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ABSTRACT
This paper takes an interest in tackling inequalities in school
communities and considers how networks of change agents
can work together to enact change. To do so, an
ethnographic study is conducted examining WomenEd, a
charity and grassroots movement of aspiring and existing
women leaders in education. Building upon the perspective
of collective leadership as a social process, the ‘social-
symbolic work’ perspective is applied to analyse the
activities of the movement. By drawing upon observations
and interviews conducted over a three-year period, this
paper offers detailed depictions of the motivations,
practices, and effects of the social-symbolic work of
WomenEd. The study observes a form of collective
leadership underpinned by valuing difference, which enables
participants to respond to oppressive school conditions and
achieve shifts in autonomy and agential institutional
influence. The study thus advances understanding of
collective power, or ‘power with’, and the practical activities
which can affect change, ‘power work’. Building upon
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, we term the
WomenEd practices ‘intersectional collaboration’, a novel
form of collective leadership for social change. The study
highlights the significance of inclusion and intersectionality
in theorising ‘collectivity’, which has implications for
understanding collective leadership and social change.
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Introduction

This section introduces and outlines how this study addresses critical gaps in
understanding school leadership by prioritising issues of social justice. A
focus upon the nuanced perspectives of women, via a study of their practices
and lived experiences, offers a fresh conceptualisation of leadership which
can respond to gaps in understanding both organisational and social change.
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A ‘critical perspective’ on leadership is defined as prioritising the interests of
marginalised groups (Alvesson and Ashcraft 2010). This approach has been
adopted by scholars of feminisms and critical management studies, who
have, for several decades, taken issue with the focus of organisation and man-
agement studies upon a narrow set of managerial dilemmas (e.g. Acker 1990;
Alvesson and Willmott 1992). In studying the practices of WomenEd, we thus
respond to calls to study grassroots organising and solidarity building, which
‘remains under-theorized within organization studies’ (Smolović Jones, Winche-
ster, and Clarke 2021, 2).

The study of social movements such as WomenEd, which seek to resist and
challenge the status quo in education, enables us to illuminate practices and
structures which are problematic for marginalised groups. As noted by Rodri-
guez et al. (2016), studies of intersectional organising, such as WomenEd,
offer the opportunity ‘to interrogate mainstream topics such as leadership’
(214), to understand how logics in both practice and theory may (re)produce
inequalities. This approach shines a light on alternative forms, or ‘postmo-
dern’ forms, of organising, through which logics of ‘hierarchy, formalization
and unitary rationalization’ may be replaced by agility, specialisation, inno-
vation, and social justice (Lawrence and Phillips 2019, 129). This study aims
to contribute to an understanding of school leadership in the context of
these ‘postmodern’ forms of organising, which have been conceptualised
as ‘ecosystems’ of activity occurring in-between and across organisations
(Heucher et al. 2024).

Participants in this study have come together as part of WomenEd to criti-
cally examine existing school leadership practices and to seek to address the
interacting inequalities in their school communities. They have also practically
realised a novel form of collective leadership through their organising activi-
ties within the movement. This form of collective leadership, ‘intersectional
collaboration’, is underpinned by valuing intersectional differences and the
expression of difference in identity. This study, therefore, presents an impor-
tant opportunity to reflect and re-imagine school leadership, towards institu-
tionalising more equitable forms of organising. To aid reflection, our table of
practice descriptions (Table 1) is intended as a tool for practitioners to con-
sider, and contrast, with existing practice. Furthermore, given that participants
in this study experience shifts in autonomy and agential institutional influence
through their engagement with the WomenEd movement, this study both
illustrates the function of a network organisation in affecting change, and pro-
vides insights into the social processes antecedent to change for marginalised
insiders. The discussion section focuses on how these collective actors use the
WomenEd movement to create and share resources. This article thus contrib-
utes to important ongoing debates in organisational studies regarding eman-
cipatory social change and our capacity to respond to ‘Grand Challenges’
(Creed et al. 2022; Gray 2023).
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The next section provides a critical literature review which identifies gaps in
leadership studies pertaining to conceptualising power dynamics and collective
agency, within leadership theories.

Literature review

This critical literature review addresses gaps in leadership studies coalescing
around the insufficient exploration of collective leadership (CL). In the first
section, we explore existing critiques and limitations of school leadership, focus-
ing on CL. In the second section, we engage these debates with broader critical
perspectives in management and organisational studies which aim to address
inequalities via an understanding of power.

Table 1. The practices of intersectional collaboration.
Theoretical dimension Practices

Collectivity (relational) Creating sub-networks Members form informal and formal sub-networks
such as regional networks and special interest groups. Groups use a
combination of digital public forums (e.g. Twitter) or digital private groups
(e.g. WhatsApp groups) and in-person meetings. Groups act as sources of
advocacy and support for dealing with ill treatment, for career
development opportunities and fostering friendships.

Inclusion Difference is used as a conceptual tool for active inclusion via
invitation. Members practice sharing their intersectional positionality when
talking upon issues in order to highlight nuanced experiences and
differences in experience (e.g. ‘as a lesbian woman… ’, ‘as a Muslim
woman… ’).

Building novel relationships Members use WomenEd to access, build and
sustain inter-hierarchical relationships, cross-organisation, and cross
domains such as cultural or social norms, these relationships are sustained
over the duration of several years.

Supported career
advancement (material)

Building careers Members are invited to speak at events to gain leadership
experience and to promote knowledge transfer. Members create training
both informally and formally, and mentor others responsively to member
requests.

Member endorsement Members engage in social practices of
encouragement which operate in recognition that marginalised people
may experience specific emotional challenges such as ‘impostor
syndrome’. Attention is also paid to the appropriation of language and
work, for example, that members of marginalised communities frequently
perform ‘invisible work’ or receive platitudes and empty gestures.

Identity exploration
(discursive)

Exploring intersectional issues Members engage in critical reflection
upon existing school practices and arrangements and consider how
these arrangements could be adjusted to mitigate exclusionary effects,
which requires expressing difference. Members develop collective
language to interpret their experiences of ill treatment and learn
about the different experience of others through these practices. These
practices may enable members to foster recommendations for practice
changes.

Sharing stories and experiences These are practices in which members
share stories and experiences and listen to one-another other. Members
report these practices help them to shift negative emotional states
associated with experiences of ill treatment and discrimination. These
practices operate on the understanding that experiences of inequalities
can differ significantly between members, we observe this principle of
making space for difference promotes a form of non-judgemental active
listening.
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Existing limitations and critiques

Critical perspectives of school leadership have often challenged neoliberal dis-
courses associated with the use of ‘market’ logic. Blackmore (2013) suggests
school leaders are now ‘confronted with evidence of growing educational
inequality’ linked to ‘neoliberal reforms and deindustrialization’ (140). She
traces the evolution of contemporary educational leadership discourses, includ-
ing those on ‘distributed leadership’, suggesting the emancipatory potential of
critical scholarship has been ‘neutralized’ (145) in the implementation of leader-
ship theories in practice. Similarly, Harris, Jones, and Ismail (2022) highlight how
distributed leadership can operate as a ‘palatable way of engineering greater
organisational control’, arguing ‘it is important not to lose sight of these critical
perspectives’ (439) (see also: Fitzgerald and Gunter 2008; Harris 2013; Mifsud
2017).

In addition to critiques of the implementation and impact of collective lea-
dership (CL) in respect of inequalities, there exists a lack of empirical studies
furthering our understanding of CL, together with methodological challenges
(Harris, Jones, and Ismail 2022; Ospina et al. 2020; Ospina and Foldy 2016; Spil-
lane, Halverson, and Diamond 2001). Methodological challenges emerge, at
least in part, because CL represents an umbrella of diverse scholarship, a pro-
portion of which seeks to re-conceptualise leadership. Harris, Jones, and
Ismail (2022) point to the foundational work of Spillane, Halverson, and
Diamond (2001) on distributed leadership as ‘a fundamental re-conceptualis-
ation of leadership as practice’ (439). This practice perspective challenged the
notion of heroic individuals leading change (Spillane 2005). It also challenged
‘conventional wisdom about leadership defined as discreet leadership roles or
functions’ (Harris, Jones, and Ismail 2022, 439). Spillane, Halverson, and
Diamond (2001) referred to the ‘taken-for-granted’ artefacts of leadership,
and to ‘structure’ more generally, which meant ‘not only organizational struc-
tures, but also broader societal structures, including race, class and gender’
(21). One challenge is the way in which an understanding of collective leader-
ship requires an understanding of both ‘macro- and micro-understandings of
the phenomenon of CL itself’ (Ospina et al. 2020, 455). However, studies
which foreground power structures in understanding the social practices and
processes of school leadership have not proliferated.

More broadly, there are calls to draw on the untapped potential of critical
perspectives in leadership and organisation studies as a ‘neglected empirical
and theoretical presence in the study of organisations and social relations at
work’ (Bell et al. 2019, 4; Calas and Smircich 2010; Fotaki and Pullen 2023). By
locating a control-resistance dynamic, such critiques highlight empirical gaps
in which the taken-for-granted norms and practices of ‘leadership’ are contested
and rearticulated. Furthermore, portraits of workplace deviance and risky acti-
vism do not well describe network organisations such as WomenEd which
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may even be endorsed by employers because of their professional development
offering (Lawrence and Buchanan 2017; Oyakawa, McKenna, and Han 2021).
There thus exist corresponding conceptual gaps in understanding the leader-
ship processes engaged in both organisational and social change (Creed et al.
2022; Gray 2023). The following outlines two critical strands of work in organi-
sation and management studies which we argue stand to enhance the CL lens,
namely institutional and identity perspectives towards power.

Extending critical perspectives

Starting with the literature informed by new institutional theory, this strand
of scholarship offers a way of foregrounding the operation of power via
taken-for-granted arrangements, norms, logics and practices, and the role
of institutions in reproducing inequalities. For example, Mackay, Kenny, and
Chappell (2010) conceive of a feminist institutional perspective which offers
the opportunity to analyse mechanisms by which ‘power asymmetries are
naturalized’ (582). Similarly, Amis, Mair, and Munir’s (2020) extensive review
identifies institutionalised ‘myths’ which are central to the reproduction of
inequalities. The ‘institutional work’ perspective has also been applied to lea-
dership by Novicevic et al. (2017), drawing upon the ‘collective and situated
lived experience of organisational leaders’ (591) to understand processes of
social change (see also: Stott and Fava 2019). Similarly, Creed, Dejordy, and
Lok (2010) take an institutional perspective and examine the lived experience
of LGBT ministers in the church. Their methodological imperative is to con-
sider both emotions and identity within institutional perspectives. Their
study provides an example of how ‘institutionalized marginalization’ (1336)
may operate via roles. This perspective sees roles as exclusionary categories,
and also points to stronger links between an institutional ‘taken-for-granted’
notion of power, and studies which treat power at the level of social identities
such as sexuality, race and gender (see also: Styhre 2014; Yarrow and John-
ston 2022).

Feminisms and critical management studies make important contributions to
understanding leadership as a potential site of contestation and resistance over
meanings connected to role and social identity. For example, for Alvesson and
Willmott (2002), identity work is defined as ‘interpretative activity involved in
reproducing and transforming self-identity’ (627), where leadership is a ‘com-
monsensically valued’ identity, with ‘positive cultural valence’ (Alvesson and
Willmott 2002, 620). Also focusing on identity and power, intersectional per-
spectives have nuanced our understanding of social identity by suggesting
that experiences of marginalisation are not universal, and depend upon
complex intersections such as race, sexuality, class etc. Crenshaw’s (1991) foun-
dational work also highlighted the interplay between the empowering use of
identity difference within social movements:
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social power in delineating difference need not be the power of domination; it can
instead be the source of social empowerment and reconstruction. (Crenshaw 1991
1242)

Crenshaw’s imperative was also to consider ‘coalitions’ between identity cat-
egories as powerful. Insights from intersectionality are particularly important
to understanding the leadership experiences of marginalised people (Lardner
2022; McCluney and Rabelo 2019), yet the ‘coalitions’ of intersectional dynamics
need further exploration. For example, Crenshaw suggests ‘reconceptualising
race as a coalition between men and women of color’, (1299). Similar coalitions
can be conceptualised within and across other social identities (Acker 2012;
Rodriguez et al. 2016). As Smolović Jones, Winchester and Clarke (2021) note,
difference may also form a potential ‘resource for building solidarity’ (3), point-
ing to the need to better understand the relations between diverse groups.

In conclusion, a critical literature review reveals the limitations of existing
work coalescing around CL and highlights the advantages of integrating into
leadership studies insight from scholarship on intersectionality and margina-
lised experience of identity with more institutional approaches to inequalities.

Research question

A thorough examination of the literature motivates our research question,
context selection, theoretical framework, and methodological approach. A criti-
cal literature review points to the need to understand the social processes and
practices through which leadership is shaped, contested, and rearticulated,
leading to our over-arching research question:

How do members of WomenEd re-conceptualise leadership in organising for social
change?

Theoretical framework

A critical literature review identified gaps in understanding the role of identity
and institutions in the context of leadership. As a theoretical framework, social-
symbolic work can integrate insights traditionally separated to ‘micro’ (identity)
and ‘macro’ (institutional) levels of analysis, while offering a way of conceptua-
lising leadership as a collective social process. Social-symbolic work sits within
the interpretivist/symbolic paradigm and draws upon critical epistemologies
in understanding power. Lawrence and Phillips (2019) discuss how they inte-
grate the social constructivist perspective with Foucault’s on power such that
the processes through which ‘construction occurs are infused with hetero-
geneous forms of power’ (7). The framework considers two important analytical
foci; ‘social-symbolic work’ (e.g. identity work, institutional work) and ‘social-
symbolic objects’ (e.g. leadership, school), and considers their interplay. They
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suggest social-symbolic work is directed at observable social-symbolic objects
and delineate social-symbolic work from other forms of practices by explaining
it is intentional and sustained over time.

Allen (2009) provides an excellent discussion of poststructuralist, intersec-
tional, and ethnomethodological perspectives on power and agency which
further elucidates the need for an understanding of leadership as collective.
Her exploration highlights that both Butler’s (2006) and West and Zimmerman’s
(1987) approaches reject the notion of social identity as reflecting a fixed nature,
viewing them as a ‘performance’ or interactional accomplishment based upon
norms, acceptability, or accountability. This perspective implies power struc-
tures and flows can be shaped through interactional performances. Allen also
suggests the meeting point of these perspectives is an account of agency
that recognises ‘it is always situated in existing relations of power and in relation
to prevailing norms’ (Allen 2009, 302). Allen sets out the limitations of these
perspectives and argues for a better understanding of collective power, or
‘power-with’.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research strategy, chosen for its capacity to
enable ‘critical listening’, as defined by Alvesson and Ashcraft (2010). This
approach aims to authentically capture the social realities of participants, iden-
tifying local themes significant to them that also intertwine with broader politi-
cal, moral, or ethical phenomena of topical and theoretical interest. The
qualitative strategy further facilitates the exploration of these themes, and
their variations, by preserving the multiplicity of participant voices, including
‘competing participant voices’ (Alvesson and Ashcraft 2010, 68). Within the
qualitative approaches examined in the literature review, a methodological
focus upon emotion has been emphasised particularly by scholars integrating
an understanding of identity with institutional perspectives when understand-
ing power (e.g. Creed, Dejordy, and Lok 2010). The ethnographic approach
undertaken engages the lead researcher in the emotional dynamics present
in the setting as a way of understanding the motivations and effects of
social-symbolic work through affect (Gherardi 2019; Lok et al. 2017).

In this study, ethnography offers the potential to examine leadership as a col-
lective form of work, and as an object of contestation and rearticulation. As
noted, developments in CL require that the locus of leadership is not presumed
to reside only within specific organisational activity or with particular people.
Critical perspectives have tended to view ethnographic approaches as ‘ambi-
tious research practice offering rich and in-depth access to organizational life’
(Alvesson and Ashcraft 2010, 70). Studies of resistance have also highlighted
ethnographic approaches as key to observing processes of emancipatory organ-
ising (Prasad and Prasad 2000; Thomas and Davies 2005). Similarly, Lawrence
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and Phillips (2019) attribute success to ethnographic accounts of social-sym-
bolic work, particularly when observations are triangulated with interviews
(e.g. Smets, Morris, and Greenwood 2012). In summary, an ethnographic
approach is informed by the need to move beyond traditional notions of leader-
ship and to explore the role of emotion, resistance, and power in understanding
the practices of leadership which can affect change.

Context selection

The literature review highlights the need to select an empirical context in which
school leadership is contested and rearticulated, and to expand the notion of
leadership beyond specific roles to consider collective social processes, and
their implications for organisational and social change. In response,
WomenEd is selected as a grassroot movement in which diverse women
come together in solidarity to address systemic issues in education. Discourse
regarding leadership is very prevalent in the movement and part of their
mission: ‘WomenEd connects aspiring and existing women leaders in education
and gives women leaders a voice in education’ (WomenEd 2020). WomenEd was
founded in the UK and has expanded to twenty-one countries. It has recently
become a charity in the UK. During the study the movement had over 44,000
followers on the social media platform X (formerly Twitter). The role of the Inter-
net in the formation and daily activities of the movement is significant, for
example, members may speak daily with each other online via X and WhatsApp,
but infrequently meet in person. Members are also often recruited to support
activities via social media, many of these activities involve mentoring
members in the network and sharing skills by providing both informal and
formal training. WomenEd operate a platform through which some members
can also engage in publishing, including book chapters (Featherstone and
Porritt 2021; Porritt and Featherstone 2019).

Ethical considerations and positionality

Scarce school leadership studies have noted an interest in marginalised
experience, furthermore ethical implications can prevent data collection from
vulnerable groups. For example, Creed, Dejordy, and Lok’s (2010) study of insti-
tutional contradiction notes:

‘Snowballing’ and convenience sampling are common and often inevitable techniques
for generating data in organizational research on groups with invisible, stigmatized
identities because of secrecy and fear of discrimination (1340)

As well as the ethical considerations regarding the risk of exposing members,
there is also a risk of projecting upon participants problematic judgements.
For example, an assumption that participants need to be ‘protected’ from
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revealing their sexuality may perpetuate homophobic norms. There may also be
other cases where concerns over exposure constitute a patriarchal or colonial
‘ethic of care’ which in actuality suppresses voice. Bell and Wray-Bliss (2009)
discuss this issue with respect to the colonial roots of ethnography and proble-
matise the ‘expert researcher’ assumed to know participants needs, to ‘know
them and what is good for them better than they could possibly know them-
selves’ (79). Both of the authors of this study are white women. The first
author was a practicing secondary school teacher at the time of the study,
and the second author was previously a teacher who left the profession. At
the outset of the study the first author had encountered WomenEd via her pro-
fessional networks and had previously attended a WomenEd event. Neither the
first nor second authors had a formal (or informal) role in the organisation prior
to the study. Both authors reflected on their positionality during the analysis
process, and the first author held conversations with participants regarding
positionality as part of member checks.

Sampling strategy

The sampling strategy adopted responds to the ethical concerns discussed in
the previous section via the selection of those participants for interviews who
were already active within the public domain. These were also members who
occupied more formalised roles within the movement and represent a purpo-
sive sample with regard to understanding the shared practices established at
WomenEd events (Bryman 2016). The observational data came from attendance
of WomenEd’s ‘Unconferences’, selected because they represent the largest
events held by the movement. Interview participants were all present at, and
spoke, during these events.

To select interview participants, we contacted one of the founders and used a
referral method to identify the most active members, this approach self-limited
the sample size to seven. Participants self-described as: Asian, mixed-race, white,
disabled, lesbian, queer, middle-class and working-class (or intersections of
these). We did not attempt to control the social categories present in the
sample, as this approach is problematised by the study which seeks to
observe the intersectional organising practices. As Acker (2006) observes, ‘focus-
ing on one category almost inevitably obscures and oversimplifies other inter-
penetrating realities’ (2006, 442). For the ethical reasons discussed,
ethnographic observations included in our dataset were restricted to data
that were, or would be, published in the public domain. The ‘Unconference’
events, attended by the first author, were recorded and published on
YouTube by the WomenEd organisation.

Social-symbolic work is defined as involving ‘intentional efforts’, therefore,
the social-symbolic work perspective assumes that the motivations and
effects of social-symbolic work are available for study. It is also assumed that
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the observations made of the practices of WomenEd are generalisable to the
population of the movement because the events observed are attended by
many members and are collectively practiced within these events. However,
the motivations and effects are based upon interviews and a sampling size
limited to seven members, who were at the time active members of the move-
ment. We apply a form of heuristic generalisation (Tsoukas 2009) in understand-
ing how these collective practices are linked to motivations and effects, which
enables us to theorise a mechanism of change explored in the discussion
section. This form of generalisation is unlikely to apply universally for all
members of the network – in particular, one might expect periphery
members to have different motivations and to derive different effects from
their engagement. We align with Tsoukas (2009) that the merits of a qualitative
study are in capturing the particulars of a context to explain a social phenom-
enon of interest, and not in seeking to generate universally applicable ‘laws’
of social interaction.

Data collection

Alongside observation of practices via events, in-depth semi-structured inter-
views were conducted which lasted between 1 and 3 h. We also invited partici-
pants to engage in follow-up questions, and to share archival materials they
may have referred to during observations with us via social media or email.
The use of digital ethnography as ‘the application of ethnographic approach
to contexts where the field is predominantly a digital environment’ (Jensen
et al. 2022, 1145) was central because of the Covid-19 pandemic, and
because WomenEd is accessed by members predominately via the internet.
As Jensen explains, ‘collection of rich data for digital ethnographies… often
requires the researcher to follow study participants through several digital
spaces’ (1145). We used field notes to capture observations of digital spaces,
such as social media exchanges, together with audio and video capture
which were then transcribed.

Given the critical underpinnings of this study, critique of the abstraction of
lived experience from research concepts is important to consider (Hallett and
Ventresca 2006; Lund 2012; Lok et al. 2017). For example, Lok et al.’s (2017) cri-
tique of Zilber’s (2002) study of an Israeli rape crisis centre highlights the value
of a deeper methodological engagement with emotion, they assert ‘emotions
do not figure expressly’ yet ‘emotions clearly animated the dialectical interplay
of practices, actors and meanings, shaping how meanings were attached to
practices’ (594). We therefore determined it was important to explore partici-
pants’ accounts of working in the teaching profession and to ask directly
about the emotions experienced. Emotions towards practices were also
explored, for example: ‘I understand there is a WomenEd Twitter policy regard-
ing how to respond to harassment online; how do you feel about this policy?’.
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Attention to emotion in observational data proceeded either through explicit
reference to emotions by members, or via field notes made by the first
author – who captured instances when she was moved and affected by the
emotions experienced via participating in the events, which could then be
explored during interviews and via member checks (Gherardi 2019).

Data analysis

During analysis, we used a combination of NVivo’s manual coding functionality
and visually mapping codes into the process diagram to generate the themes,
illustrated in Figure 1. In keeping with interpretive approaches (Creed, DeJordy,
and Lok 2010), we moved iteratively between data, generated themes, and
existing theory and began the process of coding before the completion of
data collection. All generated themes were triangulated with observational
and interview data. For clarity, it is useful to align our analytical method with
what Braun and Clarke (2021) define as ‘reflexive thematic analysis’ while
noting deviations. An important difference in our method of thematic gener-
ation is that we used a process diagram to visually map themes and retrospec-
tively group these themes into the theoretical dimensions proposed by
Lawrence and Phillips’ (2019). We conducted member checks which were
used to discuss the themes generated by our analysis. Some themes were
adapted during this process when they did not match with participants under-
standing of their work.

Braun and Clarke (2021) suggest that thematic analysis is a wide-ranging
approach which resides on a spectrum of more deductive and inductive
reflexive approaches. The use of a process diagram acted as a deductive
frame, through which, codes which did not fit into the categories of motivations,
practices and effects, we excluded. Codes were grouped by considering
whether they were best described as a motivation, practice, or effect and
then used to generate themes. This process enabled a focus upon social-sym-
bolic work at the exclusion of other phenomena, where social-symbolic work
represent intentional and sustained change efforts and the practicalities of
how these efforts operate. We found Lawrence and Phillips’ (2019) process

Figure 1. Process diagram for intersectional collaboration.
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diagram useful for conceptualising an emotion-informed account of the empiri-
cal setting. This is because emotions animate the cross-linkages of motivations,
practices, and effects – for example, feelings of isolation can motivate practices
of building relationships.

Following Mackay, Kenny, and Chappell (2010), in addition to formal prac-
tices, we took an interest in informal practices, i.e. those practices which
appeared spontaneous or unplanned, but which regularly occurred. We
applied Lawrence and Phillips (2019) definition of institutionalisation, that
practices are institutionalised when they operate as self-policing ‘shared,
social understanding’ (190), understanding that ‘all practices are indeed insti-
tutions’ to the extent they ‘involve a degree of institutionalisation which is
independent of the size of the social group within which they are located’
(.219). We therefore understand the movements’ shared practices as institu-
tionalised, irrespective of their diffusion more widely. Lawrence and Phillips
(2019) prompt consideration of how different forms of social-symbolic work
are combined via: ‘sequencing, aligning and integrating’ (269). We considered
the cross-linkages of motivations, practices and effects in determining the
types of work.

Findings

This section presents the findings, focusing first upon the sub-practices of inter-
sectional collaboration which are detailed in Table 1. A breakdown of each of
the sub-practices is provided with exemplar data for each sub-practice in
Tables 2–4. In the last part of the findings section the motivations and effects
of these practices are presented (Tables 5 and 6), illustrating themes and exem-
plar data. Each section indicates how the themes are grouped into the theoreti-
cal dimension of the process diagram by providing the dimension italicised in
brackets.

The practices of collectivity

The first set of practices to consider are the relational practices of ‘collectivity’,
these relational practices form the backbone or ‘network’ through which other
practices can then operate. These relational practices include forming sub-
groups within the larger movement, within which novel relationships can be
developed and maintained.

The practices of supported career advancement

The material dimension of these collective practices attends to the resources
which network members require to advance their position in their employer
organisations and to meet the challenges they face within their careers.
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The practices of identity exploration

These practices constitute the discursive theoretical dimension and include col-
lective practices through which members explore issues and share stories linked
to their intersectional positionality.

Motivations and effects

Relating to motivations, illustrated in Table 5, there are three theoretical dimen-
sions provided by Lawrence and Phillips (2019), into which generated themes
are grouped: (1) self-interest, (2) morality and (3) love and belonging. Within
the ‘self-interest’ dimension, there are two themes: ‘unmet professional
needs’, linked to participants’ challenges in their specific job roles, and ‘identity
contradiction’ arising as a sense of discomfort or dissonance with a splitting of
the self and values. Within the ‘morality’ dimension, are the themes ‘ill treat-
ment’ and ‘moral urgency’, ill treatment refers to data in which participants
describe upsetting experiences in relation to their motivation, while ‘moral
urgency’ linked these experiences, or the experiences of others, to a sense of
urgency to impact more systemic issues. The final category ‘love and belonging’
includes the themes of ‘isolation’ in which members describe their experiences

Table 2. Practices of collectivity (the relational dimension).
Themes Exemplar data

Creating sub-networks ‘we have a private WhatsApp chat where we can let off steam and support each other’
(P5) ‘We really have gone global with the networks in WomenEd from Canada
through the United States all the way through the UK and Europe down to the
Middle East down to Malaysia and over to Australia, it’s absolutely phenomenal that
we now have 35 global networks across the world’ (fieldnotes, 2021) Examples of
public sub-networks: Book club network, WomenEd Tech network, WomenEd NI,
WomenEd Austrailia, WomenEd Canada, WomenEd Mena. (fieldnotes, 2021)

Inclusion ‘WomenEd, it has always been really explicit around diversity and you know obviously
you’ve got BAMEed [Black, Asain and Minority Ethnic Educators] and LGBTed
[Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer +, educators] and DisabilityEd [Disabled
educators] and you know all of these groups that kind of also sprung up, and I think,
but you know that didn’t happen separately like those people were involved in or
inspired by WomenEd in some way’ (P1) ‘not seeing people who look like me who
represented me and my voice particularly in a London where a lot of our students do
you come from Bangladeshi Heritage or from diverse backgrounds that they never
felt like they were represented at the top […] I went through my career never seeing
it really until a couple of years ago when I went to WomenEd and I just saw SLT
[senior leadership team] from diverse backgrounds and it was just so insane to then
also have a hijab-wearing headteacher, speaking at WomenEd London conferences,
but that just changed it for me’ (fieldnotes, 2022) ‘I just want to say thank you, I felt
really alone as a leader after taking a career break and this network is combating that
for me, uh, so thank you again for that, we really support one another regardless of
geographical location, I think what’s lovely about WomenEd is we support one
another and no matter where or what or who we are, uh, just, just, it’s everybody’s
invited’ (fieldnotes, 2022)

Building novel
relationships

‘Canada can contribute although our time zone is always a Canadian time zone so we
don’t have the UK time, I get up in the middle of the night that’s how much I believe
in WomenEd’ (P4) ‘we came together as a group of people who wouldn’t necessarily
have been friends had you met in in real life first, and have kind of got a diversity of
thinking within that group’ (P7)
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of isolation as a motivator, and ‘desire to help others’, in which members
express their felt responsibility to help others.

There are two theoretical dimensions which we provide in relation to effects:
autonomy and agential institutional influence, as illustrated in Table 6 and ita-
licised in brackets. We suggest these dimensions fit into the ‘direct effects’
dimension of Lawrence and Phillips’ (2019) process diagram, as the outcomes
are all effects which members of the network hoped to achieve and have
worked towards. The ‘indirect’ and ‘unintended’ effects are dimensions
beyond the scope of the study, and we suggest could be further explored in
future. The ‘reconciled identity’ theme represents statements by members in
which they describe how WomenEd has enabled them to present a truer
version of themselves within their work environments, and to hold a greater
degree of self-insight or understanding. The ‘challenging inequitable arrange-
ments’ theme refers to data in which members attribute their ability to chal-
lenge arrangements to their support from and involvement within WomenEd,
while ‘establishing new practices’ refers to instances where tangible practice

Table 3. Practices of supported career advancement (the material dimension).
Themes Exemplar data

Building careers ‘In my role within WomenEd I work individually so I use my position, I mentor them, yeah I
advocate for the individuals, I help with real practical things like a job application’ (P6) ‘I
was asked to talk and the reason I was asked to talk was because the person who was
my coach on a leadership course I was at was offered to do the keynote and she said ‘I’m
only doing it if the two women from your school that I coach can do 5 min each with my
keynote’ because that’s what this is about’ (P1) Sample talk titles: ‘A career toolkit for
female teachers of color’, ‘Having it all-Effective time management strategies’, ‘What we
owe to our students, a totally inclusive school’ (fieldnotes, 2022) Excerpt from speaker
guidance: ‘1. Please tweet that you are speaking and encourage people to get a ticket for
the unconference – we want a great buzz to build now. 2. We all share the event as
facilitators and participants. This means please join in the powerful discussions when
you’re not presenting and we can all learn from and with each other. We will send you
audience links as well as speaker links.’ (fieldnotes, 2022)

Member
endorsement

‘I’ve been supporting somebody on Twitter this last week… I asked her whether she
thought that the salary band was right for her, and she said ‘no I don’t, but I really want
this job’, I said ‘so you’re just going to accept that salary band?’, ‘well there’s nothing
else I can do, is there?’ … I’m delighted to know with the bit of coaching, and a bit of
bolstering, she moved up four points on the pay scale and accepted the job’ (fieldnotes,
2020) ‘The head just made the decision to reshuffle us and put us into different
positions, [they said] ‘I’ve decided this is what’s going to happen, so this person is going
to become the assistant head and this person is going to take all cover so they’re gonna
get paid an extra point’. Both of these two jobs came with extra money and then [they
said] ‘you’re just gonna take on somebody else’s senior teacher role without any money’.
So, you could just accept it because you haven’t got the confidence to challenge it
because, you know, they’re the leaders in charge therefore they can they can do it,
whereas I think WomenEd gave me ability (A) to recognise it and then (B) to call it out,
and I went back to them and said, ‘hang on a minute this isn’t right, in fact it’s
discrimination and, yeah you know, I’m the [reference to ethnicity redacted] one, and it’s
amazing how quickly they sorted that one out’ (P2). ‘it’s a belief or an absolute certainty
that you have somehow accidentally and wrongly ended up in the position you were in
and probably somebody’s going to come and say ‘oh I’m very sorry there’s been a
mistake, um, you have to go now’, and these feelings are there despite evidence to the
contrary that you are in fact very qualified and capable of doing the work, it might
surprise people who experience imposter syndrome that other people have these
thoughts and feelings too’ (fieldnotes, 2020)
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changes are described. Finally, ‘enhanced professional status’ refers to data in
which members describe new jobs, qualifications and prestigious roles as a
result of their engagement.

Discussion

This section sets out a theoretical model for the form of collective leadership
observed. The model advances understanding of power in relation to leadership

Table 4. Practices of identity exploration (the discursive dimension).
Themes Exemplar data

Exploring intersectional
issues

List of issues raised in session 1 of an Unconference event: Truth and reconciliation,
legacy of residential schools; Pay inequality; Lack of representation of Bangladeshi
heritage in leadership; Visibility of hijab wearing leaders; Racism and
Islamophobia; Need to hire diverse teachers; Inclusive recruitment; Discrimination
and protected characteristics; Need for teachers that share African-American
Latino and Asian Pacific Islander identities; Need for teachers who share LGBTQ +
identities; Role models for students with disabilities; Teaching community not as
diverse as students they teach; Issues of identity for educators in Qatar;
Headteacher lack of diversity; Lack of civic engagement; Need for mentoring and
professional development; Staff wellbeing; Retaining teachers; Invisible work;
Implicit bias; Career progression and development for teachers; Conditions for
disabled workers; Moral imperative for diverse workers; Homophobia;
Representation of Black and Asian women in Education; Platitudes and empty
gestures in diversity and equality work; Women’s health and menopause
(fieldnotes, 2022) ‘so we have fear of failure, lack of self-confidence and self-bias,
cultural concepts between males and females, financial issues as well disparities
in pay between men and women, lack of professional awareness, and projects
that are available or going on, balancing various responsibilities has always come
up as well as a challenge, social pressures to get married and have children as a
priority over a career or development of your career has been a challenge, and
living in a closed community that may not show the opportunities um and as I
said these are not exclusive to the MENA [Middle East and North Africa] region
many other networks may face some of, uh women might have women that are
facing some of these, as well’ (fieldnotes, 2021) ‘I had had some experiences
where I felt people said something to me or someone treated me in a way where I
felt it was unfair, however I think I’m also coming from a place of privilege, I’m a
white woman’ (P7)

Sharing stories and
experiences

‘one of the things that people would say is, when students would come out to me,
for example, and say oh you know tell me and share that vulnerability with me,
and once I had a team member say’ oh that’s lovely isn’t it because, considering
… ’ essentially insinuating that because I’m Muslim I must be automatically
homophobic’ (fieldnotes, 2022) ‘our own identity this is something very important
so instead of allowing, waiting for others, to allow us to sit at the table, sometimes
it comes from our inside, because we think that we might not be suitable in sitting
or even expressing, and that happens all the times in different ways and different
forms, so it needs to come within our acceptance for ourselves and our own ideas
even making mistakes or things that was not even acceptable and this is kind of
storytelling and sharing ideas’ (fieldnotes, 2022) ‘In the first couple of years I also
came out as lesbian. Alcoholism, depression, gay all collided. Still, I somehow
managed to work. I was frequently hospitalised for depression and remember
cranking out report cards while in hospital. My identity is still very much wrapped
into my work and I continue to reflect on this’ (P4) ‘when I look at the WomenEd
events that we’ve hosted weather in Switzerland, Prague, Czech Republic is once
we have had this conversation we have coffee and then what straight away
happens is people start talking about their experiences and then you see a whole
room of people tuned into hearing that and hearing their journey and then I don’t
know anyone that’s had a linear journey school leadership and there’s something
really empowering about sharing that’ (P6)
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Table 5. Motivations.
Motivations

Themes Exemplar data

Unmet professional needs (self-
interest)

‘I feels like it [WomenEd] gives you a chance and gives you enough confidence
to say no, like we need to understand there is like the teacher shortage, you
know, I mean, like why are they settling for spaces where they’re not given
opportunity to make progress in their career or they’re not giving CPD
opportunities’ (P5) ‘I was really struggling really struggling to get back into
the job that I wanted to have, and I was applying for assistant head roles in
that year, yeah like, just sole destroying’ (P2)

Identity contradiction (self-
interest)

‘walking down the corridor and hearing kids just casually like use racist and
sexist and homophobic and transphobic language, it’s like, it’s always, it’s
breath-taking, like, how different that kind of working life is, to, you know,
my actual life, and its sometimes, it, it, it’s incredibly, incredibly difficult… I
am one member of staff and I’m telling you that I find it difficult, that should
be enough’ (P1) ‘These experiences were difficult, and I often can’t reconcile
with the woman I am now to then, but she is part of me and her resilience
has formed who I am today.’ (P4) ‘She looked at me and she said she said
[name redacted] you’re the problem, and I said what do you mean? Tell me
what you mean [name redacted], and what she said to me is that there is a
veneer of equity and once you start to scratch that surface you realise that
there is inherent inequality in education, and I found that surprising and
shocking’ (P6)

Ill treatment (morality) ‘he was trying to demonstrate how leadership teams, staffs, ought to work
together and ‘share the load’ … the way he demonstrated this was by him
sitting on a rectangular table and having us carry him. Literally a bunch of
women – for we were largely women – were carrying a man. I remember
being so angry. I barely put a finger on the table as I just felt the rage
burning.’ (P4) ‘I gave examples of the worst way I’ve been treated, I went
through them and then we got to the biggie at the end and I said that’s
discriminatory, even I know that, ‘yeah discrimination’, she said, ‘I would say
quite a few of the early ones were’, I was angry, I got very angry as a woman’
(P3)

Moral urgency (morality) ‘for the fate of these children to ever access higher education or access the
working world after..’ (P5) ‘ … every week they [her students] tell me about
transphobia and homophobia that they’ve experienced in school and it’s
relentless’ (P1) ‘I want to see more inclusive leadership, more diverse
leadership, because I think that we owe that to all of you, to all of us, and to
every single child in our schools’ (fieldnotes, 2021)

Isolation (Love and belonging) ‘I knew I did crave connection, yeah it gave me, and I have said many times, in
blogs or in unconferences the women get that, but the connections that
Twitter gave me, yeah, I think kind of like, saved me, as it got me through
doing something positive, like WomenEd, yeah the worst bits of thinking
that I was no longer valuable or hopeful’ (P3) ‘it can be really isolating and
now you know the higher up you go the lonelier it can be so having a
network of other women leaders in lots of different contexts you know all
about the world you know whether I’m with you know [name redacted]
telling me about her school you know very different worlds in many ways
but we’re dealing with the same things, is really supportive so I see it as a as
a professional supportive network for me that I can lean on’ (P5)

Desire to help others (Love and
belonging)

‘I have developed professional relationships that form part of my personal
support network. I do have a senior role, you know, and I feel a responsibility
and a duty of care’ (P6) ‘I often feel guilty about WomenEd and how little I
can contribute compared to the women that live in UK and Europe, you
know, I just can’t get there, yeah I’m also aware that women have a long
way to go in terms of equity, many of us are still very privileged to have a
network called WomenEd and to be able to join conferences as regularly as I
do is a sign of privilege, we need to use that privilege and voice and our
positions in society to make sure that all women are included’ (P4) ‘she’s
gone and done [specific projects with organisations redacted], and we’ll
support it because that’s what it’s about’ (P7)
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Table 6. Effects (direct effects).
Effects

Themes Exemplar data and first order themes

Reconciled identity (autonomy) ‘I kind of a fully showed up, it’s like this is me, you know, I put stuff like
WomenEd and all of that external stuff on my on my application and
I, you know, I was, this is what I do, you know, like I’d written a blog
for LGBT, under my own name, like about the experiences of being
bisexual teacher, and people at my work saw that, and talked to me
about it, and it was like I was just, I actually said I don’t need to
apologise for who I am and it’s given me this kind of this sense of
like that’s the standard of how I’m going to be treated in work’ (P1)
‘I told my story to my whole staff, right, like I was a lesbian, like, as a
lesbian woman I sat in front of staff that I’m in charge of in the
hopes that it builds community, it lets them know that when they’re
dealing with a kid, kid comes with more stuff than you know, so be
gentle yeah he kind’ (P4) ‘it connects women in ways that have they
didn’t necessarily expect, I think when people come to WomenEd
they predominantly think this is useful, this is interesting, they’re
sharing information, quite handy… and then they’ll go to an event,
and then suddenly it draws you in, I’d described it as a warm and
supportive hug, because I think that’s really what it is, you suddenly
see yourself and you feel seen, and that’s its biggest power is that
that embrace, kind of right, OK I get myself now, I get where I’m at
and I get why I’m feeling things, I’m feeling or experiencing the
barriers that I’m experiencing’ (P2)

Challenging inequitable arrangements
(autonomy)

‘Remove the request for a current salary from your recruitment
materials and requests for references.’ (Mulholland, et al. 2021) ‘we
need blind recruitment salary questions, I’ve learned from Aspen
that you’re not supposed to ask salary questions at all, in the US
they do… they’re going to get away with paying her a lower
increase than the man, and of course that pervades your entire
career then and affects your pension’ (fieldnotes, 2021) ‘I led a
conference the other day, so in the Middle East if you’re not familiar
with it, basically, I am the only non-white female headteacher… I
stood in front of those 240 people in the room I said, ‘stand up’ and,
‘right, now sit down if you’re a white male’ (P5)

Establishing new practices (agential
institutional influence)

‘the collective voice can lobby and organisations in particular at the
moment want to be seen as taking action towards being equitable
and so we influence, we’ve influenced the [specific organisation
redacted] are now taking off, I heard recently taking off previous
salary on application form’ (P5) ‘The masters program that women
in the WomenEd network have worked together to set up is linked
to the apprentiship levy so UK teachers can get that training for free,
there is work ongoing in trying to set up similar programs
elsewhere’ (fieldnotes, 2021) ‘ …we collaborated with [name
redacted] who are based in the UAE and China, we created a
workshop’ (fieldnotes, 2021) ‘I discovered [organisation A], they
hadn’t published their gender pay gap data from the UK which they
were legally bound to do… so I challenged them on it… they are
publishing their data now and then taking real visible proactive
moves to move the organisation’ (P6)

Enhanced professional status (agential
institutional influence)

‘I’m also on the diversity and inclusion steering group, the
government steering group here, well again, because of the
network, you know the WomenEd network and the connections,
when they were looking at it, setting up, they were doing research
into diversity and inclusion they found WomenEd and they got in
touch’ (P2) Host publicly thanking speaker at WomenEd event: ‘that
was absolutely amazing, gosh, I feel so inspired by your final words
there um and I, I’m sure like all, the others watching um, just
couldn’t stop scribbling stuff down with some really, really helpful
advice and really, really uh lots and lots of takeaways that people
can act on’ (fieldnotes, 2021) ‘I was trying to step up into leadership
in education, when I actually joined WomenEd on Twitter, then I just

(Continued )
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by offering insights into the mechanism through which leadership is contested
and reconceptualised. Drawing inspiration from Lawrence and Phillips (2019),
who discuss the possibility of aligning and integrating forms of social-symbolic
work, three distinct processes are theorised: identity work, career work and insti-
tutional work, yet we caution against the assumption that these forms of work
can be performed in isolation. The model illustrates that identity work and
career work operate in parallel and are antecedent to institutional work, as
depicted in Figure 2. The proposition that these forms of work are unlikely to
be separable is grounded in the belief that all three forms appear to be under-
pinned by the relational practices of collectivity. Collectivity is both constitutive
of the relational network, and of the principles of organising via inclusion and
embracing difference. The study thus provides a novel perspective on collective
leadership, compelling us to contemplate how institutionalised relationships
and roles contribute to leadership. We argue that the central locus of change
lies in the ability to shift these relational networks, as this is where the resources
for the effects of intersectional collaboration are derived.

Linking practices and effects

In Figure 2 we present our theoretical model of the integration of these three
forms of work. Starting from the motivations on the left, we interpret the
themes in Table 5 (motivations) as posing an identity threat, which can be
seen from the perspective of the three different themes generated in the analy-
sis of motivations. The diagrams mid-section illustrates how the practices of

Figure 2. Identity work and career work as enablers of endogenous agency and autonomy for
institutional work.

Table 6. Continued.
Effects

Themes Exemplar data and first order themes

became really active on LinkedIn and stuff, it was like a whirlwind,
and I got myself in contact with a coach and then it all just really just
took off from there’ (P3)
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identity exploration provide identity resources resulting in reconciled identity.
In parallel, the career resources derived from the practices of supported
career advancement enable enhanced professional status.

The dotted line connecting reconciled identity and enhanced professional
status, builds upon Creed, Dejordy, and Lok’s (2010), contribution which suggests
‘role claiming and role use’ enable participants to embody reconciled identities
leading to shifts in autonomy and agency. We therefore suggest that these two
processes are necessary for the possibility of institutional work in which these
actors both experience the autonomy through which to challenge existing
arrangements, and the agency to produce a change in their environment. In
our model it is these actors’ legitimate professional status and reconciled identity
which enables their influence. Our perspective thus contrasts with deviant or risk-
based portraits of resistance and disruption (Lawrence and Buchanan 2017;
Oyakawa, McKenna, and Han 2021). We suggest these risk-based accounts
provide a one-sided view of risk which assumes actors engage in risk, yet fails
to explain actor motivations in terms of risk, i.e. the risks associated with inaction.
Our study shows that there are risks associated with inaction, namely the identity
threat marginalised insiders experience as a motivator.

Concerning institutionalised norms, we emphasise that more work needs to
be done to unpack the ways in which the practices of collectivity we observe
might replace or subvert logics such as the ‘myth of meritocracy’ discussed
by Amis, Mair, and Munir (2020). However, we briefly explore the contrast
here. A meritocratic logic might be understood to reproduce inequalities
because it is assumed that opportunity is equally distributed. The relational
arrangement of actors in a social network of influence in meritocratic insti-
tutions then reflects existing inequalities of opportunity, which are reinforcing.
In contrast, an inclusive logic which acknowledges intersectional inequality
assumes inequitable distribution of opportunity, and organising, therefore, pro-
ceeds by arranging actors to account for inequalities and to include diverse
actors. It can then be seen that the introduction of logics of inequitable oppor-
tunity can reconfigure networks of influence in favour of marginalised groups.

An important contribution of our model is our application of Lawrence and
Phillips (2019) social-symbolic work to understanding endogenous shifts in
autonomy and agency. Given the centrality of autonomy and agency to an under-
standing of power, our theorising responds to Allen’s (2009) aforementioned cri-
tique in two important ways. Firstly, by emphasising collectivity and inclusion, the
model is ‘capable of illuminating the intersectional and cross-cutting axes of
power along lines of gender, race, class and sexuality’ (Allen 2009, 306). Secondly,
by drawing upon both interpretivist and critical foundations, and using the con-
cepts of ‘social-symbolic work’ and ‘social-symbolic objects’, the model takes
account of the poststructuralist approach to power. In illuminating the power
shifts produced by collective action, our model moves away from prior distinc-
tions between ‘power-over’ and ‘power-to’ and provides a way of conceptualising
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Allen’s ‘power with’. To formalise this further, we suggest the following notions
may be useful: (1) power work: social practices which are intentionally engaged
in shaping power structures and flows, and indeed result in tangible shifts in
autonomy and agency, and (2) power objects: the existing artefacts and categories
which are taken-for-granted and pervasive, and which affect ‘the distribution of
opportunities, benefits, and advantages within social systems’ (Lawrence and
Phillips 2019, 25). Our findings indicate the integrated forms of identity work
and career work observed constitute ‘power work’ because they produce shifts
in autonomy and agency.

Further understanding of these social processes will likely have explanatory
power for understanding social exclusion, and, moreover, the way to proceed
to avoid reproducing inequalities (Amis, Mair, and Munir 2020). As Alvesson
and Willmott (2002) explain, ‘mechanisms and practices of control – rewards,
leadership, division of labour, hierarchies, management accounting, etc – do
not work ‘outside’ the individual’s quest(s) for self-definition(s), coherence(s)
and meaning(s)’ (622). Several critical scholars have contributed to understand-
ing the link between the ‘individual(s) quest for self-definitions’, identity and
change efforts. Our work draws particularly upon Creed, Dejordy, and Lok’s
(2010) understandings of the relationship between identity, institutionalised
roles, and agency, and Crenshaw’s (1991) formative work on intersectionality.
The notion of ‘power work’ indicates an interest in the forms of practical activity
involved in promoting power shifts in favour of marginalised people. In the case
of intersectional collaboration, ‘collaboration’ refers to coalitions between
diverse actors. These actors have supported one another in their careers over
time, while providing one another space to reflect upon challenging experi-
ences in relation to their social identity and future aspirations.

Limitations and future directions

An important assumption of the social-symbolic work perspective is that prac-
tices are intentional and sustained within a particular context. Our findings do
not presume the institutionalisation of these practices more widely at field
level (as some institutional perspectives do), rather, these practices exist
within and across the WomenEd movement, as supported by our ethnographic
observation of their work. The unintentional and indirect effect of these prac-
tices are not explored, and so future research may also take an interest in
these aspects. Furthermore, the study was limited in its scope to provide
detailed accounts of an individual members’ project as it unfolded, which
may facilitate understanding of whether the resolution of ‘identity threat’
might be an ‘ongoing reflexive accomplishment’ (Creed, Dejordy, and Lok
2010, 1341), rather than a final resolution.

In the second part of the findings section, we moved to consider the motiv-
ations and effects of the observed practices. We suggest these aspects may help
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us to build a conception of leadership as a social-symbolic object, or ‘power
object’, by considering how these practices can also be linked to broader politi-
cal, moral, or ethical phenomena. Conceiving of leadership as a power object
would mean to regard the ways in which ‘leadership’ invokes taken-for-
granted assumptions which operate pervasively and affect the distribution of
opportunities and resources. For example:

the narrative that leadership has to be, um aggressive, that you have to be bossy to be
a leader, that you have to be a certain kind of person… (fieldnotes, 2021)

Future work may therefore wish to focus upon this aspect of leadership. We
suggest the constructivist lens on social problems views the motivations and
effects of leadership practices as institutionalised problem-solution couplings,
regardless of their actual utility. For example, the social-symbolic object of
‘school leadership’ may be associated with hierarchical norms of control and
order in which the submissive behaviour of staff and students is valued, even
when these attributes may not be particularly functional for addressing inequal-
ities in our school communities or for the vibrancy of students’ success.

Conclusion

A lack of studies focusing on the practices of solidarity building and feminist
organising contribute to significant gaps in our understanding of emancipatory
change processes. The ethnographic research strategy adopted by this study pro-
vides detailed observations of intersectional organising, facilitating a rich picture
of the motivations, practices and effects of this work. The study builds upon
understanding of how institutionalised representations of leadership exclude
and marginalise particular intersections of social identity. The study finds that
shifting such representations requires identity work, and embodying these iden-
tities and legitimising them requires career work. The model developed indicates
how practices of ‘collectivity’, underpinned by intersectionality and inclusion,
enable other processes of identity work and career work in this context,
leading to shifts in autonomy and agency. Together these practices of ‘intersec-
tional collaboration’ constitute a new form of collective leadership for social
change, and provide a glimpse into the alternative forms of organising which
may be mobilised to address ‘Grand Challenges’. The study deepens understand-
ing of collective leadership as a form of collective power, or ‘power with’, and
nuances the practical activity associated with driving change, ‘power work’. The
shifts produced are illustrative of how change can occur for marginalised insiders,
and we hope to spark further interest in this important area of research.
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