in corporate settings, or for individuals looking to grow their own professional skills.  
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