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Abstract: This study was designed in Contingency Theory to explore the leadership struggles, strategies, and 

contextual influences experienced by female instructional leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic. Utilizing 

a semi-structured, researcher-developed interview guide, the research aimed to uncover how cultural and 

institutional factors shaped their crisis leadership, filling in the limited research regarding the lived experiences 

of female instructional leaders during said pandemic. Data was collected through in-depth interviews with five 

purposely selected female instructional leaders from various schools. Thematic analysis was performed 

following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach. The analysis yielded three major themes, namely gendered 

leadership challenges, cultural and institutional influences, and adaptive crisis management strategies. These 

were further categorized into eight sub-themes and twenty thematic categories. Female instructional leaders 

exhibited a relational and context-responsive leadership style marked by emotional resilience, equity-oriented 

practices, and collaborative innovation. Findings highlight the need for gender-sensitive support systems and 

inclusive policy reforms to strengthen educational leadership in times of crisis. 
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1. Introduction 

This phenomenological inquiry focuses on their struggles, strategies, and leadership practices, 
while considering how prevailing cultural and institutional frames constrains or facilitate their 
responses during the pandemic. Effective crisis management requires resilience and immediate 
responsiveness to minimize further damage and harm. However, there is still a limited discussion 
regarding the evolving role and perceptions of instructional leaders during these crises. Crisis calls 
for a significantly different leadership from the ones done on a daily basis of school management, 
demanding new and adaptive attributes and skills to manage and foster a positive school environment 
(Smith and Dan 2012). While leaders are expected to display a wide range of abilities to foster a 
positive school climate during pandemic, the lived realities of female instructional leaders as they 
step into crisis-focused roles have not received due attention. This phenomenological inquiry focuses 
on their struggles, strategies, and leadership practices, while considering how prevailing cultural and 
institutional frames both constrain and facilitate their responses during the pandemic. 

Unique challenges of crises are particularly difficult for female instructional leaders. However, 
there is a lack of research on how they handled these complexities. The leadership skills and decision-
making strategies of female instructional leaders’ highlight how their experiences were shaped by 
cultural and institutional contexts. During crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, these factors 
influenced their responses (De Bruyn and Raj 2020). Social solidarity and culture were key in crisis 
management. The results highlight the importance of understanding cultural and institutional contexts 
for effective leadership (Altun and Mustafa 2021). No research highlights how these leaders adapted 
their practices in the new normal. Some studies identified an apparent knowledge gap concerning the 
lack of information about the cultural and institutional factors. However, these studies don’t explore 
knowledge on the struggle, strategies, and success of female school leaders within the institutional 
and cultural context of education during the pandemic. 

Current study examines the experiences on how female instructional leaders navigated the 
challenges of the COVID-19 crisis through adaptive leadership strategies. It investigates which 
practices continued, changed, and how institutional and cultural settings affected their decision-
making (De Bruyn and Raj 2020; Altun and Mustafa 2021). This study will comprehend the crisis 
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leadership by underscoring gender-specific leadership experiences. This study will support female instructional leaders by influencing 
future policy, leadership training, and crisis preparedness in education. Grounded by the contingency theory, which highlights the 
significance of situational factors for an effective management (Newcastle University 2023). 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1 Research Design 

Using a phenomenological research design as a qualitative method which captures people's personal experiences and 
perceptions on particular events (Creswell and Cheryl 2016). Phenomenological reduction was employed through epoche or 
bracketing, which demands researchers to put aside biases in order to focus on participants' authentic narratives (Manen 2016). The 
primary methods of data collection were in-depth interviews (written and oral). The results will help improve future policy and 
leadership training and provide that are essential for educational leadership in times of crisis, particularly for female leaders (Urick 
et al. 2021). 

2.2 Instrument 

The primary instruments used to collect the detailed narratives of female instructional leaders’ crisis management during 
COVID-19 pandemic were both the semi-structured written and oral interviews to allow flexibility in phrasing and sequencing while 
grounded by a guided thematic framework (Creswell and Cheryl 2016). This dual-method approach balanced structure with 
openness-enabling comparability across participants while allowing them to elaborate on personal insights. To ensure consistency 
in key topics across both written and oral formats, an interview guide was used while still allowing for follow-up questions to deepen 
responses. 

Oral interviews were recorded with the respondents consent to ensure accuracy and detail for transcription and analysis. 
Participants were given a choice to have written interviews to allow respondents to think and react at their own pace for comfort 
and in-depth responses. All responses were confidential and then subjected to thematic analysis to identify patterns in leadership 
strategies, difficulties, and culturally influenced experiences during the pandemic. 

2.3 Informants 

This study selected five female instructional leaders as the study’s informants (Table 1). The inclusion criteria were female  
instructional leaders served during the pandemic and serving in the field of education for more than 10 years. 

The youngest was 44, followed by ages 50, 53, and two (2) 58. They all worked in the field of education for a significant 
period, ranging from 11 years to 37 years. All served as instructional leaders during the pandemic. To ensure a diversity and wide 
of perspectives, the school type, geographic location, and age were purposefully considered using purposeful sampling and to ensure 
a comprehensive understanding of how these leaders adapted in areas such as policy implementation, crisis management, and 
resilience (Creswell and Cheryl 2018). To maintain anonymity, the informants were assigned with pseudonyms. 

Table 1. Demographic Profile of Informants. 

Informants Sex Age Year of Service Position during Pandemic 

Ma’am Gem Female 58 36 Principal IV 

Ma’am Jos Female 53 32 Head Teacher III 

Ma’am Jan Female 58 37 Head Teacher III 

Ma’am Jes Female 50 29  Assistant Principal II 

Ma’am Jon Female 44 11 Teacher III - TIC 

2.4 Data Collection 

This study adopted a phenomenological approach for data collection through semi-structured written and oral interviews in 
the perspective of our research questions. Prior to conducting interviews, necessary permissions were obtained and signed consent 
forms were obtained in accordance with ethical research guidelines (Orb et al. 2024). To ensure accuracy of collected data, interview 
recordings were utilized in written, audio, and video formats (Creswell and Cheryl 2018). Follow-up questions further elaborated 
ambiguous responses. The interview question was designed in accordance with ethical guidelines to maintain a sensitivity and 
respect for the participants' privacy and well-being (Seidman 2006). 

2.5 Data Analysis 

To interpret the data gathered, (Colaizzi's 1978) method was applied using a seven-step process including familiarization, 
identifying important statements, formulating meanings, clustering themes, creating a thorough description, and seeking 
confirmation of the basic structure. (Morrow et al. 2015). Field notes and memos were used to document significant observations 
and background information, and interviews were verbatim transcribed to ensure accuracy. Inductive approach was used to allow 
themes to emerge from the data rather than being limited to predetermined frameworks (Thomas 2006). By comparing interviews, 
field notes, and other qualitative sources to guarantee a thorough and objective analysis, triangulation also increases the credibility 
of research (Denzin 2012). Through the integration of verbatim transcription, inductive analysis, triangulation, and Colaizzi's 
phenomenological method, this study guaranteed a thorough and well-grounded interpretation of female instructional leaders’ 
leadership experiences. 
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3. Findings in Exploring 

To explore the experiences of female instructional leaders’ lived crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic, three 
major themes emerged from the data, guided by the research questions and rooted in Contingency Theory. These were navigating 
gendered leadership challenges; cultural and institutional influences on leadership; and, adaptive crisis management strategies 
during the pandemic. 

3.1 Gendered Leadership Challenges 

Findings revealed that gender-related expectations are one of the root causes of female instructional leaders' leadership 
struggles during pandemic. These are divided into three sub-themes namely, work-life imbalance, role overload and shifting 
responsibilities, and stereotyping and being undermined. 

3.1.1 Work-Life Imbalance 

Female instructional leaders struggled to strike a balance between their leadership duties with personal and family obligations. 
Setting a clear boundary between roles is very essential particularly during crisis to avoid burnout, which causes immense stress. 
Sub-themes included, dual burden of leadership and family care and struggle for personal time. 

Female instructional school leaders often juggle professional and personal obligations, leading to increased stress level while 
sacrificing valuable personal time. As Ma’am Jos said, “As a woman, I've carried the emotional and logistical weight of both my 
profession and home life. A challenge of balancing the demands of the role with personal and family responsibilities.” Similarly, 
Ma’am Jan shared, “Expectations around caregiving responsibilities and work-life balance.” For Ma’am Jes, the challenge was 
even greater, as she explained, “I have 6 children, and… I have this little kid who really needs attention. So it’s always a struggle 
for me to balance my time, rendering 8 hours everyday in school.” In the same way, Ma’am Jon expressed, “Biggest challenges 
include… managing work-life balance while building trust and credibility with staff, students, and parents.” Their experiences 
highlight how work-life imbalance is one of the most pressing challenges for female leaders, as they constantly strive to fulfill both 
professional duties and personal responsibilities. 

Many institutional policies lacked gender-sensitivity for women in leadership which caused frustration in many female 
instructional leaders. Ma’am Jes shared, “If you are a principal like us… you really have to render duty in school for 12 months… 
So we wish that we could also spend time with our family." This shows how rigid institutional policies often overlook the personal 
needs of female leaders, making it difficult for them to achieve balance between their professional roles and family life. 

3.1.2 Role Overload and Shifting Responsibilities 

The pandemic uncovered new responsibilities that went beyond the conventional administrative duties, female instructional 
school leaders stressed the escalation of workload that burdened them roles. Their roles became more complex due to the fast-
shifting demands of the pandemic, underscoring the need for adaptable leadership and effective institutional support. Sub-theme 
includes becoming everything at once, emotional support work and exhaustion and limited resources. 

Female instructional leaders had to take additional roles, like health expert, tech manager, and counselor, despite not having 
much support or training in these duties. Ma’am Gem said, “Being a School Head is a huge responsibility. You have to be prepared 
in all aspects.” Ma’am Jos expressed, “I have to shift from being an institutional leader to becoming a crisis manager, tech 
coordinator, emotional support system, and community liaison.” Ma’am Jan reflected, “Pandemic has likely changed perspectives 
on school leadership in several ways: Shifts in perspective and in new priorities." These experiences reveal how the pandemic 
expanded the responsibilities of female instructional leaders, requiring them to adapt quickly and take on multiple roles beyond their 
traditional duties. 

Instructional leaders extended their administrative role by being an emotional support for teachers and students. Ma’am Gem 
said, “Being a School Head is a huge responsibility. You have to be prepared in all aspects.” Ma’am Jos added, “I have to shift 
from being an institutional leader to becoming a crisis manager, tech coordinator, emotional support system, and community 
liaison.” Ma’am Jan reflected, “Pandemic has likely changed perspectives on school leadership in several ways: Shifts in 
perspective and in new priorities.” These insights emphasize how instructional leaders went beyond administrative tasks, becoming 
sources of strength and support to guide their school communities through the challenges of the pandemic. 

Inadequate resources, unclear rules, and conflicting demands became a root cause of stress due for female instructional leaders. 
Ma’am Jos expressed that there was a “lack of gender sensitive leadership pipelines.” Meanwhile, Ma’am Jan shared that among 
the “biggest challenges in operation, education, communication, emotion, and in strategy” was a situation where “the local health 
department recommended a temporary shift to remote learning. The principal must decide whether to implement remote learning 
immediately or wait for further guidance.” On the other hand, Ma’am Jes highlighted the pressing concerns of “classroom shortage, 
too many learners that are enrolling in our school, the population, the ratio of the teacher to our learners, and at the same time 
also the shortage of the teachers and the curriculum.” These challenges reveal how limited resources and unclear policies intensified 
the burden on female instructional leaders, forcing them to make difficult decisions while addressing multiple urgent concerns in 
their schools. 

3.1.3 Stereotyping and Being Undermined 

Due to societal biases, female school leaders experienced undermining and stereotypes, which forced them to prove themselves 
while maintaining professionalism. Sub-theme includes leadership as a male-dominated space and navigating gendered expectations 
and subtle undermining. 

Women in leadership are rarely seen compared to men in leadership positions which has led many female instructional leaders 
to do extra work to prove themselves. Ma’am Jos shared, “Leadership is still associated with male authority… I have to work harder 
to earn respect and trust.” In agreement, Ma’am Jan added, “Yes, many female leaders in education have experienced gender-
related perceptions and biases.” Similarly, Ma’am Jon expressed, “I've encountered gender expectations that influenced how others 
perceive my leadership, but I've worked to establish trust and respect through my actions and decisions." These experiences 
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highlight the persistent gender biases in leadership, showing how female instructional leaders often need to exert extra effort to gain 
recognition, respect, and credibility in their roles. 

Gendered stereotypes made it difficult for female instructional leaders to find the ideal balance between being assertive and 
approachable due to this skepticism. Ma’am Jan shared, “Lack of gender sensitive leadership pipelines, inflexibility of institutional 
policies, representation of the session making levels, and gender-based discrimination and harassment.” In agreement, Ma’am Jon 
added, “As a female leader, I may face challenges such as being questioned or undermined, stereotyping, and balancing 
assertiveness and likability.” To this, Ma’am Jes expressed, “You are always expected that you’re understanding, you show 
compassion, you become motherly.” These insights reveal how female leaders continue to navigate systemic barriers and gendered 
expectations, making their leadership journey more challenging compared to their male counterparts. 

3.2 Cultural and Institutional Influences on Leadership 

Leadership practices were significantly shaped by societal norms and institutional frameworks. Sub-themes include gender 
role expectations and institutional systems and policy. 

3.2.1 Gender Role Expectations 

Gender-based expectations significantly influenced the leadership approaches of the instructional leaders, whether it be coming 
from outside factors such as society or inside factors such as family. This includes cultural perception and family responsibility. 

Female instructional leaders often encounter biases, being stereotyped as nurturing figures expected to prioritize emotional 
sensitivity. Ma’am Jos stated that “I was not only seen as a school leader but also a maternal figure, someone expected to remain 
calm, compassionate and emotionally available to everyone in the school community.”, which is a point further emphasized by 
Ma’am Gem, saying “If you are a female principal, you are expected to be motherly, considerate, soft, and kind hearted.” Ma’am 
Jes added “If you’re a female you are expected to be really like a mother, you become compassionate, you are more caring.” These 
statements emphasize that these female leaders are perceived and expected to act in a certain way due to their gender. 

Family is also one of the main considerations of these instructional leaders, often either directly or indirectly influencing them 
in the way they approach leadership. It was mentioned by Ma’am Jos saying it is “A challenge of balancing the demands of the role 
with personal and family responsibilities.” Ma’am Jes also shared that “I had this experience, when my daughter went to WVSU, 
and she was crying because she said they are behind… That challenged me to offer online classes to help the learners.” and “I have 
6 children… So it’s always a struggle for me to balance my time, rendering 8 hours everyday in school.” Both statements highlight 
the fact that family is especially influential and important to them. 

3.2.2 Institutional Systems and Policy 

The instructional leaders expressed how there are both institutional barriers and support systems. While some policies actively 
help them in their duties, there are others that hinders them from performing to the best of their abilities. This theme includes support 
systems and opportunities and structural policy barriers. 

While there were no specific support systems for women, school leaders benefited from general institutional resources like 
mentorship, training, and professional development. Ma’am Jan mentioned “Support Systems through mentorship programs, 
leadership development and networking opportunities.”, with Ma’am Jos emphasizing that “These systems support leadership by 
providing clear guidelines, professional development opportunities, and framework for accountability.” They show that there are 
indeed resources available for these instructional leaders should they need assistance or to further their skillset. 

Despite the general helpfulness of these institutional policies, sometimes they can ultimately hinder a principal’s ability to 
respond properly to a given situation. Oftentimes, when this happens, the principal must act upon their best judgement, depending 
on the situation. Ma’am Jon shared that “Existing policies on remote learning and emergency protocols helped, while some outdated 
tech infrastructure and bureaucratic processes hindered my ability to respond effectively to the pandemic's challenges.” In line 
with this, Ma’am Jan stated that “Effective policies can enhance crisis response, while hindering policies can impede it.” Ma’am 
Jes concluded that “So the policy of the DepEd should be followed, unless if maybe there are exceptions —rule of thumb.” This 
reflects the fact that policies shouldn’t always be followed, and these leaders had to decide which policies are a hindrance and which 
are actually helpful. 

3.3 Adaptive Crisis Strategies 

Context-sensitive approaches were utilized by instructional leaders to address the challenges during the crisis. Sub-themes 
include compassionate and empathetic leadership, innovation and flexibility and self-care and delegation. 

3.3.1 Compassionate and Empathetic Leadership 

Instructional leaders led the pandemic by showcasing a high emotional intelligence to lead with compassion while maintaining 
a firm command. These skills are particularly significant due to the fact leaders balance both administrative and emotional 
obligations by caring for staff and students while balancing personal responsibilities. By combining understanding and decisiveness, 
their leadership made a safe culture in schools. This theme includes blending authority with nurturing care, fostering psychosocial 
support and motivation and cultural sensitivity and community responsiveness. 

Instructional leaders balanced decisive action with empathy, handling both administrative and emotional demands. Ma’am 
Gem stated, “You have to be strong and firm in your decision coupled with compassion and motherly love.” Ma’am Jes expressed, 
“...if you really listen to the stories of these learners, of your teachers, that would really make you become more compassionate, 
motherly, because you’re looked up to by these people.” These responses emphasized how instructional leaders deliberately create 
a comforting environment into their most challenging role of authority. 

Instructional leaders played a vital role in crisis leadership by motivating and boosting morale, creating an inclusive 
environment that fostered emotional well-being and enhanced student engagement. Ma’am Jos emphasized, “...leadership goes far 
beyond policies and performance metrics at its core about people's compassion and adaptability.” Ma’am Jan added, “Leadership 
lessons [include] building a support network, prioritizing self-care, empowering teachers and students.” Ma’am Jes also stressed 
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that “If you really motivate and appreciate your teachers… that would affect how they deal with the students… and if they feel 
happy, that also radiates in how they deal with the learners.” A leader’s role is not only to guide but to serve as a source of light-a 
light that, even amidst the struggle, offers support to every student and teachers. 

Effective leadership transcends management, requiring adaptability to local contexts and cultures. Instructional leaders tailored 
their approach to fit community values, fostering cooperation and empowering community-led solutions. Ma’am Jan emphasized 
the need to “...create a more inclusive and supportive environment” Ma’am Jes reminisced that “During the pandemic… when we 
called for help there was a great response, especially from people in the community.” She also added, “Listening to your teachers, 
even to the learners… would really make you become more compassionate.” Ma’am Jon affirmed, “Cultural expectations shaped 
my crisis management approach by prioritizing community values, respecting authority, and adapting communication styles to 
resonate with diverse groups.” The educational crisis is not merely a crisis among teachers and students; it is a crisis that involves 
the entire country— one that involves the needed support from the community, which the instructional leaders have fully integrated. 

3.3.2 Innovation and Flexibility 

Instructional leaders used technology, instructional design, and community support to showcase technological flexibility at a 
fast pace of uncertainty and shifting circumstances. This theme includes technological adaptation, blended learning implementation 
and learner support and equity solutions. 

Instructional leaders rapidly adapted to digital platforms, redefining their roles to meet urgent tech needs despite limited prior 
training or support. Ma’am Jes stressed the big shift of mode of instruction, “There are so many concerns because we’re not 
prepared at those times…” Ma’am Jos added, “I have to shift from being an institutional leader to becoming a crisis manager, tech 
coordinator, emotional support system and community liaison.” Ma’am Jon emphasized, “COVID-19 pandemic significantly 
impacted my role as a principal, requiring adaptations like remote leadership, virtual communication...” The Covid-19 pandemic 
forced instructional leaders to shift to an unfamiliar mode of learning, adding another burden to their role as crisis managers. Despite 
the big shift, leaders adapted smoothly to meet the demand of the pandemic. 

Female instructional leaders bridged the digital divide by innovating blended learning models, combining online, modular, 
and in-person approaches to meet students' diverse needs. Ma’am Jan shared her technique by “Implementing a blended learning 
model that combined online and in- person instruction” Ma’am Jes stated, “In management, we do a lot of asking for help from the 
LGU, tapping our barangay officials, tapping the parents… every barangay, they come up with a committee on education… These 
people will help us distribute all the modules… since our learners cannot go out to the school… then our challenge again is how to 
retrieve the module… the challenge for the teacher is the checking of the module.” She also added, “...my daughter went to WVSU, 
and she was crying because she said they are behind because they have only the module, whereas students coming from other 
schools have online classes. That challenged me to offer online classes to help the learners.” Ma’am Jon also shared the importance 
of “Implementing a flexible learning model, combining in-person and online instruction… improving student engagement, 
increasing accessibility, and supporting diverse learning needs during the pandemic.” These responses showcased how 
instructional leaders used innovation and solutions to ensure that must go on amidst the pandemic. 

Instructional leaders implemented targeted interventions to support struggling students, promoting inclusivity and reducing 
dropout risks in response to remote learning challenges. Ma’am Jos shared that “We created a small team of teachers and student 
leaders... to reach out to pupils who were falling behind.” The same with Ma’am Jan, “I implemented a mentorship program for 
struggling students… we saw a significant improvement in their academic performance.” Ma’am Jon also had the same initiative, 
“Implementing a school-wide initiative that improved student engagement and academic performance, showcasing the power of 
collaborative leadership.” The pandemic truly emphasized the gap in students’ learning differences, which instructional leaders 
bridged the gap through various strategies to ensure no student falls behind. 

3.3.3 Self-Care and Delegation 

The pandemic demanded female instructional leaders to go beyond administrative and managerial skills but also emotional 
resilience. Strategies grounded by self-preservation, collective responsibility, and deliberate delegation helped maintain their 
leadership role. This theme includes boundary-setting and work-life management, peer and professional support and emotional 
resilience and reflective practice. 

Female instructional leaders set clear work-life boundaries, preserving energy and preventing burnout, especially given their 
significant caregiving responsibilities. Ma’am Jos stated, “Balancing my responsibilities as a school leader with my personal and 
family life requires intentional planning, constant reflection, and most importantly setting healthy boundaries.” Ma’am Jan also 
emphasized to “Set a clear boundaries: Establish a healthy work-life balance” Ma’am Jes advised that “When you are in school, 
you focus on your work in school… and if I am also at home, I don’t bring works at home so that i can also focus in my children, 
my responsibility as a mother” Ma’am Jon also shared, “I balance my responsibilities by setting clear boundaries… and effectively 
managing my time to meet both work and family commitments.” Instructional leaders shared their experiences on how they managed 
the pressure by creating a clear boundary between work and personal life to avoid overlapping of responsibilities. 

Female instructional leaders relied on support networks, mentorship groups, and peer circles for emotional reassurance and 
practical guidance, helping them navigate pandemic challenges. Ma’am Gem emphasized, “You cannot do all the work and you 
need the help of everyone.” She also added, “Building a good relationship with your people is the key for the smooth operation of 
the school.” Ma’am Jos also shared, “...combination of formal support system and informal networks has been essential in helping 
navigate leadership challenges like mentorship, peer support networks, women leadership association and institutional support.” 
Ma’am Jan also shared the importance of “Leadership lessons by building a support network, prioritizing self care, empowering 
teachers and students.” Ma’am Jes also advised, “As school leader, you should not think that you can do it alone. It’s always a 
collaborative work of the people in the community.” She also highlighted, “I consider my teachers to be competent, but all they 
need is to show them your support, let them feel they are important… if you really motivate and appreciate your teachers, that’d 
affect how they deal with the students…” Ma’am Jon wanted to share that she “...overcome challenges by building a support 
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network… and continuously learning and seeking feedback.” These responses reflect a shared sentiment that leadership requires a 
strong network of support to ensure the well-being of instructional leaders. 

Instructional leaders leaned on inner strength and self-awareness, including reflection, emotional regulation, and integrity, to 
manage stress and maintain stable leadership during the pandemic. Ma’am Gem emphasized important qualities, “Transparency, 
role model, committed, dedicated, good interpersonal relationship.” Ma’am Jos highlighted the significance of “Staying calm under 
pressure, trusting your instincts and leading with integrity.” She also advised to “Lead with confidence, not apology… Protect your 
well-being… Trust your instincts. School leadership is not about perfection it's about purpose, persistence, and people.” Ma’am Jan 
added, “Be resilient and adaptable in changing circumstances” Ma’am Jon stressed that “Leadership qualities that have been most 
helpful in managing struggles include resilience, empathy, effective communication, problem-solving, and adaptability.” These 
statements highlighted the importance of inner strength, self-regulation, and constant reflection, which became their anchor in 
stabilizing the crisis in education and within themselves. 

Effective crisis leadership necessitates a policy that has more sensitivity to context. Navigating the overlapping of gender roles, 
cultural expectations, emotional demands, and institutional limitations was essential for female instructional leaders to lead 
effectively to face the demand of the context. They exhibit both resilient and context-based leadership styles by making a careful 
balance of empathy, adaptability, and strategic action. 
 

 

Figure 1: Thematic Map of female instructional leaders’ struggles, strategies, and the influence of cultural and institutional contexts during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

4. Discussion 

This phenomenological study highlighted the struggles and strategies of female instructional leaders, as well as to examine the 
influence of cultural and institutional contexts, specifically during the COVID-19 pandemic. As per Contingency Theory, which 
holds that effective leadership is shaped by situational demands (Fiedler 1964; Newcastle University 2023), current findings reflect 
that these female leaders adapted to complex and evolving school environments during crisis conditions, revealing a certain 
understanding of leadership shaped not only by organizational needs but by personality, societal expectations, and resilience. The 
researchers categorized these findings into three primary thematic clusters of gendered leadership challenges; cultural and 
institutional influences on leadership; and, adaptive crisis management strategies. These themes were further classified into eight 
sub-themes, under which twenty categories were identified namely work-life imbalances, which includes dual burden of leadership 
and family care, and struggle for personal time; role overload and shifting responsibilities, that includes becoming everything at 
once, emotional support work, and exhaustion and limited resources; stereotyping and being undermined, which includes leadership 
as a male-dominated space, and navigating gendered expectations and subtle undermining;  gender role expectations, divided into 
cultural perception and family responsibility; institutional systems, separated into support systems and opportunities, and structural 
policy barriers; compassionate and empathetic leadership, which includes blending authority with nurturing care, fostering 
psychosocial support and motivation, and cultural sensitivity and community responsiveness; innovation and flexibility, further 
categorized into technological adaptation, blended learning implementation, and learner support and equity solutions; and, self-care 
and delegation, which includes boundary-setting and work-life management, peer and professional support, and emotional resilience 
and reflective practice. 

Female leaders in particular were seen as emotional anchors within their communities during the COVID-19 pandemic. These 
leaders, often viewed as "maternal figures," were expected to be caring, emotionally available, morally upright, and overall, simply 
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motherly. Their leadership during this time was influenced by cultural norms that linked female authority with maternal traits such 
as compassion, empathy, and emotional sensitivity (Rivas and Elreen 2023). While many female instructional leaders are mothers, 
the expectation for them to embody a motherly and nurturing leadership style was not only limited to them. Even single women in 
leadership roles were often expected to display "motherly" characteristics (Crisp 2020). Instructional leaders were expected to care 
for their teachers and students, physically and mentally, as well as serve as nurturing figures in the overall community. Motherly 
traits were a significant part of their leadership, and these traits helped them create a more inclusive, caring, and compassionate 
environment. These qualities, often rooted in their personal experiences as mothers or caregivers, proved crucial in guiding schools 
through crisis and adversity (Novotney 2024). 

Crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic extended past strategic decision making including emotional, social, and 
psychological labor. For many female instructional leaders, leadership was not limited in school, it is also with their roles at home. 
They were not only expected to act motherly in the school community, caring for students and supporting teachers, but were also 
actual mothers, wives, and caregivers within their own houses. These leaders had to fill multiple roles at the same time during the 
pandemic, such as conducting online meetings while preparing meals, attending to school matters while helping their children. The 
boundaries between home and work blurred, demanding efforts to set limits and protect their mental well-being (Felicia and Perumal 
2021). These burdens were worsened because of the limited number of support systems, and the expectations placed on them by 
school communities looking to them for reassurance, guidance, and solutions (Jones et al. 2020; Angayarkanni and K. Nufaila 2023). 
Many of these leaders carried an emotional burden, which scholars refer to as the "invisible labor" of female leaders. It is where the 
blending of emotional and logistical responsibilities erodes the boundaries between professional life and personal life (Dave, 2019; 
Norander and Leslie 2023). Even so, despite the pressure, these women remained resilient. 

Institutional factors both helped and restricted the effectiveness of female instructional leaders. The value of leadership 
training, mentorship, and accountability systems was acknowledged, which enhanced their confidence and professional competence 
(Darling-Hammond et al. 2023). However, many school leaders were still taken by surprise-unprepared for a crisis of such 
magnitude. The pandemic forced schools to abruptly shift to modular, blended, and online learning modalities, revealing 
technological and infrastructural limitations that many instructional leaders were unequipped to manage. Lack of sufficient trainings, 
mentorship, and workshops on digital education did not help. Many instructional leaders struggled with implementing distance 
learning due to limited resources and inadequate institutional preparation (Lien 2022; Dare and Atif 2022; Moyo and Thavamoni 
2025). Despite these obstacles, support systems such as leadership development programs, seminars, and their own experience from 
previous administrative roles helped female instructional leaders remain composed and flexible. Although the policies were ever-
changing and sometimes vague, these leaders demonstrated flexibility. In many occasions, they acted based on their own judgment, 
choosing to deviate from the policy frameworks when necessary to better serve their school communities (Moyo and Thavamoni 
2025; Altun and Mustafa 2021). This is in line with the principle that effective decision-making must respond to the realities of the 
external environment (De Bruyn and Raj 2020). 

One of the most significant strategies employed by female instructional leaders involved a significant innovation. Drawing 
from their roles as mother figures in their schools and communities, these leaders exhibited compassion, empathy, and sensitivity, 
traits that naturally led to equity-driven leadership (Larasatie and Chorirotun 2023).  Their decision-making was shaped by this 
maternal instinct, making them ensure that no learner was left behind. Scholars identified this as heart leadership and mother 
leadership, ways of leadership that emphasizes empathy, compassion, and creating a supportive environment, which highlights 
emotional intelligence, resilience, time management, and unconditional love from these leaders. Both styles offer valuable lessons 
for effective leadership in various settings (Larasatie and Chorirotun 2023; Kusinski 2019). In rapidly changing educational 
demands, they demonstrated innovation across three key areas of technological adaptation, blended learning implementation, and 
equity-oriented learner support. With limited technical training and scarce digital resources, many instructional leaders nonetheless 
embraced the use of online platforms, social media, and mobile communication to maintain school operations. They redefined their 
responsibilities-taking on the roles of tech coordinators, emotional caregivers, and community liaisons to bridge the gaps caused by 
remote learning. 

Understanding that not all students had equal access to the internet and devices, instructional leaders implemented flexible and 
context-based learning delivery systems. Blended learning models combining modular, online, and occasional in-person formats 
were customized to accommodate diverse learner needs. This required intricate logistical planning, with the school coordinating 
with barangay officials and parents for module distribution and retrieval, and offering online classes in areas where it was possible 
to do so. These leaders leveraged community partnerships to mobilize resources and ensure learning continues even in the most 
isolated and underprivileged areas (Bautista and Mark 2023; Sukirma 2021). To further support learners at risk of exclusion, they 
initiated school-based interventions such as mentorship programs, peer tutoring, outreach campaigns, and the establishment of 
learning hubs. Leadership became a shared burden, with the responsibilities delegated among teachers, parents, barangay education 
committees, and even the students. These efforts highlight the leaders' flexibility and adaptability, as well as the important role of 
human relationships in navigating crises. Their inclusive, learner-centered responses serve as powerful examples of ethical 
leadership, grounded in both care and collaboration (UNESCO 2025). 

Many female instructional leaders sustained their leadership during the pandemic by adopting self-regulation, emotional 
resilience, and collaborative support as coping mechanisms. These women struggled with immense psychological pressure and 
emotional strain, which intensified their pre-existing managing institutional demands which only escalated the burden of the 
pandemic (Carmen et al. 2021; Superville 2022). Female instructional leaders recognized that all students are not privileged enough 
to have technological access necessary for learning continuity (Bortoletti 2024; Chaturvedi et al. 2021). Despite the lack of resources, 
this reality became their driving force for their steadfast commitment to guarantee that all learners, particularly non-privileged to 
have access to quality education despite the crisis. Instructional leaders resorted to both formal and informal support networks and 
actively participating in several mentorship programs, joining professional leadership associations available, instructional leaders 
were able to build support circles which gave guidance, encouragement, and practical strategies (Salhen et al. 2023). These support 
circles helped them share burdens, acknowledge small victories, and learn from one another's experiences. These relationships and 
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connections made them realize that being a leader does not have to be a solo pursuit, but is a shared journey supported by mutual 
empowerment, trust, and cooperation rather than a solitary endeavor. 

In addition to external and institutional support, female instructional leaders developed inner strength through reflective 
practice and emotional self-regulation (Martínez 2024). Establishing a clear boundary between professional and personal life became 
essential to maintain long-term leadership, adopting time management between overlapping burdens, and maintaining self-care 
(Morawczynski 2024; Harris and Micchelle 2020). Through empathy, connection, and continuous learning, female instructional 
leaders understood that resilience is a relational process that individuals need during crises (Day, Qing and Pam 2014). Instructional 
leaders were able to lead with clarity and empathy by reflecting on their leadership decisions and their purpose despite the shifting 
condition. It was a strong testament for them to remain calm despite multiple institutional and cultural pressures, and be able to 
assist their staff and students, and maintain focus on the broader goal of equitable education. Their relationships with peers, teachers, 
families, and communities became the pillars of strength for them to sustain their leadership and allowed them to lead above 
uncertainty with purpose and integrity. 

As female instructional leaders experience the intersecting pressures from institutional expectations and cultural norms, 
managing and surviving the pandemic was a tightrope. Inequalities already existed long before the pandemic, but it was accelerated 
and exposed how rigid systems and gendered assumptions hindered the immediate response of women in leadership during the 
pandemic (OECD 2021; Nesrine and Arrar 2022; Nkosi 2024). The crisis compelled many instructional leaders to adapt immediately 
to new and challenging responsibilities that are beyond administrative roles. They become crisis managers, digital coordinators, 
emotional caregivers, and community mobilizers, while having limited institutional support. The narratives of instructional leaders 
call to further improve institutional policies and cultural and social sensitivity to support female instructional leaders. There is an 
urgent demand for gender-sensitive training, more inclusive leadership pipelines, and flexible workplace policies that acknowledge 
the dual burdens carried by women. Schools and education systems must institutionalize equity by crafting policies that reflect the 
lived realities of female instructional leaders-ensuring leadership support is not only technical but also empathetic and human-
centered (Ravele and Moyo 2023; Moyo and Thawamoni 2025). 

Furthermore, educational leadership during crisis is an evolving, relational, and deeply contextual process. Female instructional 
leaders redefined what it means to lead by embodying multiple roles of institutional heads, emotional caregivers, cultural brokers, 
and crisis responders, while having qualities include compassion, moral behavior, and negotiating the challenging realities of being 
a woman in both personal and professional contexts (Urbaniak 2023). Female instructional leaders lead by being adaptable, 
emotionally grounded, and culturally and socially sensitive (De Bruyn and Raja 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic served as a 
transformative period that exposed the limitations of traditional leadership paradigms and illuminated the need for a redefinition of 
leadership to include emotional labor, cultural intelligence, and adaptive decision-making. The lived experiences of female 
instructional leaders revealed how educational leadership must be prepared not just procedurally, but holistically. Being able to 
innovate, empathize, and persevere from the face of turbulent times confirms the necessity of female instructional leaders to be 
heard by improving a gender-sensitive, context-aware and structural inclusive institutional support system (Moyo and Thawamoni 
2025). The study calls for the reconsideration of many educational leadership preparation policies to recognize that leadership is not 
static but a dynamic, compassionate and socially embedded practice that can withstand crises and is capable of supporting continuity 
learning. 

While this study offers valuable insights into the lived experiences of female instructional leaders during the COVID-19 
pandemic, there are multiple limitations that must be recognized. First, a phenomenological approach was used with a small sample 
size of five chosen from particular regions. Hence, the findings may not accurately reflect the experiences of all female instructional 
leaders across the Philippines and in other cultural contexts. The shared narratives and perceptions were deeply contextual in which 
they differ based on their local governance structures, regional resources, or institutional support networks. Second, self-reported 
narratives and retrospective reflections were the main component of the study’s findings. Although the study employed a 
phenomenology approach to understand female instructional leaders’ life experiences, it may also initiate biases such as self-
presentation, emotional framing, or selective memory. Furthermore, while it was chosen purposefully for female instructional 
leaders to be the focus of the study for gendered analysis, it however does not provide comprehensible comparative experiences 
with male counterparts, which could provide a wider ground on gender dynamics in school leadership during crisis. Third, the time 
frame of the study was only limited to lived experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Though the findings were detailed they 
are formed by the new and challenging global crisis. The relevance of some strategies during the pandemic or challenges identified 
may change depending how educational contexts shift. Lastly, the study’s ability to link qualitative findings with quantitative results 
was also limited by institutional data such as school performance metrics, policy implementation records, or comparative policy 
analyses. Future researchers may address these gaps by increasing the number of participant diversity, utilizing a blended method, 
and exploring the long-term impact of the crisis on leadership development and academic performance. 

5. Conclusions 

Female instructional leadership showed the effective leadership during crisis which is context-driven, and emotionally heavy. 
Existing gendered expectations, institutional gaps, and cultural norms were indeed uncovered and escalated during the pandemic 
which molded the female instructional leaders’ decision-making and how to lead. Despite having intersecting roles for their 
professional and personal obligations, leaders are able to showcase immediate resilience, innovation, and nurturing care to ensure 
an educational continuity and inclusivity. Instructional leaders are expected to manage the school system and environment, however 
due to the pandemic they were forced to manifest empathy, adapt immediately, and aid community resources when structural support 
was limited. Institutional conditions and cultural roles became the source of the leaders’ struggles, while also molding their 
leadership identities and pedagogical strategies. These women redefined school leadership as a practice ingrained in empathy, 
collaboration, and flexibility by effectively utilizing their networks, life experiences, and moral dedication to equity. The study calls 
for a reconsideration of educational leadership that truly acknowledges the gendered, emotional, and cultural aspects, particularly 
during crisis. There is also a need to change institutional frameworks that promote inclusiveness, flexibility, and sensitivity to the 
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realities of female leaders which continue to hold a significant role in keeping the schools and communities together in the face of 
crisis. 
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