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Abstract of the Dissertation
Empowering Employees: The Experience of Facilitating Empowerment from the Perspective of
African American Women Leaders in the U. S. Federal Government
This qualitative research study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) focused on the experiences and
strategies of African American women leaders (AAWLs) in the U.S. federal government as they
facilitate employee empowerment. In this study, the theoretical framework integrates three major
domains—Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment—
drawing on foundational work by Kanter (1977, 1993a, 1993b), Spreitzer (1995), and related
scholars. This theoretical foundation also informed the conceptual framework presented in
Chapter 1, which guided the development of the research question, interview protocol, and
analytic approach. Through semi-structured interviews with 10 selected AAWLs, the study
explores how these leaders navigate bureaucratic systems to promote autonomy, psychological
safety, competence, and mission alignment within their teams (Edmondson, 2019; Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Spreitzer, 1995).
The findings are organized into thematic categories that reveal the importance

of intentional leadership (Black et al., 2015; Ferguson & King, 2023), inclusive influence (Allen
et al., 2004; Passover, 2007), transparent information flow (Kanter, 1977, 1993b), and structured
capacity building (Ellinger et al., 2010; Gilley et al., 2010) for enhancing employee engagement
and addressing retention challenges in the federal workforce. The overall goal addressed a gap in
the literature and offers actionable recommendations for promoting equity and organizational
effectiveness in public administration.

Keywords: empowering leadership, employee empowerment, structural empowerment, African

American, women leaders, federal government, basic qualitative research inquiry
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION
Overview

This qualitative research study explores the intersection of empowering leadership
practices (strategies and behaviors), organizational empowerment structures, and perceived
empowerment experiences within the U.S. federal government, focusing on African American
women leaders (AAWLs). These leaders operate within the broader context of federal
organizations. Here, the interplay of leadership practices, psychological experiences, and
structural opportunities creates complex conditions that can both enable and constrain
empowerment processes (OPM, 2014).

This research draws on three perspectives: Kanter’s (1977, 1993a, 1993b) theory of
empowering leadership and structural empowerment, and Spreitzer’s (1992) model of
psychological empowerment. These frameworks are integrated into a cohesive model
highlighting their interdependence and practical relevance for understanding empowerment. In
this study, “leadership behavior” denotes empowering characteristics such as support,
motivation, relational engagement, and decision-making autonomy, while “organizational
strategies” refer to structural systems, knowledge access, and supports that facilitate
empowerment. “Empowerment experiences” capture employees’ psychological engagement,
performance, and commitment as shaped by leadership and organizational structure, particularly
among AAWLs navigating and shaping empowerment within federal institutions.

In this research, I addressed a significant gap in existing scholarship, as there has been
limited exploration into how African American women—who continue to be underrepresented in

senior government roles—actively foster empowerment within the unique and often complex



context of federal institutions. While the broader field of leadership studies has examined
empowerment from various angles, few studies have specifically analyzed how it is practiced
and experienced through the leadership and strategic practices of AAWLs in public
administration. This constitutes the present investigation both timely and necessary.

The study is organized around a multidimensional framework that conceptualizes three
interrelated themes: (1) Empowering Leadership, (2) Employee Empowerment, and (3)
Structural Empowerment. Together, these three organizing themes offer a comprehensive lens to
explore how leadership, systems, and AAWLs' professional experiences converge to shape
empowerment within public sector institutions.

e Empowering Leadership: A leadership pattern that emphasizes intentional practices,
adaptive styles, and supportive empowering leadership practices aimed at cultivating
employee autonomy, fostering personal and professional growth, and encouraging
active participation in decision-making (e.g., Kanter, 1977, 1993a; 1993b).

e Employee Empowerment: A psychological and motivational state characterized by
employees deriving meaning from their work, possessing confidence in their abilities,
exercising autonomy, and believing in their capacity to influence organizational
outcomes (e.g., Kanter, 1993a, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995).

e Structural Empowerment: The organizational systems, both formal and informal,
that provide employees with access to essential resources, opportunities, information,
and support, thereby facilitating meaningful participation and advancement (e.g.,
Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993D).

Employee empowerment is widely recognized as a pivotal concept in organizational

studies, particularly in addressing challenges of retention and workforce engagement in the



federal government. Federal agencies continue to grapple with workforce dynamics shaped by
complex hiring systems, limited autonomy, and the need for culturally responsive leadership.

Empowerment—defined as enhancing employees’ ability to make meaningful
contributions through access to resources, decision-making authority, and intrinsic motivation,
has been shown to strengthen job satisfaction, motivation, and performance, which creates ripple
effects that enhance overall organizational effectiveness (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer,
1995; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). These outcomes are often assumed to contribute to broader
organizational effectiveness.

However, a critical gap emerges when empowerment is examined through the lens of
AAWLs in the public sector, where diverse teams work collaboratively to serve the public.
While empowerment may produce short-term performance benefits, its long-term impact on
organizational transformation—particularly for marginalized groups—remains inconsistent and
under-researched. Recent federal reports highlight ongoing challenges in recruiting, retaining,
and advancing African American women in federal leadership, suggesting that empowerment
perspectives of these leaders are often overlooked due to systemic inequities (U.S. Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission, 2023 [EEOC]; U.S. Government Accountability Office
[GAO], 2019).

Scholars identify employee 'psychological' and structural empowerment as
complementary concepts, reinforcing leadership practices and organizational values, promoting
sustained employee engagement across federal agencies and their broader missions. Yet, in this
theoretical alignment, a disconnect frequently emerges between leaders’ perceptions of their
actions and the actual experiences of employees within organizations. This disconnect calls for

scholars and practitioners to critically reflect on their roles in examining and investigating these



disparities—especially within the federal government. Bridging this gap requires collaborative
efforts to comprehend how leadership perceptions influence employee engagement and retention
in mission-driven federal workplaces (Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013; McCarthy et al., 2020).

The theoretical framework used in this study draws extensively on Kanter’s (1977,
1993a, 1993b) theory of empowering leadership and structural empowerment, in conjunction
with Spreitzer’s (1995) model of psychological empowerment, along with other relevant
scholarship. These perspectives provide a robust theoretical foundation for understanding how
empowerment is conceptualized and facilitated within federal organizations, particularly through
leadership strategies that promote employee involvement, voice, and meaningful participation.

Together, these frameworks emphasize both organizational conditions and the leaders'
perceptions as essential to cultivating empowerment. They also underscore the multidimensional
nature of empowerment, bridging structural access with psychological meaning.

This research employs a qualitative design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), using semi-
structured interviews with ten purposefully selected African American women serving in
leadership roles across various U.S. federal agencies. Data were analyzed through Attride-
Stirling’s (2001) thematic network analysis and Saldafia’s (2016) pattern coding, enabling an in-
depth exploration of participants' perspectives and experiences. The central research question
guiding this inquiry was: "What are the experiences of facilitating employee empowerment
strategies and behaviors as reported by African American women leaders in the U.S. federal
government?”

The study is situated within the dynamic environment of contemporary federal

workplaces and the federal government's previous initiatives. These environments are shaped by



stringent regulatory frameworks, mission-driven imperatives, and persistent challenges related to
employee engagement.

They are also marked by an ongoing emphasis on diversity, equity, inclusion, and
accessibility (DEIA), and workforce retention—particularly in the years preceding COVID-19
and during the previous administration (The American Presidency Project, n.d.). To capture this
context, I employed purposive snowball sampling (Robson, 2011; Tongco, 2007) to recruit
participants from federal agencies in Washington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia, representing a
range of functional and organizational contexts across the federal landscape.

Ultimately, this investigation aims to enhance the understanding of federal leadership
empowerment practices and to amplify the voices of AAWLs, an important group whose
contributions to organizational leadership remain underexplored in scholarly literature. By
centering these leaders' perspectives, this research offers actionable insights to inform
organizational frameworks and cultural influences that enhance leadership development
programs and initiatives in the federal sector (e.g., knowledge sharing and information access for
understudied groups or those that meet the criteria for underrepresented) — in the federal
agencies to enhance organizational practices and promote inclusive and resilient federal
workforces (Ang et al., 2008; OPM, 2020). In this context, empowerment is conceptualized not
merely as a theoretical theme but as a strategic necessity for fostering federal employees'
engagement and innovative, mission-driven organizations in the 21st century.

Throughout Chapters 1-3, I use the term “practices” to denote specific empowering
leadership behaviors and strategies, while “perceptions” refers to participants’ interpretations of

their professional experiences. The term “perspectives” is used to signify the broader viewpoints



shaped by leaders’ identities and context. These distinctions are maintained for theoretical and
methodological clarity as themes emerge during the data analysis.

Disclaimer. The context, policies, and administrative directives discussed in this study
reflect the federal environment during the period in which data were collected (June—August
2024). During this time, federal agencies operated under the Biden Administration’s DEIA-
focused Executive Orders 13985, 14003, and 14035, which significantly shaped leadership
expectations and organizational strategies involving equity, inclusion, and workforce
development. While subsequent shifts—such as the 2025 implementation of Executive Order
14151 and expanded return-to-office mandates—are acknowledged, they occurred after the data
collection phase and were not part of the AAWLSs’ lived experiences as described during the
interviews. These later developments help situate the study in a broader context but do not
inform the core findings, which reflect the federal landscape that existed during the study period
and should be interpreted accordingly.

Statement of the Problem

The problem guiding this study arises from a critical gap in understanding how employee
empowerment is facilitated by African American women leaders (AAWLs) within the landscape
of the U.S. federal government. From 2021 to 2024, federal agencies operated under a suite of
DEIA-focused Executive Orders that intensified attention on equity, inclusive leadership, and
workforce development (EO 13985, EO 14003, EO 14035). These directives shaped leadership
expectations, organizational priorities, and approaches to empowerment during the period in

which data for this study were collected (OPM, 2021).



Despite these political and institutional shifts, empowerment remains a critical and
enduring leadership practice across federal contexts. Extensive research demonstrates that
empowerment enhances motivation, strengthens psychological safety, improves decision-
making, and increases organizational adaptability—capacities federal agencies require regardless
of administrative change (Edmondson, 2019; Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995). Empowered
employees display stronger mission alignment, higher engagement, and greater commitment to
public service objectives, making empowerment not only relevant but essential amid
contemporary federal challenges, including morale deficits, hybrid work tensions, and skill gaps
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; McCarthy et al., 2020). These ongoing dynamics reinforce the need to
examine how leaders—especially AAWLs whose perspectives have historically been
marginalized—create conditions that enable empowerment in modern federal organizations
(Ginsberg, 2021; Toossi & Joyner, 2018).

Despite decades of federal emphasis on equity and inclusion, African American women
remain underrepresented in senior leadership positions and continue to face challenges, including
restricted access to networks, inconsistent sponsorship, and inequitable performance evaluations
(U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission [EEOC], 2023). At the same time, the
workforce is contending with low engagement, rising turnover, evolving work arrangements, and
widening skill gaps—all conditions that elevate the importance of empowerment as a leadership
strategy. Yet very little is known about how AAWLs make meaning of empowerment, how they
attempt to cultivate it, or how policy and administrative changes shape the strategies available to
them. Existing research often conceptualizes empowerment theoretically but provides limited
insight into how federal leaders facilitate empowerment during periods of institutional transition

and shifting political priorities.



This study addresses these gaps by examining empowerment through the lived
experiences of AAWLs operating within a federal environment defined simultaneously by long-
standing structures, evolving workforce expectations, and changing administrative commitments.
In doing so, it responds to current workforce challenges and contributes a timely understanding
of how empowerment is created, sustained, and constrained within modern federal organizations.

Considering these identified gaps, I addressed three critical areas that underscore its
significance: the limited research concerning federal leaders’ perspectives on employee
empowerment, the inadequate understanding of leadership approaches that facilitate
empowerment within evolving workforce contexts, and the ongoing challenges that persist
despite the implementation of existing empowerment initiatives.

1. Limited Research on Leadership Perspectives of Employee Empowerment.

While existing studies recognize the value of employee empowerment, limited
research explores it from the perspective of federal leaders, particularly their specific
decisions, actions, and challenges in fostering empowerment among employees in the
public sector (Lee et al., 2018; Naguib & Madeeha, 2023; Tripathi & Bharadwaja, 2020).
2. Insufficient Understanding of Leadership Approaches Supporting Empowerment.

Elaboration on leaders' approaches in support of employee empowerment is
needed from several vantage points. As organizations face critical workforce challenges,
including recruitment, retention, and employee inclusivity, there is an urgent need to
understand how leaders shape their empowering leadership practices to empower
employees (Ellinger et al., 2010; Pinghao et al., 2022). This approach entails an
examination of how managers respond to the evolving workforce demographics and

skills gaps within the federal



government. The alternative—to do no research related to these workplace issues—is to

risk the perpetuation of the current circumstances with the possibility that they may

worsen over time.

3. Persistent Challenges Despite Empowerment Initiatives

There is an additional need to address employee empowerment from the leaders'
perspective and understand their perceptions of empowerment. Given ongoing changes in
workforce demographics, this inquiry presents an opportunity to address disparities and
leverage the perspectives of AAWLs—whose experiences remain underrepresented in
empowerment research—while aligning with broader diversity, equity, inclusion, and
accessibility (DEIA) priorities during the 2021-2024 administration (OPM, 2021). In
doing so, it responds to critical workforce-related problems that persist despite prior

empowerment initiatives (Ginsberg, 2021; Toossi & Joyner, 2018).

This research is further situated within the context of ongoing federal commitments to
equity and inclusion, as emphasized by Executive Orders 13985, 14003, and 14035 (The
American Presidency Project, n.d.; The White House, 2021a; 2021b). Together, these
considerations highlight the importance of understanding empowerment not only as a theoretical
construct but as a practical and strategic necessity for meeting the evolving challenges of federal
organizations.

Research Setting

The U.S. federal workplace serves as the context for this investigation—a setting defined
by structural complexity, evolving workforce expectations, and the competing demands of
regulatory compliance and innovation. Within this dynamic environment, leadership practices

and empowerment strategies are shaped not only by organizational hierarchies and policy



mandates but also by the experiences of navigating and influencing these systems (Gallup &
Pendell, 2023; OPM, 2020).

To fully understand how African American women leaders (AAWLs) navigate
empowerment within this environment, it is necessary to examine the defining characteristics of
the federal workplace that shape leadership practices, influence decision-making, and frame
opportunities for employee development within some of the nation’s most complex institutions.

Standardized Hierarchies and Pay Systems. Within this environment, the federal
workplace functions under a highly standardized hierarchical structure, primarily using the
General Schedule (GS) and Senior Executive Service (SES) pay systems. Progression to higher
grades, such as GS-14 and GS-15, reflects greater leadership and supervisory! responsibilities,
while SES positions represent the top echelon of career leadership beneath presidential
appointees (FEDweek, 2022). These roles demand mastery of the Executive Core
Qualifications (ECQs) required for leaders to balance government-wide mandates with the
unique operational demands of their agencies. This intersection of standardized structure and
localized flexibility forms the foundation upon which leadership decisions and empowerment
strategies are enacted (Office of Personnel Management, n.d., paras. 3-7).

While the hierarchical systems and pay structures define formal pathways for leadership,
they coexist with long-standing workforce challenges that directly influence the conditions under

which empowerment strategies are conceived and enacted.

! The Senior Executive Service Candidate Development Program (SESCDP) is an OPM-approved training program
designed to develop executive core qualifications. Individual agencies administer their own OPM-approved
SESCDPs. The SESCDP is a succession management tool agencies may use to identify and prepare future senior
leaders. An SESCDP provides SES candidates with the training and development opportunities needed to enhance
their executive competencies and increase their understanding of the wide range of Government programs and issues
beyond their individual agency and profession (OPM, 2012).
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Persistent Workforce Challenges. Layered onto this hierarchical system are persistent
workforce challenges that directly shape the leadership context. Federal organizations continue
to have low employee engagement, high turnover, cumbersome hiring processes, limited job
autonomy, and limited career development opportunities (Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021; McCarthy
et al., 2020; Parker & Horowitz, 2022).

According to the 2022 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS), 38% of employees
reported feelings of disengagement, underscoring the urgent need for empowering leadership
approaches that can reverse these trends (OPM, 2020). This disengagement has been reflected in
broader workforce patterns, including the emergence of “quiet quitting,” in which employees
meet only the minimum job requirements in response to burnout, inequity, and lack of
recognition (Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021; Gallup, 2023).

Job satisfaction, significantly influenced by opportunities for promotion, skill
development, perceived disrespect from supervisors, and pay equity, remains a robust predictor
of employee retention (Gallup & Pendell, 2023; OPM, 2020). In conjunction with evolving
workforce demographics, these factors necessitate that organizational leaders implement
culturally informed and adaptive strategies to promote empowerment among diverse employee
populations. The challenges present within the workforce have particular implications for
AAWLs, whose professional advancement and ability to foster empowerment are intricately
linked to the federal government’s sustained commitment to equity and inclusion.

Evolving Work Arrangements and Policy Directives. These leadership challenges are
further compounded by the rapidly changing landscape of federal work arrangements and policy
initiatives (McCarthy et al., 2020; OPM, 2022). Beginning in early 2020, the widespread

adoption of remote and hybrid work arrangements disrupted traditional leadership models,
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compelling leaders to rethink decision-making, communication, and employee engagement
strategies (U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2022).

During the study period (2021-2024), agencies simultaneously implemented Executive
Orders 13985, 14003, and 14035, emphasizing Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility
(DEIA). While DEIA was not the central focus of this research, these directives significantly
influenced the leadership environment and institutional approaches to empowerment.

By 2025, new return-to-office mandates reinstated full-time, in-person roles for many
federal employees, while Executive Order 14151—aimed at ending "radical and wasteful
government DEIA programs and preferencing"—signaled a potential shift in leadership
pathways and raised questions about the sustainability of prior progress for AAWLs (U.S.
President, 2025). These evolving policies highlight the dynamic institutional conditions that
frame the interpretation and implementation of empowerment strategies.

Underrepresentation of African American Women Leaders. Within this demanding
and shifting environment, AAWLs face an added layer of complexity due to their significant
underrepresentation in senior federal positions, including the SES. Structural barriers such as
limited access to mentoring, exclusion from influential networks, and inequitable performance
evaluations continue to impede their advancement. Yet despite these obstacles, AAWLs engage
in empowerment-focused leadership, navigating institutions historically not designed for their
success while fostering growth and opportunity for others (Sales, Galloway Burke, & Cannonier,
2020). These leaders embody the federal government's mandate to represent and empower
underserved communities, emphasizing diversity, ethnicity, ability, and culture (The American

Presidency Project, n.d.). Their ability to lead within these conditions highlights the importance
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of centering their voices in understanding how empowerment is created and sustained in the
federal workplace.

The participants in this study included 10 African American women in leadership roles
(GS-14, GS-15, and SES) across federal agencies in Washington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia.
Their responsibilities spanned functional areas such as data management, human resources,
finance, policy, procurement, and logistics. Operating at the intersection of centralized mandates
and localized needs, these leaders continually adjusted their practices to address agency-specific
challenges. Data collection consisted of in-depth interviews conducted between June 13 and
August 17, 2024, capturing their reflections within a period of shifting policy expectations and
workplace priorities.

Together, these factors depict the U.S. federal workplace as a setting defined by structural
complexity, evolving leadership expectations, and mounting demands for empowerment, equity,
and institutional transformation. This dynamic context not only shapes the experiences of
AAWLs but also underscores the critical role of empowerment as a leadership strategy in
modern federal organizations.

Purpose and Research Question

The purpose of this basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was to explore how
African American women leaders (AAWLs) in the U.S. federal government experience and
facilitate employee empowerment within their organizations. The central research question
guiding this study was: “What are the experiences of facilitating employee empowerment
strategies and behaviors as reported by African American women leaders in the U.S. federal

government?”
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Potential Significance of the Study

This research offers insights to inform actions aligned with U.S. government policies,
particularly the 2021 President’s Management Agenda. Although leadership empowerment is
widely acknowledged as critical in research, practice, and presidential directives (The American
Presidency Project, n.d.), there are existing gaps in understanding how AAWLs facilitate
empowerment within the federal workplace. By centering on the experiences of AAWLs in
senior federal leadership roles, this study contributes to the scholarly discourse on leadership and
empowerment in public administration and expands theoretical understandings of Empowering
Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment within complex
organizational systems.

From a practical perspective, the research findings offer actionable insights for federal
agencies aiming to strengthen leadership pipelines, enhance employee engagement, and promote
equitable organizational cultures. Understanding the strategies employed by AAWLs to foster
empowerment can inform leadership development programs, support diversity and inclusion
initiatives, and align agency practices with broader federal mandates for equity and workforce
transformation.

Ultimately, this research positions empowerment not only as a leadership competency but
also as a strategic mechanism for advancing organizational effectiveness, employee well-being,
and inclusive representation within the U.S. federal government.

Theoretical and Empirical Significance

Research on employee empowerment is often limited in its exploration of leadership

practices. While existing studies address the three primary themes of empowerment—

Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment
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(Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021; Cummings, 2009; Hwang & Vrongistinos, 2006)—there is a
notable paucity of research examining how AAWLs within the federal sector leverage their
leadership positions to cultivate empowered workforces.

This research addresses that gap by advancing theoretical understanding through a
qualitative exploration of empowerment from the leaders' perspectives. By examining the
specific strategies and empowering leadership practices employed by AAWLs to foster employee
empowerment, this research extends empirical knowledge regarding the interactions between
leadership practices and organizational systems that shape employee experiences (Black et al.,
2015; Ferguson & King, 2023).

The findings of this study contribute to the theoretical and conceptual frameworks, as
well as to practical applications, by equipping scholar-practitioners with insights into how
empowerment is operationalized within complex federal environments. This dual emphasis
provides meaningful guidance for leadership development, organizational design, and the
integration of equity and empowerment strategies across diverse contexts of public
administration.

Practical Significance

While existing research often emphasizes psychological and cognitive theories of
empowerment (Qing et al., 2020; Spreitzer, 1995; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990), I address the
practical challenges arising from strained relationships and other obstacles between leaders
and direct reports, which are key factors influencing employee turnover, engagement, hiring,
retention, and the creation of inclusive work environments (Jackson, 2023; Laschinger et al.,

2001; Swisher, S. 2013; Yang et al., 2014). By focusing on these real-world issues, this research
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explores evidence-based practices that have the potential to strengthen empowerment initiatives
and optimize organizational effectiveness within the federal government, offering actionable
insights for leaders and agencies alike.

Empowerment as a Catalyst for Change. In this study, I position empowerment as
more than a leadership technique; when practiced through comprehensive and intentional
methodologies, | view it as a collaborative and strategic endeavor that drives organizational
effectiveness (Dwyer, 2019; Kanter, 1977, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995). Although not focused
specifically on AAWLs, existing research demonstrates that effectively administered
empowerment enhances performance and engagement while also cultivating inclusivity and
broader participation in decision-making (Chima & Gutman, 2020; Duchek, 2020; Phillips,
1983). These findings support empowerment’s role in elevating historically understudied groups
and provide a foundation for examining how AAWLs in the federal government activate
empowerment as a transformative force within complex institutional systems.

Theoretical Foundations

Rather than relying on a single theoretical lens, I employed a framework that integrates
three leading theoretical foundations in leadership and empowerment studies—Empowering
Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment. Drawing from relational,
psychological, and structural perspectives allows for a multidimensional exploration of
empowerment that captures both the interpersonal and organizational dynamics shaping
empowerment in the workplace.

To explore the relational perspective, the study draws on Jin and McDonald's (2017)
Leader—Member Exchange (LMX) model, which underscores the significance of trust, open

communication, and cultural sensitivity in promoting empowerment through high-quality leader—
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follower interactions. Swisher's (2013) work further complements this theme by emphasizing
how shared decision-making, interpersonal trust, and professional inclusion reinforce
empowerment practices within leadership relationships.

The psychological perspective is informed by Spreitzer's (1995) empowerment theory,
which highlights meaning, competence, autonomy, and impact as central to employees'
internal experience of empowerment. Qing et al. (2020) extend this perspective by adding a
sustainability focus, emphasizing how leaders foster long-term motivation and organizational
alignment—an especially relevant consideration in mission-driven federal contexts.

The structural perspective draws on Kanter's (1977, 1993b) empowering leadership and
structural empowerment theory alongside Pfeffer and Veiga's (1999) organizational perspective,
both of which highlight how access to information, decision-making, and trust form the
foundational systems through which empowerment is enacted in complex organizations.

These workforce perspectives carry particular implications for AAWLs, whose
advancement and ability to foster empowerment were closely intertwined with the federal
government's commitments (OPM, 2020).

This research draws on contemporary frameworks conceptualizing empowerment through
relational, psychological, and structural perspectives (see Table 1). These perspectives form the
theoretical foundation for analyzing leadership within complex organizational contexts.

Table 1

Empowerment Theory Aligned with Contemporary Studies

Study Level Types of Empowerment Core Empowerment
Concepts
Jin and McDonald Individual Leadership, Leader-Follower Trust, Communication, and
(2017) & Relational (LMX-Driven). Cultural Moderation
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Table 1

Empowerment Theory Aligned with Contemporary Studies (Continued)

Core Empowerment

Stud Level Types of Empowerment
y yp P Concepts

Swisher (2013) Interpersonal Collaborative/Professional Shared Decision-Making,
Communication, and Trust

Spreitzer (1995) Individual Psychological Meaning, Competence,
Autonomy, and Impact

Qing et al. (2020) Individual Psychological (Sustainability) Leadership and Empowerment

Pfeffer and Veiga Organizational Structural Decision-Making, Information

(1999) Sharing, and Trust

As shown in Table 1, the relational perspective focuses on leader—follower relationships
and aligns this study with the theme of Empowering Leadership (Kanter, 1977, 1993b). The
psychological perspective emphasizes individual meaning, competence, autonomy, and impact,
corresponding to the theme of Employee Empowerment (Spreitzer, 1992, 1995). The structural
perspective addresses organizational systems and access to resources, directly connecting to the
theme of Structural Empowerment (Dwyer, 2019; Kanter, 1977, 1993b). Framing the study
through these three interconnected lenses allows a deeper exploration of how AAWLs navigate
institutional systems, engage in empowering leadership practices, and develop strategies that
foster meaningful empowerment within the federal workplace.

Together, these perspectives establish a cohesive analytical lens that connects the study's
three organizing themes—Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural
Empowerment—to the participants' reported perspectives and experiences. By conceptualizing
empowerment through relational, psychological, and structural perspectives (Dwyer, 2019;

Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995), the study sought to understand how AAWLs navigate
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institutional systems, engage in leadership practices, and foster meaningful empowerment
strategies within the federal workplace.

I further explored how senior AAWLs addressed the psychological and structural
perspectives and integrated both through a combined leadership approach to empowerment.
Scholars collectively emphasize psychological empowerment, structural empowerment, and the
value of blending perspectives through leadership approaches that produce meaningful
organizational results (Dwyer, 2019; Kanter, 1977, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995). Table 2 describes
these empowerment perspectives and presents a set of reflective questions for leadership
practice. These guiding questions shaped the interview protocols and helped explore how
participants understood and practiced empowerment—psychologically, structurally, and through
the interaction of both leaderships’ combined approaches.

Table 2

Empowerment Perspectives and Guiding Questions for Leadership

Empowerfnent Description Key Sources Questions in Ijeadershlp
Perspectives Practice
Psychological Internal sense of meaning, Dwyer (2019); Do leaders foster confidence,
Empowerment competence, self- Spreitzer (1995) purpose, and ownership among team
determination, and impact members?
Structural Access to information, Kanter (1977, Do leaders provide team members
Empowerment resources, support, and 1993a) with resources, decision-making
opportunities within the power, and visibility in the
agency workplace?
Combined Leadership  Integration of structural Synthesized from Do senior leaders model inclusive
Approach and psychological Kanter (1993a, leadership, address systemic barriers,
perspectives reflects 1993b); Spreitzer ~ promote employee voice, and support

inclusive, adaptive, and (1992, 1995), and  within the federal workplace agency?
equity-centered leadership  others

practices to empower

others.
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Theoretical Framework

Building on the study’s purpose, research questions, and the literature, the theoretical
framework guides this investigation into leaders' empowerment strategies and behaviors (Green,
2014), drawing on three key theoretical organizing themes from empowerment research. As
depicted in the study’s Theoretical Framework of Empowering Leadership Fostering Employee
Empowerment in an Organizational Setting? (see Figure 1), the three themes—Empowering
Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment—draw upon relational,
psychological, and structural perspectives informing empowerment theory. Furthermore, the
three empowerment theories encompass 13 basic themes that capture the interplay between
empowering leadership practices, individual empowerment experiences, and organizational
conditions. The central research question guiding this study is: "What are the experiences of
facilitating employee empowerment strategies and leadership practices as reported by African
American women leaders in the U.S. federal government?"

This study’s framework centers on how leaders utilized both formal organizational
structures and informal processes—such as communication practices, workplace culture, and
relational dynamics—to foster empowerment across diverse institutional settings.

Empowering leadership has been shown to enhance employee well-being and motivation
when supported by relational trust and organizational clarity (Park et al., 2017). Additionally,
real-world applications suggest that empowerment is most effective when aligned with team
context, shared purpose, and leadership flexibility (Lee et al., 2018). Rather than emphasizing

structural challenges, the study focuses on leadership practices, support mechanisms, and

2 The theoretical framework is used as the foundation for this investigation (Green, 2014), which serves as a guiding
framework for understanding the key concepts and relationships under examination.
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engagement strategies that contribute to workplace empowerment (Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b;
Minseo & Beehr, 2018). This focus on leadership practices, support mechanisms, and
engagement strategies provides a deeper understanding of how empowerment is enacted and
sustained through everyday empowering leadership practices and systems.

Green (2014) stressed the importance of adaptable theoretical frameworks, which allow
researchers to refine their understanding iteratively. This adaptability is especially vital for
emerging scholars and novice researchers as they navigate and analyze complex theories. The
structure of this framework also enables conceptual alignment between data collection, coding,
and the empowerment constructs introduced in Chapter 2.

The theoretical framework visually represents the interplay between empowerment
theories and leadership strategies employed by leaders and their impact on employee
empowerment. The three organizing themes—Empowering Leadership, Employee
Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment—establish a more holistic theoretical foundation
for examining how leaders implement strategies that either support or hinder empowerment in
specific organizational settings.

These empowering leadership practices are embedded in broader empowerment
frameworks that integrate relational, psychological, and structural strategies to strengthen
motivation, retention, and institutional performance. The framework used in this study is adapted
from foundational work by Kanter (1977, 1993a, 1993b), Spreitzer (1992, 1995), and others, and
incorporates recent data from the OPM Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (OPM, 2021, 2022,

2023).
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Figure 1

Theoretical Framework of Empowering Leadership.: Fostering Employee Empowerment in an
Organizational Setting

RQ: “What are the experiences of facilitating employee empowerment strategies and behaviors as reported by
African American women leaders in the U.S. federal government?”’

EMPOWERMENT THEORY

EMPOWERING LEADERSHIP
Based on Kanter (1977,1993); and related siuies.

+ Driven Growth & Motivation

+ Perception of Empowerment

+ Leadership Styles

+ Leaders’ Support & Resource Development
* Relational Approaches

+ Autonomy & Decision-Making

STRUCTURAL EMPOWERMENT
Based on Kanter (1977,1993), and refated studies.

+ Organizational Frameworks & Cultural
Influence

+ Knowledge Sharing & Information Access

« Cultural Intelligence & Digital Readiness

+ Structural Support: Information, Resources,

Support, and Opportunities

EMPLOYEE EMPOWERMENT
Based on Spreitzer (1992,1995), and related studies.

+ Leadership Influence on Empowerment
+ Employee Performance
+ Work Commitment

Empowerment Theory, particularly within the context of organizational and
psychological practices, serves as the overarching theory for the theoretical framework. It frames
empowerment as the processes through which employees gain the autonomy, resources, support,
and opportunities necessary to assume ownership of their work, make decisions, and contribute
meaningfully to organizational objectives (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Kanter, 1977, 1993b;
Spreitzer, 1992, 1995). In this study, I present the framework to operationalize empowerment
based on three theoretical approaches:

1. Empowering Leadership is represented in the model through leadership practices

characterized by intentional strategies, adaptive styles, and supportive actions that
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foster employee autonomy, promote growth, encourage voice, and facilitate inclusive
decision-making (Arnold et al., 2000; Goleman, 2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993b).

2. Employee Empowerment is depicted as the psychological and motivational state in
which employees derive meaning from their work, build confidence in their abilities,
exercise autonomy, and believe they can influence organizational outcomes (Conger
& Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer, 1992, 1995).

3. Structural Empowerment reflects the organizational systems and cultural
frameworks that provide access to information, resources, support, and opportunities
necessary for performance and advancement (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Laschinger et al.,
2001).

Collectively, these theoretical approaches informed a more holistic framework to explore

how AAWLs experience and enact empowerment strategies in the federal workplace and how
these strategies shape inclusive, high-performing organizational cultures.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework guiding this study was derived from the empowerment and
leadership literature and reflects three interrelated domains that shape how empowerment is
understood within organizational settings: Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment,
and Structural Empowerment. Grounded in scholarship on relational and inclusive leadership
(Edmonson, 2019; The American Presidency Project, n.d.), psychological empowerment (Deci &
Ryan, 2000; Spreitzer, 1995), and structural empowerment (Kanter, 1993a, 1993b), this
framework integrates theoretical perspectives on autonomy, access to opportunity and
information, decision-making authority, and the social and organizational conditions that support

empowerment. As such, it illustrates the interplay among leaders, organizational structures, and
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contextual factors in shaping the experience of empowerment as framed by the central research

question: “What are the experiences of facilitating employee empowerment strategies and

behaviors as reported by African American women leaders in the U.S. federal government?”
Together, the theoretical foundations and this literature-based conceptual framework

guided the research question, interview design, and analytic focus by identifying key

participants, context, and anticipated empowerment processes. Figure 2 served as the model for

examining how African American women leaders (AAWLs) in the U.S. federal government

facilitate organizational empowerment.

Figure 2

Conceptual Framework: Participants, context, and processes (from theory)

RQ: “What are the experiences of facilitating employee empowerment strategies and behaviors as reported by
African American women leaders in the U.S. federal government?”

Context
U.S. Federal Government
Structural Empowerment Factors
(Hierarchy; Policies and Mandates; Hybrid/Remote Work; Resource Constraints)

African-American Women Leaders Empowering processes .

, . . . . (Increasingly)
(Leader’s Empowering Strategies for (For increasing employee
) . i Empowered Employees
mereasing Employee Empowerment) empoweriment) !

Summary of the Methodology
This study employed a basic qualitative research design to explore AAWLSs in the U.S.
federal government experience and enact employee empowerment strategies. A combination of

purposeful and snowball sampling was
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used to recruit ten participants who met defined criteria. Data was collected through two-part
semi-structured interviews and analyzed using a hybrid coding approach that integrated both
theoretical and inductive strategies. The analysis was guided by empowerment theory, with
codes managed in NVivo and Microsoft Word. Ethical safeguards—including member checking,
bracketing, and audit trails—were implemented to ensure trustworthiness. This methodology
enabled rich, context-sensitive insights into the empowerment practices of AAWLs across
diverse federal settings.

Chapter Summary

In today's rapidly changing federal workplace, empowerment remains a crucial
component of effective leadership in public sector agencies (OPM, 2022, 2023, 2024a).
Successful employee empowerment strategies hinge on thoughtful implementation—building
trust, fostering ethical leadership practices, and creating ongoing development opportunities that
strengthen organizational commitment across all levels of civil service (Tripathi & Bharadwaja,
2020; Zhu et al., 2004).

Many managers misunderstand empowerment as merely granting autonomy or endorsing
shared decision-making. True empowerment, however, involves equipping individuals with the
necessary tools, support, and guidance to excel (Kanter, 1977, 1993a). When effectively
implemented, empowering employees can enhance organizational commitment, spur innovation,
and improve job satisfaction and performance within the federal workforce (Fernandez &
Moldogaziev, 2013; Gallup, 2023; Ginsberg, 2021). Recent efforts by the Office of Personnel
Management (OPM) highlight how structural empowerment can align individual goals with
organizational objectives, promoting growth and engagement through a balance of autonomy and

oversight (OPM, 2020; The White House, 2021a, 2021b, 2023).
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In this study, I explored the perspectives of AAWLs in the U.S. federal government to
deepen understanding of how empowerment is enacted in complex organizational systems.
Guided by theories of Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural
Empowerment, the research examined the relationship between leadership practices, employee
engagement, and turnover intentions—issues critical to federal workforce sustainability (Kim &
Fernandez, 2017; OPM FEVS, 2022). Through in-depth interviews, participants shared how they
intentionally adapted their empowering leadership to foster empowerment while addressing
workforce challenges and unmet organizational needs. Their insights offer subtle, experience-
based strategies for strengthening retention, promoting inclusion, and advancing empowerment
practices across federal agencies.

By addressing the existing gap in understanding the ways in which AAWLs facilitate
empowerment within the federal workplace, this inquiry establishes a foundational framework
for advancing leadership theory and informing practical strategies aimed at enhancing
engagement, equity, and organizational effectiveness within the field of public administration.

Delimitations and Limitations
The major delimitations of this study were as follows: (1) the focus on leaders employed within
the U.S. federal government; (2) the restriction to African American female managers from
historically understudied groups; (3) inclusion criteria requiring participants to be currently
employed, with at least two years of federal experience and two or more direct reports or project
team members; (4) the focus on senior African American women (GS-14, GS-15), and Senior
Executive Service (SES) in civilian service, excluding active-duty military; and (5) a limited
sample of 10 participants, consistent with qualitative design recommendations for in-depth,

criterion-based research (Creswell, 1994; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Seidman, 2013).
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I had a couple of methodological limitations. First, access to participants was limited to
African American women leaders who were available and willing to participate within the
selected federal organizations, which restricted the range of perspectives and organizational
contexts represented. This access-related constraint limits transferability to leaders in similar
contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2013). Second, all findings related to Employee
Empowerment (Organizing Theme 2) were based solely on interviews of leaders, capturing their
interpretations of their employees’ motivation, voice, and engagement. Because data were not
collected directly from employees, the study reflects leadership perceptions rather than multi-
source accounts. These limitations reflect aspects of the study that could not be controlled;
however, the deliberate use of a qualitative design, purposive sampling strategy, and systematic
coding procedures helped improve the analytic rigor within those constraints.

Definitions of Key Terms

The definitions presented in Table 3, Terms and Definitions, are rooted in established
scholarly literature but have been intentionally adapted to reflect the operational and theoretical
applications of each term within the empowerment model, presented as the theoretical
framework in Figure 1. These terms informed the development of interview questions, as well as
data analysis and interpretation, ensuring alignment between the theoretical and conceptual
framework and the study's applied research methodology.

Table 3

Terms and Definitions

Term Definition

Diversity The intentional integration of varied identities, experiences, and perspectives serves to
enhance organizational effectiveness, foster innovation, and promote social cohesion (The
American Presidency Project, n.d.).
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Table 3

Terms and Definitions (Continued).

Terms

Definition

Equity

Engagement

Empowerment

Employee Empowerment

Empowering Leadership

Executive Core
Qualifications

Executive Order 13985:
Advancing Racial Equity
and Support for
Underserved Communities
Through the Federal
Government

Executive Order 14003:
Protecting the Federal
Workforce

Executive Order 14035:
Diversity, Equity,
Inclusion, and Accessibility
in the Federal Workforce

Consistent, fair, just, and impartial treatment of all individuals, especially those
from underserved communities who have historically been denied such treatment
(The American Presidency Project, n.d.).

The level of commitment and investment employees have in their work,
organization, and its goals (Kim & Fernandez, 2017; McCarthy et al., 2020).

The process through which employees gain the autonomy, resources, support, and
opportunities necessary to assume ownership of their work, make decisions, and
contribute meaningfully to organizational objectives, all within a leadership
environment that cultivates trust and growth (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Kanter,
1977, 1993a, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995).

Employee empowerment encompasses the relational, psychological, and
structural conditions that enable individuals to exercise autonomy in their actions,
perceive competence in their abilities, establish meaningful connections to their
work, and exert influence over organizational outcomes (Conger & Kanungo,
1988; Spreitzer, 1995).

A leadership approach characterized by deliberate strategies, adaptive styles, and
supportive practices wherein leaders foster employee autonomy, confidence,
opportunities for growth, and active voice in inclusive decision-making. This is
achieved through the influence of structural conditions, the modeling of
supportive practices, and the cultivation of psychologically safe and inclusive
environments conducive to employee development (Arnold et al., 2000;
Goleman, 2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993b).

Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) are recognized as fundamental criteria for
positions within the Senior Executive Service. The necessary ECQs encompass:
(1) Leading Change, (2) Leading People, (3) Results Driven, (4) Business
Acumen, and (5) Building Coalitions (Office of Personnel Management, n.d.,
paras. 3-7).

A directive aimed at enhancing fairness, equal opportunity, and civil rights within
federal workforce policies intended to ensure equitable and inclusive treatment
for all employees and job candidates, irrespective of their backgrounds (The
American Presidency Project, n.d.).

An order aimed at protecting and empowering the federal workforce, promoting
unionization, and serving as a model employer (The American Presidency
Project, n.d.).

A policy initiative designed to enhance inclusive methodologies, equitable
opportunities, and accessibility within the federal workforce, thereby
guaranteeing a supportive atmosphere for individuals hailing from diverse
backgrounds (The American Presidency Project, n.d.).
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Table 3

Terms and Definitions (Continued).

Terms

Definition

Executive Order

14151: Ending Radical

In accordance with Executive Order 13985 and associated directives, the previous
administration promoted diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives within the

and Wasteful federal government. As noted by the U.S. President (2025), “the public release of
Government DEI these plans demonstrated immense public waste and shameful discrimination” (para.
Programs and 3).

Preferencing

Experiences The term refers to employee empowerment as conceptualized by Spreitzer (1995),

which focuses on employees’ perceptions of meaning, competence, autonomy, and
impact in their roles, especially in relation to leadership and structural context.

General Schedule

The federal government’s primary position classification system for white-collar
personnel. Higher grade levels (GS-14, GS-15, and Senior Executive Service [SES])
reflect increased leadership and supervisory responsibilities (Fedweek, 2022).

Inclusion/Inclusivity The recognition, appreciation, and utilization of the talents and skills of employees
from all backgrounds (The American Presidency Project, n.d.).
Leadership A comprehensive and inclusive understanding of leadership that integrates multiple

perspectives and theories (Bogenschneider, 2016).

Leadership Practices

The term refers to empowering leadership practices, including the ways in which
leaders motivate, support, and engage employees through relational and autonomy-
enhancing approaches. This is grounded in the work of Kanter (1977, 1993b) and
subsequent studies on leadership influence in empowerment.

Quiet Quitting

The term quiet quitting refers to employees meeting the minimum requirements of
their job without engaging in discretionary effort or organizational citizenship
practices, often as a response to burnout, disengagement, or perceived inequity (Croft
& Bichelmeyer, 2021; Gallup, 2023).

Strategies

The term refers to structural empowerment mechanisms embedded within
organizational systems. This includes frameworks, policies, access to resources,
information sharing, and systemic support that enable empowerment, as theorized by
Kanter (1977, 1993a, 1993b).

Structural
Empowerment

The organizational structures and systems, both formal and informal, that determine
access to essential tools for performance—including information, resources, support,
and opportunities—thereby enabling leaders to facilitate empowerment within a
specified institutional culture (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Yang et al., 2014).
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Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

This qualitative research study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was designed to explore the
perceptions and experiences of empowerment reported by a sample of African American women
leaders (AAWLs) within the context of federal government agencies. The literature review
provided the essential foundation for this work by synthesizing existing knowledge, identifying
literature gaps, and informing future inquiries (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). It is the researcher's
responsibility to adopt a systematic methodology to assess and articulate the interrelationships
among various academic contributions (Booth et al., 2016). In this literature review, I analyzed
the documented challenges, strategies, and interpretations of empowerment theories to address
the identified gap and contextualize the central research question: “What are the experiences of
facilitating employee empowerment strategies and behaviors as reported by African American
women leaders in the U.S. federal government?”

I organized this literature around three interrelated empowerment themes: (1)
Empowering Leadership, (2) Employee Empowerment, and (3) Structural Empowerment. Each
theme is explored individually and then synthesized to support the multidimensional nature of
empowerment theory applied in this study. This literature review also draws on survey findings
conducted within the public sector, shedding light on a pervasive trend of poor employee
retention (Gallup & Pendell, 2023; OPM, 2022), and issues related to employee empowerment,
high turnover rates, cumbersome and opaque hiring procedures, limited job autonomy,
inadequate compensation, perceived lack of supervisor respect, and a dearth of personal
development opportunities (McCarthy et al., 2020; Parker & Horowitz, 2022; The White House,

2021a, 2021b).
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The Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) is an instrumental tool for assessing
federal workers' engagement and resilience within the federal workforce. Notably, its Employee
Experience Index (EXI) provides critical insights into how workplace conditions foster
empowerment, showcasing significant advancements in scores between 2023 and 2024 (OPM,
2023; 2024a). These results align with empowerment theories, highlighting the essential role of
feedback mechanisms and structural support in fostering a resilient and engaged federal
workforce.

This analysis of empowerment draws on an array of literature, ranging from foundational
works such as Kanter's (1977; 1993a, 1993b), which advocate for dismantling rigid
hierarchies through structural reform to create equitable opportunities, to contemporary studies
addressing workplace challenges (Nembhard, Burns, & Shortell, 2020; Spreitzer, 1995), which
emphasize how empowering leadership cultivates employee empowerment by promoting
inclusive environments.

Supportive empowerment practices are examined in Hongdiyanto (2024), who
emphasized the leadership styles and roles that cultivate a supportive and empowering work
environment. While a significant portion of the empowerment literature highlights enabling
practices, it also acknowledges the presence of barriers (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Rahim, 2025).
Although direct studies on the barriers of empowerment are relatively scarce due to the
literature’s predominant emphasis on best practices, some scholars have explored the
organizational conditions that impede empowerment.

Building on Rahim’s (2025) assertion that human resource systems can either facilitate or

constrain employee outcomes, I use empowerment constructs as analytical lenses to explore how
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AAWLs engage with organizational frameworks and navigate pathways to empowerment within
federal contexts. Figure 3 visualizes these pathways, integrating supportive practices of
empowering leadership (e.g., Hongdiyanto, 2024), organizational barriers of structural
empowerment (e.g., Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Rahim, 2025), and theories of employee empowerment
(Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995) to illustrate the dynamic interactions that enable or hinder
employee empowerment in organizational settings.

Figure 3

Pathway of Empowerment

Theme #1

EMPOWERING
LEADERSHIP

Based on
Kanter (1977,1993a); and
related studies

EMPLOYEE
EMPOWERMENT

Based on
Kanter (1977,1993a);

EMPOWERMENT Empowerment Practices

THEORY Spreitzer (1995), and related
studies

STRUCTURAL
EMPOWERMENT
Based on
Kanter (1977,1993a); and
related studies

Pathway to Empowerment == (Kanter, 1877, 1883a; Spreitzer, 1885)
Support Empowerment = === (e.g., Hongdiyanto, 2024)
Hinders Empowerment == = =% (Rahim, 2025)

Theme #3
Through this literature synthesis, the chapter identifies recurring themes and critical gaps,
laying the groundwork for this study’s focus on AAWLs and positioning this research within

broader conversations on leadership and organizational practices. The following sections expand
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on each of the three organizing themes—Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and

Structural Empowerment—to provide the theoretical and empirical foundation for the study.

Foundation & Purpose of the Literature Review

Empowerment begins with establishing the foundation of the study’s phenomenon,

clarifying the literature review method, and outlining the chapter’s thematic network structure as

the most effective way to link the study’s components (Saldafia, 2016). Table 4 provides a

structured pathway to guide the reader through the literature review and illustrate how it shapes

the study’s theoretical logic. Beginning with a global theme such as empowerment, contextual

research, and foundational assumptions, the table progresses to the development of the

theoretical and conceptual framework and identification of thematic categories, culminating in

the final analytical steps that bridge the literature to the study’s findings.

Table 4

Representation of the Literature Review

therz-lture Description Additional Sources
Review
Understanding This study conceptualizes empowerment as a Fajardo (2021); Jin and McDonald
'Empowerment'  multifaceted construct that interconnects leadership, (2017); Pinghao et al. (2022);
employees, and organizational structures, thereby Tripathi and Bharadwaj (2020)
influencing engagement, perceptions, and overall
organizational effectiveness (Kanter, 1993a, 1993b;
Spreitzer, 1992, 1995).
Contextual Federal empowerment literature highlights leadership ~ Bertelli (2007); CFR (2023); Croft
Research barriers, with Spreitzer’s (1992) psychological and Bichelmeyer (2021); Ginsberg
framework and later studies informing public sector (2021); Qing et al.(2020); Thomas
effectiveness. and Velthouse (1990)
Foundational This literature review conceptualizes empowerment as  Albayrak and Erturk (2021);
Assumptions a multidimensional construct, influenced by Avolio et al. (2004); Greenberg

leadership and structural support, thereby establishing
categories for systematic analysis and comparison.

(2012); Kanter (1977, 1993a,
1993b); Laschinger et al. (2001);
Lautizi et al. (2009); Schein and
Schein (2017); Spreitzer (1995)
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Table 4

Representation of the Literature Review (Continued).

therz.tture Description Additional Sources
Review
Theoretical and This review critically analyzes key literature on Attride-Stirling (2001); Creswell
Conceptual empowerment and leadership to identify the major and Poth (2018); Green (2014);
Framework theoretical perspectives informing the study. These Maxwell (2013); Merriam
Development insights were organized into three organizing and Tisdell (2016); Saldafia (2016)
(Framing themes—Empowering Leadership, Employee
the Literature Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment—that
Review) shaped both the theoretical framework and the
conceptual framework presented in Chapter 1.
Together, these frameworks guided the development
of the research question and analytic focus.
Thematic To establish a solid foundation for the study, a Conger and Kanungo (1988);
Structure qualitative content analysis was conducted to identify ~ Creswell and Poth (2018); Green
principal themes and patterns related to empowerment  (2014); Maxwell (2013); Merriam
(Attride-Stirling, 2001). The analysis was initially and Tisdell (2016); Spreitzer
structured by deductive categories, which were (1995)
subsequently refined through inductive coding of
interview transcripts, in accordance with Saldafa’s
(2016) perspective on theory-informed yet adaptable
qualitative inquiry. These categories are employed in
Chapter 4 to facilitate the coding and interpretation of
participant excerpts.
Final Step This literature review concludes by presenting Creswell and Poth (2018);

theoretical categories derived from existing research
that inform the study’s analytical frameworks. These
categories, grounded in empowerment literature, are
intended to support future thematic exploration in
subsequent chapters.

Maxwell (2013); Merriam and
Tisdell (2016); Saldana (2016)

The following sections build on these foundational elements by examining each of the

three organizing themes in greater depth, highlighting their theoretical roots and empirical

applications within the federal workplace.

Methods of the Literature Review

To ensure a rigorous and systematic review of the existing scholarship, I employed a

structured search strategy across multiple academic databases, including Google Scholar,

JSTOR, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses, and journals affiliated with the Academy of

Management and Applied Psychology. This comprehensive approach facilitated an extensive
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examination of both foundational theories and emerging research pertinent to empowerment and

leadership within the federal context. I utilized targeted search terms such as "empowering

nn nn

leadership," "employee empowerment," "structural empowerment," "leadership," "power

distance," "

organizational commitment," and "AAWLs." Informed by the literature review
methodology articulated by Booth et al. (2016), I consulted a diverse array of resources to
enhance critical thinking and to explore alternative perspectives.

To review foundational scholarly works and modern viewpoints regarding empowerment,
I employed an extensive temporal framework in my investigation. The phenomenon of employee
empowerment has been the subject of scholarly inquiry for over three decades; thus, I undertook
a search via Google Scholar to uncover emergent concepts and identify research deficiencies. For
example, the phrase empowering leadership resulted in approximately 4,107 peer-reviewed
English Language publications within the last five years (2020-2025), underscoring its increasing
relevance in the contemporary labor market. Conversely, research concerning employee
empowerment—examined over three decades—resulted in 8,802 contemporary studies
published. Additionally, studies on structural empowerment remain considerable, with 5,599
published as of July 22, 2023. The publication counts were determined using systematic keyword
searches in academic databases to identify relevant research trends within the field discussed in
modern workplaces within the past five years.

The literature chosen was grounded in its relevance to the experiences of employee

empowerment as facilitated by AAWLs within the federal government. Materials that did not

directly relate to the study were excluded from consideration.
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Structure of Chapter

I structured this chapter around five main topics to capture both foundational literature
and contemporary perspectives on empowerment. Table 5 outlines the organization of the
literature review: Cornerstone of Effective Leadership, Global Theme, and three Organizing
Themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001): (1) Empowering Leadership Theory, (2) Employee
Empowerment Theory, and (3) Structural Empowerment Theory. These themes were identified
through a comprehensive qualitative content analysis and word frequency analysis, ensuring they
are relevant to the study’s empirical context and objectives.

The alignment of themes with targeted keywords highlights how leadership, workforce
experience data, and structural policies shape empowerment in the federal workforce (EEOC,
2023; OPM, 2022; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics [BLS], 2022). This systematic approach
reinforces the connection between the research problem and the study’s theoretical constructs.
Table 5

Main Topics in the Literature Review

Description

Empowerment: This section provides the context for understanding empowerment as a
Cornerstone of  leadership cornerstone within the federal government, setting the stage for
Effective the global theme and the three organizing themes that follow.

Leadership

Global Theme This section introduces empowerment theory as the study’s overarching
framework (global theme), integrating relational, psychological, and
structural perspectives to explain how leadership practices, organizational
systems, and employee perceptions shape empowerment outcomes. It also
establishes the foundation for the three organizing themes and 13 basic
themes explored in this study (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Conger & Kanungo,
1988; Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1992).

36



Table 5

Main Topics in the Literature Review (Continued).

Description

Organizing
Themes

Despite evolving research, gaps remain in understanding how Empowering
Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment
theories interact (Albrecht & Andretta, 2011; Avolio et al., 2004). This
section addresses these gaps.

1. Empowering Leadership Theory. Examines how empowering
leadership affects employee autonomy, organizational culture, and
performance outcomes. Drawing from empirical studies, it highlights how
empowerment reshapes leader—follower dynamics and fosters sustained
engagement.

2. Employee Empowerment Theory. Explores how leadership fosters
employee empowerment through influence on performance and work
commitment. It emphasizes the experiences of AAWLs in federal roles and
their navigation of empowerment dynamics.

3. Structural Empowerment Theory. Reviews Kanter’s (1977, 1993a)
Structural Empowerment Theory, focusing on access to information,
resources, support, and opportunity. It synthesizes studies (e.g., Ang et al.,
2008) on organizational structures and culture to understand empowerment
among African American women in federal contexts.

The subsequent sections provide an in-depth analysis of these five topics, beginning with

an exploration of empowerment as a cornerstone of effective leadership within the federal

government.

Empowerment: Cornerstone of Effective Leadership

Empowerment serves as a cornerstone of effective leadership in the federal government,

enabling innovation, resilience, and workforce engagement in the face of complex public service

demands. Beyond technical expertise, effective leadership today requires the ability to foster

autonomy, build collaborative relationships, and align employee growth with organizational

goals (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995).
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Empowerment strategies—such as inclusive decision-making, skill development, and
mentorship—equip employees to navigate uncertainty, lead diverse teams, and contribute
meaningfully to mission outcomes. Federal initiatives supported by the Office of Personnel
Management (OPM, 2020) demonstrate how agencies embed these strategies into leadership
pipelines, offering structured pathways for employee advancement and organizational
effectiveness.

At its core, empowerment reflects a leadership philosophy grounded in shared
responsibility, psychological safety, mutual trust, and access to opportunity. These principles are
particularly evident among women leaders in federal service, who often embrace
transformational, servant, and participatory leadership styles that challenge hierarchical norms to
empower their teams (American Psychological Association [APA], 2023; Jain-Link et al., 2020).
Despite systemic barriers to senior ranks like the Senior Executive Service (SES), African
American women in leadership continue to model resilience, mentorship, and adaptability—
hallmarks of empowering leadership (Black et al., 2015; Ferguson & King, 2023).

As agencies respond to OPM’s workforce transformation initiatives—ranging from
hybrid work models to digital integration—empowering leadership remains vital to maintaining
institutional excellence, driving inclusion, and sustaining employee engagement (OPM, 2020).

In this study, I draw on these insights to examine how empowerment, conceptualized
through psychological and structural theories, shapes leadership trajectories within the federal
workforce. It highlights how empowerment fosters career advancement, engagement, and
performance by examining how leaders facilitate access to information, resources, support, and
opportunities (Kanter, 1977, 1993a). While demographic representation remains a key dimension

of workforce strategy, empowerment emerges here as the mechanism through which leadership
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is distributed, talent is cultivated, and inclusive cultures are sustained. By grounding this
discussion in foundational scholarship and federal policy priorities, this study frames employee
empowerment not as a passive outcome but as an active leadership imperative that is vital to the
future of federal service.

Theoretical Constructs

Building on the theoretical framework introduced in Chapter 1, Figure 1, this literature
review is grounded in the global theme of empowerment and organized around three interrelated
theoretical organizing themes: (1) Empowering Leadership, (2) Employee Empowerment, and
(3) Structural Empowerment. These approaches, supported by 13 basic themes (Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Spreitzer, 1992, 1995), provide a structured lens for examining how African American
women leaders (AAWLs) navigate and enact empowerment within federal government contexts.
This framework positions empowerment not as a singular phenomenon but as a multidimensional
process shaped by empowering leadership practices, employee experiences, and organizational
conditions.

Figure 4 illustrates the relationship between these organizing themes and their 13 basic
themes of empowerment, serving as the organizational framework for the chapter. The basic
themes span areas such as leaders' growth and motivation, relational support, structural access,
and digital readiness, reflecting the dynamic intersections between leadership practices and
empowerment outcomes. Although previous research has examined these constructs in isolation,
there remains a paucity of scholarship that investigates their collective impact on employee

engagement, organizational effectiveness, and equitable leadership development.
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Figure 4

Thematic Hierarchy of Empowerment Theory

Organizing Themes

13
Basic Themes

While empowerment research has evolved (Albrecht & Andretta, 2011; Avolio et al.,
2004), the mechanisms through which empowering leadership practices interact with
psychological processes and structural systems remain only partially understood. These
deficiencies are particularly pronounced when exploring how AAWLs bring diverse perspectives
of empowering leadership (Bogenschneider, 2016) within the unique structures of the U.S.
federal government. To ground these theoretical approaches and related concepts within a
broader context, this section examines empowerment as a global theme, highlighting the

foundational scholarship and theoretical principles that inform the study’s frameworks.
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Global Theme: Empowerment
Empowerment theory provides a multidimensional framework for understanding how
leadership practices, psychological dynamics, and structural support collectively shape employee
empowerment outcomes. Based on foundational management and organizational behavior
theories, Argyris (1957) emphasized self-actualization and participatory management,
demonstrating that employees thrive when organizational structures align with their
psychological needs. McGregor’s (1960) Theory Y further underscored that autonomy, trust, and
accountability—rather than rigid supervision—are the drivers of intrinsic motivation, making it
highly relevant to employee empowerment.
Empowerment is typically conceptualized through two interrelated themes: (1)
psychological empowerment, which reflects employees' perceptions of autonomy, purpose, and
influence within their work environments (Spreitzer, 1992), and (2) structural empowerment,
encompassing organizational mechanisms such as access to tools, professional development,
digital readiness, and decision-making authority (Edmondson, 2019; Kanter, 1977, 1993a).
These themes are particularly salient in public sector contexts, where employee initiative and
engagement are vital for mission success (Fajardo, 2021).
1. Psychological empowerment. This refers to employees’ intrinsic motivation,
enhanced self-efficacy, and sense of meaning, competence, and impact in their roles
(Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer, 1995; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990).

2. Structural empowerment. Rooted in Kanter’s framework, this involves giving
employees access to essential information, resources, support, and developmental
opportunities that enable effectiveness and growth (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Laschinger

et al., 2001; Yang et al., 2014).
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As Conger and Kanungo (1988) observed, “Empowerment is positively related to well-being and
is used by theorists to explain organizational effectiveness” (p. 471). These dual facets—
psychological and structural—jointly influence employees’ commitment, motivation,
satisfaction, and performance, thereby enhancing overall organizational effectiveness (Croft &
Bichelmeyer, 2021; Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013).

While the literature traditionally emphasizes psychological and structural empowerment,
for this study, I introduced a third, equally important lens: a relational lens. This addition reflects
evolving leadership research that highlights the role of trust-building, emotional intelligence, and
interpersonal engagement—factors particularly vital in high-stakes, complex environments such
as the federal sector. Notably, the COVID-19 pandemic prompted a renewed emphasis on
empowerment in both theory and practice, as organizations faced mounting pressures for
relationally responsive leadership that supports resilience and adaptability (Gallup, 2023).

Effective empowerment strategies are linked to increased engagement, retention, and
high-performing cultures (Kim & Fernandez, 2017; Spreitzer, 1995). Conversely, when
empowerment is poorly implemented—through micromanagement, inequitable practices, or lack
of structural support—it can exacerbate power imbalances and drive disengagement (Jackson,
2023; Schein & Schein, 2017). These insights underscore the importance of integrating
empowerment practices into leadership development, transparent decision-making, and inclusive
workplace structures across federal agencies (Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b; Zimmerman, 2000).

Empowerment theory in this study is conceptualized through three interrelated organizing
themes—Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment—
along with 13 basic themes derived from the literature and participant data. Drawing from

Attride-Stirling’s (2001) thematic network approach, these themes are organized hierarchically
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to reflect both theoretical grounding and empirical relevance. This structure provided the
foundation for the study’s frameworks, directly informed the coding strategy used in Chapter 4,
and supported a consistent interpretive lens for analyzing how empowering leadership practices,
employee experiences, and organizational contexts collectively shape empowerment outcomes.
Table 6

Hierarchical Representation of the Empowerment Theory Thematic Structure in the Study

Attride-
Hierarchical Level of the Stirling’s Descrintion Notes
Thematic Structure Thematic P
Language
Global Theme: Global Superordinate themes The primary construct of
Theme that encapsulate the this study: Empowerment.
Empowerment Theory principal metaphors or Combined approach
assertions within the synthesized work from
study (Attride-Stirling, historical and
2001). contemporary scholars
(e.g., Kanter, 1977, 1993a;
Spreitzer, 1992, 1995, and
related studies).
Organizing Themes: Organizing Categorical labels of Serve as mid-level
. . Themes groups of basic themes categories that connect
1. Empowering Leadership to summarize salient basic themes to the global
2. Employee Empowerment thematic areas (Attride-  theme. These themes were
Stirling, 2001). first conceptualized from
3. Structural Empowerment the literature (Chapter 2)

and later revisited through
empirical findings in
Chapter 4.

43



Table 6

Hierarchical Representation of the Empowerment Theory Thematic Structure in the Study

(Continued).
Attride-
Hierarchical Level of Stirling’s
the Thematic Structure Thematic
Language

Description

Notes

Basic Themes Basic Themes

Theme 1: Empowering
Leadership:

1. Growth & Motivation
2. Perception of Empowerment
3. Leadership Styles

4. Leader’s Support &
Resource Development

5. Relational Approaches

6. Autonomy & Decision-
Making

Theme 2: Employee
Empowerment

1. Leadership Influence on
Empowerment

2. Employee Empowerment
3. Work Commitment

Theme 3: Structural
Empowerment

1. Organizational Frameworks
& Cultural Influence

2. Knowledge Sharing &
Information Access

3. Cultural Intelligence &
Digital Readiness

4. Structural Support

Represent the most
specific and lower-
order themes that
capture simple
premises directly from
data or texts (Attride-
Stirling, 2001).
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From the literature review
(Chapter 2), 13 basic themes were
identified deductively through
content analysis of the literature,
capturing recurring elements such
as trust, autonomy, leader
support, skill development,
feedback, continuous learning,
motivation, affective
commitment, and job satisfaction.
These themes also provided the
analytic foundation for Chapter 4,
where pattern codes from
participants’ transcripts were later
clustered into comparable or
expanded basic themes,
reinforcing and extending the
frameworks established through
the literature.



Table 6

Hierarchical Representation of the Empowerment Theory Thematic Structure in the Study
(Continued).

Attride-
Hierarchical Level of Stirling’s Descrinti Not
the Thematic Structure Thematic escription otes
Language

Pattern Codes Not originally Defined as “repetitive,  Although not originally part of
defined in regular, or consistent Attride-Stirling’s framework,
Attride-Stirling,  occurrences of pattern coding (Saldaiia, 2016)
but aligns with action/data that was incorporated into this study
Saldana’s appeared more than to capture recurring elements
pattern coding. twice” (Saldafia, 2016, emphasized in the literature.

p.5). Within Chapter 2, pattern codes

such as trust, autonomy, and
leader support were identified
through qualitative content
analysis of prior research, helping
to structure the review of
employee empowerment. These
codes also served as a
methodological bridge to Chapter
4, where pattern coding was
applied inductively to participant
transcripts to develop the
empirical findings.

Note. This table shows the alignment between the study’s global, organizing, and basic themes
and reflects how these themes relate to the theoretical and conceptual framework introduced in
Chapter 1.
Organizing Themes

Empowerment theory functioned as a cohesive framework composed of three organizing
themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001) used in this research: (1) Empowering Leadership, (2) Employee
Empowerment, and (3) Structural Empowerment. It emphasizes the dynamic interplay among
empowering leadership, employee empowerment (psychological), and structural support, thereby

establishing a foundation for understanding how these constructs collectively influence

organizational outcomes. Despite the expanding corpus of research on this topic, significant gaps
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persist in fully capturing these interactions, particularly within federal contexts and through the
perspectives of AAWLs (Albrecht & Andretta, 2011; Avolio et al., 2004). This section further
explores each basic theme and addresses identified gaps.

Organizing Theme 1: Empowering Leadership

Empowering leadership theory emphasizes the pivotal role of leaders in promoting
employee empowerment through the delegation of authority, provision of emotional support, and
careful distribution of power. Rather than relying solely on positional authority, empowering
leaders cultivate environments where employees feel confident, competent, and intrinsically
motivated to contribute (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995). Rooted in both employee
psychological and structural empowerment, this approach integrates access to information,
resources, and opportunities with respect for individual agency and self-efficacy (Kanter, 1977,
1993a).

Effective empowering leaders align organizational objectives with the professional
aspirations of individual employees, thereby enabling them to express ideas, take initiative, and
influence decisions that affect their work (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Zimmerman, 2000).
Central to this approach are leaders' practices that promote psychological safety, autonomy, and
professional growth in others. Leaders demonstrate trust and empathy by decentralizing
authority, valuing employee input, and supporting their growth (Edmondson, 2019; Spreitzer,
1992).

To advance the understanding of empowering leadership, I explored the six basic themes
of empowering leadership theories (Attride-Stirling, 2001) to welcome various perspectives, and

through the three analytical lenses—relational, psychological, and structural empowerment.
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The basic themes of empowerment and structural empowerment established the

foundation and validity of the frameworks guiding this study. As summarized in Table 7, the

literature on empowering leadership is organized around six basic themes, which provide both

the theoretical grounding for this research and a framework that informs scholars’ and

practitioners’ understanding of organizational empowerment.

Six Basic Themes of Empowering Leadership

In this study, empowering leadership is conceptualized as an adaptive leadership capacity

that synthesizes three interrelated concepts: relational dynamics, psychological mechanisms, and

structural support to cultivate autonomy, trust, and high-performance empowerment practices

within federal organizational settings (see Table 7).

Table 7

Six Empowering Leadership® Basic Themes Analyzed Across Relational, Psychological, and

Structural Lenses

Empowering Leadership: Six Basic Themes Synthesized Across
Relational, Psychological, and Structural Lenses

Six Basic
Themes

Relational

Psychological

Structural

1. Driven Growth
and Motivation

Leaders facilitate the
formation of mentoring
relationships and support
both personal and
professional development
for themselves and others.
These practices enhance
connection, trust, and
individual purpose (APA,
2023; Edmondson, 2019;
Goleman, 2000).

Empowering leaders
strengthen employees’ self-
efficacy and cognitive
resilience by promoting
intrinsic motivation,
meaningful work, and
internalized goals (Conger
& Kanungo, 1988;
Leontiou et al., 2021;
Spreitzer, 1995).

Leaders identify employee
needs and establish
developmental pathways.
They address cultural and
systemic barriers by
advocating for equitable
access to resources,
recognition, and
compensation to reward
contributions and retain talent
(Argyris, 1998; Fajardo,
2021; Fernandez &
Moldogaziev, 2013;
Goleman, 2000; Kanter,
1977, 1993a; Spreitzer,
1992).

3 Note. Horizontal lines were added for visual clarity in this table, consistent with APA 7 recommendations for
readability in complex data presentations (APA, 2020, Section 7.17).
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Table 7

Six Empowering Leadership Basic Themes Analyzed Across Relational, Psychological, and
Structural Lenses (Continued).

Empowering Leadership: Six Basic Themes Synthesized Across
Relational, Psychological, and Structural Lenses

Six Basic
Themes

Relational

Psychological

Structural

2. Perceptions of
Empowerment

Leaders promote self-
empowerment and personal
determination by
strengthening trust and
cultivating a shared vision.
This creates an environment
of mutual respect and
relational accountability
(Clutterbuck & Kernaghan,
1995; Spreitzer, 1992;
Zimmerman, 2000).

Leaders view themselves as
enablers of others’ success,
fostering psychological
ownership and a sense of
personal responsibility among
team members to grow,
support, and lead (Albayrak &
Erturk, 2021; Avolio et al.,
2004; Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

Empowering leadership
reinforces autonomy
through clear
organizational policies,
strategic vision, and role
clarity—structures that
legitimize independent
action and decision-
making (Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Lijnse, 2023).

3. Leadership

Through a relational lens,

From a psychological

Leaders define clear

Styles empowering leaders build perspective, empowering authority structures and
trust and engagement by leadership styles support the decision-making
modeling shared leadership development of employee frameworks. They
practices and encouraging confidence, positive self- institutionalize
open communication. They perception, and internal empowerment by
draw on adaptive, leadership capacity. Leaders embedding it into
participatory, and foster psychological safety organizational culture,
emotionally intelligent and intrinsic motivation by embracing responsive
behaviors that promote encouraging autonomy, change, and using
inclusive environments ownership, and employee recognition systems to
where employees feel growth (Kanter, 1977, 1993a;  reinforce performance
acknowledged, supported, Park et al., 2017; Spreitzer, (Kanter, 1977, 1993b).
and intrinsically motivated 1995).

(Edmondson, 2019;
Goleman, 2000; Kanter,
1977, 1993b).

4. Leaders’ Leaders cultivate supportive  Psychological safety is Leaders reduce barriers to
Support and professional networks and enhanced through leader development by allocating
Resource ensure accessibility. practices that encourage trust,  resources (tools, training,
Development Empowering leadership is facilitate problem-solving, support structures) and

reinforced through strong
workplace relationships,
meaningful connections, and
shared social bonds
(Fernandez & Moldogaziev,
2013; Kanter, 1977, 1993Db).

and reduce fear of failure—
core conditions that support
employee learning and
adaptability (Edmondson,
2019; Kanter, 1977, 1993b;
Spreitzer, 1995).

promoting inclusive
practices that ensure full
participation and talent
growth across all
employee groups (Kanter,
1977, 1993b).
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Table 7

Six Empowering Leadership Basic Themes Analyzed Across Relational, Psychological, and

Structural Lenses (Continued).

Empowering Leadership: Six Basic Themes Synthesized Across
Relational, Psychological, and Structural Lenses

Six Basic Relational

Themes

Psychological

Structural

Leaders model active
listening, respectful
discourse, and collaborative
problem-solving. These
empowering leadership
practices help cultivate
interpersonal trust and
psychological safety in team
interactions (Edmondson,
2019; Swisher, V., 2013).

5. Relational
Approaches

Empowering leaders promote

analytical thinking and
cognitive clarity, enabling
employees to engage in
reflective decision-making
and self-regulated learning
(Spreitzer, 1995).

Rational leadership
emphasizes structured,
evidence-based strategies
that guide decision-
making and problem
resolution. Leaders
institutionalize logical
approaches that improve
organizational systems
and outcomes (Kanter,
1977, 1993a; Walsh,
Bartunek, & Lacey,
1997a, 1997b).

6: Autonomy and
Decision-
Making

Leaders balance employee
independence with relational
trust by encouraging
individuals to voice their
perspectives. This cultivates
mutual respect, supports
well-being, and fosters
shared responsibility for
development (Hugq, 2016;
Kanter, 1977, 1993a;
Spreitzer, 1995).

Empowering leadership
fosters psychological
autonomy by building
confidence in employees'
decision-making capacity. It
promotes self-determination,
ownership of actions, and
accountability for outcomes
(Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Fernandez & Moldogaziev,
2013; Spreitzer, 1995).

Leaders establish clear
organizational processes
that support autonomy and
shared decision-making
authority. These structures
empower employees to
contribute meaningfully
and act independently
within defined
frameworks (Hugq, 2016;
Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

Note. The basic themes presented here are synthesized from prior literature and provide a
structured framework for examining empowerment in literature. While these themes are used in
this chapter to organize the review, they also serve as preliminary coding categories in Chapter 4,
linking the theoretical foundations of empowerment to the study’s analytic process (Saldafia,

2016).

In the following sections, I expand on the six basic themes of empowering leadership,

grounded in existing theoretical and empirical literature. Examined through relational,

psychological, and structural lenses, these concepts offer a multidimensional understanding of

how empowerment has been conceptualized and operationalized in organizational leadership

research—particularly within complex systems such as the federal sector.
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These constructs emphasize the interdependence of relational engagement, psychological
development, and structural design in leadership practice. They underscore the need for inclusive
authority structures and mutual respect in decision-making processes. From a relational
perspective, autonomy is built on trust, transparency, and shared accountability. Psychologically,
it fosters confidence, self-efficacy, and intrinsic motivation (Leontiou et al., 2021). Structurally,
it is supported through role clarity, aligned policies, and access to decision-making forums.
Collectively, these elements suggest that empowerment should not be viewed as a peripheral
management tool but as a strategic orientation embedded within leadership identity and
institutional culture.

1. Driven by Growth and Motivation

Empowering leadership emphasizes the leader’s role in fostering both personal and
professional development, nurturing intrinsic motivation, and cultivating purpose-driven work
(APA, 2023; Goleman, 2000). Goleman’s (2000) research on emotional intelligence—based
leadership styles—particularly coaching, democratic, affiliative, and authoritative—demonstrates
how these approaches contribute positively to organizational climate by enhancing clarity,
recognition, adaptability, and commitment.

Within an empowering leadership framework, these styles support growth across three
interrelated lenses. Relational leaders promote mentorship and collaborative engagement
(e.g., coaching and democratic styles), building trust and developmental bonds. Psychologically,
they strengthen employees’ confidence, purpose, and self-efficacy (e.g., transformational style).
Structurally, leaders reinforce developmental pathways, provide access to growth opportunities,
and link contributions to tangible rewards (e.g., authoritative style). As leaders support employee

development, it becomes equally important to consider how empowerment is perceived—
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relationally, psychologically, and structurally—as a condition for authentic engagement and
agency. Figure 5 illustrates this theory-driven theme across the three lenses of empowerment.
Figure 5

Basic Theme 1: Driven Growth and Motivation Across Empowerment Lenses
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This theory-driven thematic model illustrates how the concept of "Driven Growth and
Motivation" is analyzed through three interrelated lenses of empowerment—relational,
psychological, and structural. Each lens reflects well-established components of empowerment
theory (e.g., Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995), highlighting distinct mechanisms through
which leaders influence employee development. The associated outcomes represent scholars’
conceptualizations of empowerment’s impact on employee engagement, motivation, and career

progression.
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2. Perception of Empowerment

Although empowerment lacks a single universally accepted definition, leadership
scholars widely acknowledge its critical role in shaping organizational dynamics and employee
outcomes (Clutterbuck & Kernaghan, 1995; Spreitzer, 1995; Zimmerman, 2000). Research
highlights that leaders’ perceptions of empowerment directly influence how they delegate
authority, foster shared decision-making, and instill confidence in employees (Kanter, 1977,
1993a). Leaders who view empowerment as a collaborative, trust-based process are more likely
to cultivate environments where individuals feel valued, capable, and motivated to contribute.

Through a relational lens, leaders foster trust and shared vision. From a psychological
lens, they shape employees’ sense of identity, ownership, and confidence in contributing at any
level (Albayrak & Erturk, 2021; Avolio et al., 2004; Kanter, 1977, 1993a). Structurally, leaders
embed empowerment through clear policies and role designs that support autonomy and clarity
(Lijnse, 2023; Kanter, 1977, 1993b). Together, these perceptions shape leadership styles in ways
that either reinforce or undermine the conditions for empowerment (Phillips, 1983; see Figure 6).
Figure 6

Basic Theme 2: Perception of Empowerment Across Empowerment Lenses
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This theory-driven thematic model demonstrates how leaders’ perception of
empowerment shapes their approach to fostering autonomy, shared responsibility, and employee
confidence. Viewed through relational, psychological, and structural lenses, this model reflects
established empowerment theory (e.g., Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995).

The relational lens emphasized trust-building and the co-creation of vision; the
psychological lens focuses on identity, ownership, and belief in one’s capacity to contribute; and
the structural lens highlights clear policies, authority structures, and decision-making
frameworks. Collectively, these perspectives inform how empowerment is enacted and
experienced in organizational systems, resulting in increased organizational trust, psychological
ownership, and greater role clarity.

3. Leadership Styles

Empowering leadership is characterized by adaptive, participatory, and emotionally
intelligent behaviors that promote employee growth and engagement (Edmondson, 2019; Kanter,
1977, 1993b). Leadership styles such as coaching, democratic, and affiliative have been shown
to foster inclusive, psychologically safe environments where employees feel acknowledged,
supported, and intrinsically motivated (Goleman, 2000; Park et al., 2017). These styles allow
leaders to respond effectively to relational cues and individual needs, tailoring their behavior to
enhance collaboration and empowerment.

Through a relational lens, empowering leaders build trust and engagement by modeling
shared leadership practices and encouraging open communication. From a psychological
perspective, these styles support the development of employee confidence, positive self-

perception, and internal leadership capacity (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995). Structurally,
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leaders navigate formal authority systems to promote participative decision-making and embed
empowerment into organizational norms and processes (Kanter, 1977, 1993b).

While leadership style shapes how empowerment is expressed behaviorally, its
effectiveness is often contingent on the leader’s ability to provide tangible support and access to
developmental resources (see Figure 7).

Figure 7

Basic Theme 3: Leadership Styles Across Empowerment Lenses
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In this theory-driven model, I show how empowering leadership styles contribute to
empowerment across relational, psychological, and structural lenses (e.g., Goleman, 2000;
Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995). Empowering leaders apply adaptive and
emotionally intelligent behaviors that foster inclusion, build employee confidence, and promote
shared decision-making in formal systems. Empowering leadership styles ultimately shape how

empowerment is practiced and sustained in the workplace.
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4. Leaders' Support and Resource Development

The capacity of leaders to empower others is closely tied to the support systems and
organizational resources available to them. Access to leadership development programs,
mentoring networks, and institutional infrastructure significantly enhances leaders’ effectiveness
as agents of empowerment (Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013; Kanter, 1977, 1993a). Kanter
(1993a) emphasized that leaders’ structural positioning—through what she termed "lines of
power" and "lines of support"—affects not only their formal authority but also their informal
capacity to mobilize resources on behalf of others.

Through a relational lens, empowering leaders cultivate supportive networks that
promote knowledge sharing, accessibility, and inclusive collaboration. From a psychological
perspective, they create environments that enhance psychological safety and foster problem-
solving confidence (Edmondson, 2019; Spreitzer, 1995). Structurally, leaders allocate tools,
training, and developmental resources that reduce barriers to participation and facilitate
employee growth (Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

While access to resources and supportive structures provides the foundation for
empowerment, the methods leaders use to reason, communicate, and make decisions—through
rational, evidence-based approaches—further shape how empowerment is enacted in practice

(see Figure 8).
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Figure 8
Basic Theme 4: Leaders’ Support and Resource Development Across Empowerment Lenses
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This theory-driven thematic model demonstrates how leaders enable empowerment by
facilitating access to organizational resources, developmental tools, and supportive networks.
Through relational, psychological, and structural lenses, this theme highlights how leaders foster
inclusion, confidence, and opportunity. Consistent with foundational empowerment theory (e.g.,
Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995), these mechanisms strengthen employees’ capacity
to engage meaningfully and contribute effectively within their roles.

5. Relational Approaches

Empowering leadership can be understood through relational approaches that highlight
interpersonal dynamics, often linked to the leadership styles of women—especially African
American women (Walsh et al., 1997; Anfara et al., 2015; APA, 2023; Ferguson & King, 2023).
Scholars argue that women's leadership is shaped by developmental and socialization

experiences (Gilligan, 1982; Chodorow, 1978; Brown & Gilligan, 1992).
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to prioritize connection and collaboration over hierarchy (Neuse, 1978, as cited in Walsh et al.,
1997a).

Relational leadership stresses trust, empathy, and emotional intelligence as vital to
psychological safety and team engagement (Edmondson, 2019; Swisher, 2013). Empowering
leaders using this lens foster inclusive spaces through active listening and respect for diverse
perspectives. While relationality is central here, it aligns with broader empowering leadership
models, incorporating structural (Kanter, 1977) and psychological (Spreitzer, 1995) dimensions.
Ultimately, effective empowerment also depends on leaders promoting autonomy and shared
decision-making (see Figure 9).

Figure 9
Basic Theme 5: Relational Approaches Across Empowerment Lenses
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This theory-driven model describes how relational leadership dynamics—such as trust,

active listening, and emotional intelligence—contribute to empowerment across relational,
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psychological, and structural lenses (e.g., Kanter, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995). The data suggest that
leaders’ practices enhance psychological safety, reinforce inclusive systems, and elevate
employee engagement by fostering a sense of belonging, shared accountability, and collaborative
work environments (Edmondson, 2019; Swisher, 2013).

Through the relational lens, leaders build trust and inclusion by modeling emotional
intelligence and responsive listening. The psychological lens emphasizes how such practices
enhance psychological safety and reflective thinking, enabling individuals to feel secure in
voicing diverse perspectives (Spreitzer, 1995). From a structural lens, these relational practices
are institutionalized through collaborative structures that normalize participation and promote
shared responsibility in decision-making processes (Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

As Arnold et al. (2000) noted, "Empowering leadership involves enhancing the
meaningfulness of work, fostering participation in decision making, expressing confidence in
high performance, and providing autonomy from bureaucratic constraints" (p. 249). This
statement underscores the multidimensional nature of empowerment and serves as a theoretical
bridge to the next basic theme: Autonomy and Decision-Making.

6. Autonomy and Decision-Making

Autonomy and shared decision-making are central to empowering leadership, enabling
employees to exercise discretion, voice perspectives, and take ownership (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013; Spreitzer, 1995). Leaders cultivate this through distributed
authority, participatory engagement, and intentional role design.

Hugq (2016) identified four key empowerment elements: (1) power-sharing—building
trust via equitable authority; (2) participative decision-making—fostering accountability and

ownership; (3) responsibility devolution—assigning meaningful tasks; and (4) a people-oriented
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leadership style—prioritizing well-being and development. These align with this study’s theme
of Autonomy and Decision-Making, which integrates relational (trust-building), psychological
(confidence), and structural (decision processes) empowerment approaches (Hug, 2016; Kanter,
1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995).

Hugq (2016) highlights the need for management to understand and implement all four
elements to realize true empowerment (pp. 557-558). These components complement Kanter’s
(1993a) structural and Spreitzer’s (1992) psychological empowerment theories, offering practical
insight into leadership execution. Figure 10 illustrates how autonomy and decision-making
function as key mechanisms within empowering leadership across all three theoretical lenses.
Figure 10

Basic Theme 6: Autonomy and Decision-Making Across Empowerment Lenses
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Last, this theory-driven thematic model shows how autonomy and decision-making

function as vital elements of empowering leadership. Viewed through the relational lens, leaders
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cultivate autonomy by fostering mutual trust and encouraging employees to voice their
perspectives. The psychological lens highlights how empowering leaders promote confidence,
self-determination, and internal motivation to take ownership of decisions (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Spreitzer, 1992). From a structural perspective, leaders institutionalize empowerment through
participatory decision-making processes, formalized authority structures, and clear role
expectations (Kanter, 1977, 1993b).

Collectively, these lenses reflect a holistic approach to leadership that emphasizes not
only the delegation of authority but also the relational and cognitive conditions necessary for
empowerment to take root. As demonstrated in this thematic model, autonomy and decision-
making are not isolated performances but interdependent leadership practices that enhance
employee engagement, accountability, and innovation across organizational contexts. Informed
by the six basic themes outlined above, the next section examines how federal leaders
operationalize empowerment within complex organizational systems.

Organizing Theme 2: Employee Empowerment

Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) model of structural empowerment emphasizes the significance of
employees’ access to information, resources, support, and opportunities in fostering both
organizational effectiveness and employee engagement. Building upon this foundation,
Spreitzer’s (1992) psychological empowerment model identifies four key psychological states—
meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact—that influence how employees
experience empowerment in their roles.

Employee empowerment contributes to innovation and improved service delivery.
Programs that blend performance-based incentives with empowerment strategies have resulted in

streamlined workflows and adaptive problem-solving across agencies (Fajardo, 2021; Fernandez
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& Moldogaziev, 2013). However, Fernandez and Moldogaziev (2013) cautioned that
empowerment efforts may falter if they focus solely on redistributing authority without
incorporating essential elements such as information sharing, recognition, and knowledge
development. This section analyzes employee empowerment through the basic themes of leaders’
influence, employee performance, and work commitment, framed through relational,
psychological, and structural lenses.

Relational Lens

The relational lens offers insight into how interpersonal dynamics—particularly trust,
emotional intelligence, and collaboration—shape employees’ experiences of empowerment.
Relational empowerment emphasizes that meaningful leadership occurs not just through
authority, but through respectful relationships and human connection. As Edmondson (2019)
notes, “Psychological safety describes a climate in which people are comfortable being (and
expressing) themselves” (p. xvii). In such climates, empowerment is fostered through open
dialogue, authenticity, and mutual trust.

Leaders who promote relational empowerment actively cultivate inclusive and
emotionally attuned cultures by engaging in intentional listening, demonstrating empathy, and
facilitating mutual respect. “The art of listening—really listening—with intention and empathy is
one of the most powerful ways leaders can show respect and inclusion” (Swisher, 2013, p. 82).
These practices not only strengthen individual confidence but also build team cohesion and
collective efficacy.

Psychological Lens
While relational dynamics emphasize interpersonal connections, the psychological lens

shifts the focus inward to how individuals perceive and internalize empowerment in their roles.
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Spreitzer (1995) defines psychological empowerment as “intrinsic task motivation reflecting a
sense of self-control in relation to one’s work and an active involvement with one’s work role”
(p. 1443). This construct reflects an employee’s internal sense of purpose, capability, autonomy,
and influence within their job. Spreitzer’s (1992) four concepts—meaning, competence,
self-determination, and impact—form the theoretical foundation for understanding how
empowerment is emotionally and cognitively experienced by employees in the workplace.

Leaders play a critical role in supporting employees’ psychological states by creating
conditions for ownership, initiative, and purposeful work. Practices such as open
communication, meaningful feedback, and recognition of contributions help foster confidence
and intrinsic motivation (Albayrak & Erturk, 2021; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Psychological
empowerment enables employees to maintain a sense of individual agency and internal
leadership amid external constraints.
Structural Lens

Structural empowerment involves systems, policies, and access mechanisms that
facilitate employee success and advancement. Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) model emphasized the
importance of access to resources, information, support, and opportunities in creating
empowered work environments. Leaders implement structural empowerment by lowering
hierarchical barriers, establishing transparent decision-making processes, and ensuring equitable
access to developmental pathways (Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013; Huqg, 2016). As Fernandez
and Moldogaziev (2013) state, “Empowerment programs are likely to succeed when employees
are provided with the information they need, adequate resources, support from supervisors, and

opportunities to learn new skills” (p. 160). Similarly, Huq (2016) asserted that “empowerment
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is not a passive process; instead, it requires active engagement from organizational leaders to
foster participation, decentralize authority, and build capacity among employees” (p. 120).
Three Basic Themes of Employee Empowerment

In this study, I identified three themes of employee empowerment from the literature: (1)
Leadership Influence on Empowerment, (2) Employee Performance, and (3) Work Commitment.

These interrelated categories reflect how empowerment is theorized across organizational
contexts—shaped by leadership practices, reflected in employee outcomes, and sustained
through long-term commitment. Together, they form the foundation for analyzing the broader
impact of empowerment practices on organizational success and equity-centered leadership.
1. Leadership Influence on Empowerment

Leadership fosters employee empowerment by building trust, promoting autonomy, and
providing sustained support—reflecting relational (trust), psychological (autonomy), and
structural (support) lenses. These elements contribute to outcomes such as motivation,
confidence, psychological safety, decision-making, creativity, mentorship, and perceived impact.
Grounded in the literature, the pattern codes of trust, autonomy, and support (Saldana, 2016)
serve as key analytic anchors for this study (see Figure 11). While these codes provide the
conceptual foundation, they are distinguished from the empirical codes presented in Chapter 4,
which reflect how participants uniquely experienced and enacted empowerment within their
federal leadership roles.

This framing highlights the interconnectedness of empowering leadership practices and
employee outcomes, underscoring how leadership influence is both multidimensional and
context-dependent. These insights create a foundation for examining how empowerment is

cultivated within complex institutional environments.
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Figure 11

Basic Theme 1: Leadership Influence on Empowerment Across Employee Empowerment Lenses
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e Trust. Trust in leadership is widely recognized as a prerequisite for empowerment.

Employees who perceive their leaders as trustworthy are more likely to feel
psychologically safe, empowered, and engaged (Spreitzer, 1995). Leaders build trust
by demonstrating integrity, fairness, and transparency (Zhu, May, & Avolio, 2004). As
Mishra and Mishra (1994) affirm, “trust is the glue of empowerment—it builds the
psychological safety necessary for employees to act with confidence” (p. 27).
Autonomy. Autonomy refers to the degree of discretion and independence employees
hold in their roles. Conger and Kanungo (1988) argued that autonomy fosters self-
directed motivation, sparking creativity, initiative, and accountability.

Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self-Determination Theory further underscored autonomy as a
core psychological need that fuels motivation and well-being:

Social contexts and individual differences that support the satisfaction of basic needs
facilitate natural growth processes, including intrinsically motivated

64



behavior and integration of extrinsic motivations. In contrast, those that forestall

autonomy, competence, or relatedness are associated with poorer motivation,

performance, and well-being. (p. 233)

e Leader Support. Supportive leadership enhances empowerment by fostering
environments where employees feel valued and respected. Kanter (1977, 1993a)
emphasized that access to resources, information, and mentoring enables meaningful
employee engagement. Lautizi et al. (2009) found a strong connection between
supervisor support and empowerment in team settings. Reinforcing this, McCarthy et
al. (2020) concluded: “Leader support, when consistent and constructive, directly
reduces turnover intentions and improves overall job satisfaction” (p. 6).

Having explored how leadership shapes empowerment through trust, autonomy, and
support, the next basic theme focuses on how empowerment directly impacts employee
performance. Understanding this relationship is essential for exploring the practical outcomes of
employee empowerment.

2. Employee Performance

Employee empowerment enhances performance by fostering a growth-oriented culture
focused on skill development, actionable feedback, and continuous learning (Ellinger et al.,
2010). Empowered environments prioritize contribution over compliance, enabling innovation
and problem-solving (Kanter, 1977, 1993a). Viewed through the relational, psychological, and
structural lenses, these performance outcomes are shaped by:

o Skill Development (relational lens), which promotes competence and self-efficacy.

o Feedback (psychological lens), which strengthens engagement and retention through

interpersonal clarity and support.
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e Continuous Learning (structural lens), which embeds adaptability and innovation

into formal systems and expectations.

The incorporation of performance-enhancing elements not only benefits individual
employees but also plays a significant role in advancing broader organizational outcomes
(Kanter, 1993a, 1993b), including enhanced service delivery, increased innovation capacity, and
improved talent retention. Studies show that in empowered work environments, employees are
more likely to take initiative, effectively navigate challenges, and align their efforts with
organizational goals (McCarthy et al., 2020; Tripathi & Bharadwaja, 2020).

This highlights the importance of integrating empowerment practices within leadership
development frameworks, performance evaluation processes, and team structures. Such
integration is essential for fostering a culture in which performance is assessed not solely by
quantitative outputs but also by employee engagement and professional growth.

Figure 12 identifies these three pattern codes as central to how empowerment is experienced and
sustained (Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b; McCarthy et al., 2020; Tripathi & Bharadwaja, 2020).
Figure 12
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Skill Development. Skill development is foundational to employee empowerment,
equipping employees with the capabilities to succeed and adapt in evolving roles
(Hudak, Russell, & Rosenkrans, 2015). Empowering environments enable individuals
to acquire new competencies, thereby increasing their sense of self-efficacy—a
component of empowerment (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). “Skill acquisition is not
merely a byproduct of empowerment; it is a mechanism that reinforces it” (Fernandez
& Moldogaziev, 2013, p. 157).

Feedback. Effective feedback systems enhance empowerment by making
performance expectations transparent, actionable, and collaborative. Empowered
employees are not passive recipients of evaluations but active participants in shaping
their growth through reflective feedback loops. “Constructive feedback coupled with
leader support reduces turnover intention and reinforces role clarity” (McCarthy et

al., 2020, p. 6).

Consistent, development-focused, two-way feedback contributes to improved

engagement, performance, and retention while aligning employees with organizational objectives

(Jackson, 2023; Meier, 2021).

Continuous Learning. Empowerment flourishes in learning organizations—those
that evolve, adapt, and emphasize knowledge sharing (Hendrayadi et al., 2019).
Continuous learning encourages innovation, problem-solving, and improved
processes, all essential in the complex federal environment (Erturk, 2021; Westney,
1984). “Empowered employees demonstrate stronger problem-solving capabilities
and a greater likelihood of initiating process improvements ” (Tripathi & Bharadwaja,

2020, p. 42).
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Learning directly supports employee empowerment by reinforcing the mechanisms—skill
development, feedback, and adaptability—that enable employees to thrive in dynamic systems
(Kanter, 1977, 1993b). In federal agencies, where rigid hierarchies often impede flexibility,
cultivating a culture of continuous learning and adaptability is crucial to sustaining
empowerment (Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021; Jin & McDonald, 2017).

Empowered learning also drives long-term resilience. As Schein and Schein (2017)
noted: “To get feedback and to take the time to reflect, analyze, and assimilate the implications
of what the feedback has communicated ” (p. 345) is essential to behavioral
adjustment and adaptive leadership. Thus, continuous learning should not be treated as a
peripheral activity but as a central driver of federal workforce performance, innovation, and
retention (Swisher, 2013).

These employee performance—related outcomes set the stage for the third basic theme of
employee empowerment—work commitment—which reflects the long-term emotional and
behavioral investment employees make when empowered in supportive organizational cultures.
3. Work Commitment

Work commitment represents a basic theme of employee empowerment and is a
recognized indicator of workforce resilience. As shown in Figure 13, this basic theme—Work
Commitment—includes three pattern codes: (1) affective commitment, (2) motivation, and (3)
job satisfaction, each essential for sustaining employee actions (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Saldafia,

2016).
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Viewed through the relational, psychological, and structural lenses, this theme illustrates
how:
o Affective commitment (relational lens) stems from emotionally intelligent
leadership, inclusion, and trust.
e Motivation (psychological lens) is driven by autonomy, self-determination, and a
sense of purpose.
o Job satisfaction (structural lens) is shaped by decision-making authority, recognition,
advancement pathways, and organizational support systems.
Collectively, these constructs help explain how empowerment enhances long-term
commitment and organizational loyalty.

Figure 13
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Affective Commitment. Affective commitment refers to employees’ emotional
attachment to their organization, often marked by loyalty and involvement (Minseo &
Beehr, 2018). Empowering leadership fosters this commitment through autonomy,
information-sharing, and meaningful work (Hendrayadi et al., 2019). “Empowering
leadership is positively associated with employees’ affective commitment and
knowledge-sharing behavior. When employees perceive that their leaders support them
through autonomy and trust, they develop a stronger emotional bond with the
organization” (Hendrayadi et al., 2019, p. 1).

McCarthy et al. (2020) found similar outcomes in federal agencies: “Employees
who experience leadership support and autonomy report stronger affective commitment
and are less likely to consider leaving their agencies” (p. 6). This form of commitment
supports federal workforce stability and long-term engagement.

Motivation. Motivation is a psychological outcome of empowerment, rooted in
employees’ intrinsic drive to perform work meaningfully. Conger and Kanungo (1988)
defined empowerment as a motivational construct. It is not something that can be given
to employees, but rather a state of mind reflecting increased intrinsic task motivation” (p.
474). Black, Enslin, and Hall-Baker (2015) confirmed this link, noting that “access to
professional development, autonomy in decision-making, and meaningful recognition
were consistently reported as motivational drivers” among women in federal leadership
(p- 2).

Spreitzer (1995) reinforced this through her concept of self-determination,
showing that control over work leads to sustained motivation. Likewise, Albayrak and

Erturk (2021) observed that empowered employees “are more likely to be intrinsically
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motivated, exerting discretionary effort that enhances performance and team cohesion”
(p. 109). Essentially, motivation derived from empowerment supports initiative,
accountability, employee retention, and long-term organizational growth.
e Job Satisfaction. Job satisfaction is one of the most consistently observed outcomes of
empowerment across theoretical and empirical literature (Laschinger et al., 2001; Tubre
& Collins, 2000). It reflects the overall contentment employees feel regarding their job
roles, advancement opportunities, compensation, and workplace environment (Parker &
Horowitz, 2022). Employee empowerment—particularly through decision-making
authority, recognition, and opportunities for development—has been shown to
significantly impact satisfaction (Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013; Kanter, 1977, 1993a).
Croft and Bichelmeyer (2021), in their national analysis of U.S. federal workers, found
that “job satisfaction was the strongest predictor of turnover intention, followed by satisfaction
with organization, loyalty, accomplishment, involvement in decisions, liking the job task,
satisfaction with promotion opportunities, skill development opportunities, organizational tenure,
and pay satisfaction” (p. 538). Qing et al. (2020) reinforce these findings in a comprehensive
study of federal employees, showing that both psychological and structural empowerment predict
job satisfaction and intention to stay—key indicators for retention across government agencies.
This multifaceted view confirms that employee empowerment directly influences how
satisfied individuals feel about their roles and their organizational trajectory (Albayrak & Erturk,
2021; Qing et al., 2020). Spreitzer (1995) further validated that empowered employees report
greater job satisfaction due to their perceived ability to shape work outcomes. Eisenberger et al.
(2020) similarly demonstrated that when employees perceive strong organizational support, they

are significantly less likely to consider leaving their positions. Taken together, the literature
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strongly affirms that empowerment is a critical factor for fostering job satisfaction, which in turn
enhances retention and drives overall organizational performance (Jackson, 2023).

To fully realize these outcomes, however, empowerment must be supported by enabling
structures and institutional frameworks. The following section explores the structural conditions
that enable and sustain employee empowerment. These outcomes are not solely the result of
individual or interpersonal dynamics but are significantly influenced by the systems and
structures inherent within organizations.

Organizing Theme 3: Structural Empowerment

Structural empowerment is a critical element in understanding the components through
which organizations facilitate empowerment, articulated through four basic themes: (1)
Organizational Frameworks and Cultural Influences, (2) Knowledge Sharing and Information
Access, (3) Cultural Intelligence and Digital Readiness, and (4) Structural Support,
encompassing information, resources, support, and developmental opportunities.

Four Basic Themes of Structural Empowerment
1. Organizational Frameworks and Cultural Influence

Organizational frameworks—such as hierarchical structures, formal authority channels,
personnel policies, and leadership development systems—serve as the scaffolding for structural
empowerment. As Kanter (1979) has noted, structural empowerment does not operate in
isolation; it is shaped by the broader organizational systems and cultural dynamics that influence
how policies are enacted and experienced.

Academic research after Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) has increasingly foregrounded the

subjective experiences of workers, challenging purely structural models by examining how

72



access to resources, decision-making opportunities, and recognition are interpreted in everyday
practice.

Building on this, a growing body of work emphasizes that empowerment is not only
about the formal systems that distribute power but also about the informal norms, rituals, and
meanings that shape behavior and morale (i.e., cultural influences). By centering these human
experiences, scholars advocate for more humane, participatory, and responsive organizational
practices that align structural conditions with employee work experiences.

Data show culture plays a pivotal role in organizational frameworks and cultural
influence (Park et al., 2017). Moving beyond Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) insights, Schein and Schein
(2017) conceptualized organizational culture as consisting of three interconnected levels—
artifacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions—that collectively influence how formal
structures affect organizational behaviors. Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) model underlines that
empowerment cannot be fully understood without considering the cultural forces that influence
trust, meaning, and workplace practices, alongside structural conditions.

To better understand the nature of structural empowerment, it is useful to examine each
of the three levels of culture identified by Schein and Schein (2017). Table 8 offers a description
of how these levels influence empowerment practices, followed by ideas on how leaders can
influence the organization’s culture to promote more equitable, empowering workplace cultures.

As such, culture not only mirrors structural arrangements but also shapes the everyday
realities of empowerment—reinforcing, challenging, or transforming how power is experienced.
This dynamic becomes clearer when examining the three levels of organizational culture
identified by Schein and Schein (2017), each of which offers a distinct yet interconnected lens on

how culture influences empowerment practices.
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Table 8

Three Levels of Organizational Culture

Level Description

Artifacts Visible structures, policies, and behaviors (e.g., leadership programs,
training initiatives, visible mentoring programs, mentorship, or flexible
work arrangements, cultural events, and inclusive promotion pathways)
(Schein & Schein, 2017).

Espoused Publicly stated principles play a role in challenging implicit norms
Beliefs/Values while creating visible structures (e.g., mission statements, equity, and
agency commitments) (Ferguson & King, 2023; McCarthy et al., 2020).

Basic Assumptions Unconscious beliefs influence actions and perceptions about belonging
and leadership potential, enabling sustainable cultural change (Hill,
2024).

Note. Table adapted from "Organizational Culture and Leadership" (5th ed.) by E.H. Schein & P.
Schein, 2017, p. 18.

Artifacts. Artifacts represent the most visible and tangible layer of organizational
culture—structures, policies, practices, and symbols that signal institutional priorities (Schein &
Schein, 2017). These include initiatives like mentorship programs, diversity councils, promotion
pathways, and inclusive communication strategies.

For leaders, artifacts often take the form of programs they initiate or lead to promote
equity, professional development, and visibility. These efforts signal a commitment to structural
empowerment by operationalizing organizational priorities such as workforce development,
inclusion, and access to advancement (Ferguson & King, 2023; OPM, 2020, 2024). These
leaders may advocate for professional development workshops, mentorship structures, or clear
promotion protocols—tangible mechanisms that reflect broader values of fairness and
opportunity (EEOC, 2023; OPM, 2014). Artifacts serve not only as tools for implementation but

also as public expressions of a leader’s values and the agency’s strategic goals.
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Espoused Values. Espoused values reflect the publicly expressed beliefs, principles, and
priorities of an organization or its leaders (Schein & Schein, 2017). In organizations, these are
articulated through mission statements, strategic plans, and leadership messaging. When
effectively aligned with action, these values foster inclusive, empowerment-oriented cultures.

For leaders, espoused values often include a public commitment to equity, professional
growth, and inclusive engagement (Anfara et al., 2015; Ferguson & King, 2023). These values
are communicated through leadership practices—advocating for transparency, equitable access to
information, and development opportunities (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Parker & Horowitz, 2022).

Tripathi and Bharadwaja (2020) affirmed that clearly stated values shape how employees
understand their roles and their potential for influence. However, Schein and Schein (2017)
caution that when stated values contradict underlying assumptions, trust may erode. In well-
aligned cultures, espoused values act as a bridge—connecting formal empowerment efforts with
the deeper systems of belief that guide daily practice (Park et al., 2017).

Basic Assumptions. Basic assumptions are the deeply embedded, often unconscious
beliefs that shape how people think, feel, and behave within an organization (Schein & Schein,
2017). These implicit norms influence how formal structures and espoused values are
interpreted—and whether empowerment practices are embraced or resisted.

Kanter (1977, 1993a) emphasized that sustained empowerment requires environments
where employees feel psychologically safe, respected, and supported. McCarthy et al. (2020)
found that “intrinsic work experiences, supportive leadership, constructive feedback, and
appropriate guidance serve as protective factors against employee turnover” (p. 6), highlighting

how inclusive leaders can directly influence retention by shaping cultural assumptions.
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Figure 14 presents all three lenses and outcomes shown in the figure to support Structural
Empowerment theory.
Figure 14

Basic Theme 1: Organizational Frameworks and Cultural Influence Across Empowerment
Lenses
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The theory-driven thematic model highlights how formal organizational frameworks and
cultural influences intersect to enable or constrain structural empowerment. Through relational,
psychological, and structural lenses, the model illustrates how leadership systems, shared norms,
and underlying beliefs shape empowerment outcomes. Grounded in the foundational work of
Kanter (1977, 1993a) and expanded by Schein and Schein (2017) through their three cultural
levels, the model highlights how artifacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions collectively
influence employee access to opportunities, trust in leadership, and participation in decision-

making structures.
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2. Knowledge Sharing & Information Access

The second basic theme of structural empowerment is knowledge sharing and access to
information—key components in complex bureaucracies (Kanter, 1977, 1993a). When
employees understand organizational systems, goals, and expectations, they can act
autonomously and make informed decisions, reducing gatekeeping and promoting equity.

Kanter (1977, 1993a, 1993b) emphasized that structural empowerment requires open,
consistent communication about policies and resources. As Fernandez and Moldogaziev (2013)
noted, without equitable access to information, empowerment efforts may falter (p. 156). These
systems foster climates of inclusion, capability, and resilience (Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021;
McCarthy et al., 2020; Qing et al., 2020) and support sustainable empowerment practices. They
also reinforce the cultural foundations that are essential to sustainable empowerment practices.
Table 9 summarizes how knowledge sharing and information access function as a basic theme of
structural empowerment.
Table 9

Knowledge Sharing & Information Access, Relevance to Structural Empowerment

Authors Core Idea Relevance to
Structural Empowerment

Kanter (1977; Empowerment comes from Knowledge access must be systemic, not

1993a) access to information, incidental.
resources, support, and Information is one of the four key
opportunities within the empowering structures. Employees must
organizational structure. know how to act effectively.
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Table 9

Knowledge Sharing & Information Access, Relevance to Structural Empowerment (Continued).

Relevance to

Authors Core Idea Structural Empowerment
Fernandez & Information transparency is a Without equitable access to
Moldogaziev precondition for empowerment organizational knowledge,

(2013) initiatives. structural empowerment is limited.

Note. Adapted from Kanter (1977, 1993a) and Fernandez & Moldogaziev (2013).

In this study, I expand on the idea that equitable access to knowledge empowers

employees by examining how leaders use cultural intelligence and digital readiness to create

inclusive, data-informed environments. These strategies support both access and meaningful

engagement, enhancing empowerment through culturally responsive, tech-adaptive leadership

(see Figure 15).

Figure 15
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The theory-informed thematic model explains how equitable communication, a positive

knowledge climate, and structured access systems contribute to employee empowerment through
relational, psychological, and structural lenses. Consistent with Kanter’s (1977, 1993a)
structural empowerment theory, effective knowledge sharing reduces gatekeeping and enhances
access to opportunity. Fernandez and Moldogaziev (2013) emphasized that equitable access to
information is essential for participatory decision-making and trust-building. By fostering
transparent communication and a climate of inclusion, leaders shape how employees perceive
their ability to contribute meaningfully and engage with institutional goals.

3. Cultural Intelligence & Digital Readiness

In this study, I extend the concept of structural empowerment by integrating Cultural
Intelligence (CQ) and Digital Readiness (DR) as pivotal organizational enablers. Traditionally
conceptualized as individual competencies, both CQ and DR increasingly appear in the literature
as structurally mediated capabilities—shaped by institutional systems, leadership practices, and
access to inclusive resources. The CQ and DR themes contribute to structural capacity not only
by distributing authority and tools but also by reinforcing the adaptive and relational
infrastructures essential for effective leadership in complex federal environments.

Cultural Intelligence (CQ) denotes the capability to function effectively across culturally
diverse settings, grounded in the premise that cultural familiarity influences cognition and
behavior (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008). Edmondson (2019) further underscored that CQ involves
attunement to organizational norms, values, and social identities, thus enabling leaders to
navigate and shape inclusive work cultures. Within this context, CQ functions as a structural
lever: culturally intelligent leadership cultivates environments characterized by psychological

safety, equity, and engagement—conditions supported by organizational policies, mentorship
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models, and inclusive communication norms (American Psychological Association [APA], 2023;
Duchek, 2020). Leaders who demonstrate CQ competencies (e.g., relational openness and trust
(Ferguson & King, 2023) align with Spreitzer’s (1995) assertion that empowerment is not solely
formal but emerges from relational and organizational practices.

Similarly, Digital Readiness (DR) operates as a structural capacity that empowers
employees to engage autonomously, make informed decisions, and collaborate across digital
platforms. Duchek (2020) and Egan (2002) demonstrated that digital competence transcends
mere personal skill, emerging as an outcome of access to training, supportive systems, and fluid
information channels. Jonassen and Kim (2009) further associate digital tools with problem-
solving, reflection, and learning—processes central to empowered performance in dynamic work
environments.

Beyond the technical function, DR also promotes structural inclusion by facilitating
flexibility, accessibility, and work-life balance—priorities emphasized by APA (2023) and
further reinforced by Edmondson (2019). Edmondson (2019) emphasizes psychological safety as
the cultural foundation for adaptability and innovation—conditions that subsequent scholars have
identified as prerequisites for digital readiness in organizations (Konopik et al., 2022).

These digitally enabled conditions reduce reliance on traditional gatekeeping structures
and support equitable participation, particularly in high-responsibility and hybrid roles prevalent
in federal contexts. Yet, for these gains to be durable, they must rest on structural support, which
emerges as the linchpin of the empowerment framework—ensuring empowerment is sustained

rather than momentary (see Figure 16).
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Figure 16

Basic Theme 3: Cultural Intelligence and Digital Readiness Across Empowerment Lenses
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I present this thematic model to show how culturally responsive leadership and digital
adaptability contribute to structural empowerment through relational, psychological, and
structural lenses. Cultural intelligence enhances inclusion, equity, and engagement by supporting
leaders in navigating diverse identities and fostering psychologically safe climates (Ang & Van
Dyne, 2008; Edmondson, 2019). Digital readiness expands access to decision-making,
collaboration, and learning through inclusive technological systems (Duchek, 2020; Jonassen &
Kim, 2009). Together, these capacities strengthen empowerment by aligning leadership practices
with adaptive infrastructures that promote opportunity, trust, and autonomy in complex, evolving

organizational environments.
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4. Structural Support

Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) * conceptualization of structural empowerment includes: (1)
access to information, (2) access to resources, (3) access to support, and (4) access to
opportunity. These elements are foundational to fostering effective leadership, promoting
development, and sustaining empowerment (Edwards & Turnbull, 2013; Laschinger et al., 2001).

Empowered environments flourish when leaders equip employees with the tools to
succeed, establish clear expectations, and recognize contributions equitably (Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Spreitzer, 1995). To ensure sustainable empowerment in organizational contexts, these
structural components must be implemented deliberately and equitably—accounting for systemic
barriers that disproportionately impact marginalized leaders and employees (Taneja et al., 2012).
Information, Resources, Support, and Opportunities. As illustrated in Figure 17, Kanter’s
structural support framework is particularly relevant to the workforce, where hierarchical
structures can restrict autonomy and innovation. The model’s four core elements—information,
resources, support, and opportunity—represent practical resources leaders can use to drive

inclusion, development, and performance across diverse teams.

4 Kanter’s (1993a) full model includes six elements of empowerment, including formal and informal power. This
study centers on the four access-related components most applied in organizational empowerment research.
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Figure 17

Structural Support: Information, Resources, Support, and Opportunity

Feedback and guidance received from Time, material, money, supplies and equipment
superiors, peers and subordinates. necessary to accomplish organizational goals.

Information Resources

Structural
Empowerment

Data, technical knowledge, expertise, required Autonomy, growth, a sense of challenge, and
to function effectively in one’s positions. the chance to learn and grow.

Note. This diagram was adapted and redrawn based on an unidentified source.

e Information Sharing. Empowerment begins with transparent and consistent access
to policies, procedures, and organizational knowledge. Without it, employees cannot
make informed decisions, act autonomously, or function effectively (Kanter, 1977,
1993a).

e Resource Access. Time, tools, funding, and infrastructure are essential to achieving
organizational goals. Resource gaps not only constrain performance but also
disproportionately affect equity outcomes (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Lautizi, Laschinger
& Ravazzolo, 2009).

e Support Systems. Ongoing feedback, mentorship, and peer collaboration cultivate
psychological safety and reinforce a sense of belonging—especially for

underrepresented groups (Albayrak & Erturk, 2021; Kanter, 1977, 1993a).
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e Opportunities for Growth. Leadership development, stretch assignments, and

inclusive promotion pathways enable diverse talent to rise and reshape decision-

making structures (Allen et al., 2004; Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

Figure 18 illustrates how Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) structural empowerment components—

access to information, resources, support, and opportunities—operate through relational,

psychological, and structural lenses to shape employees' perceived ability to impact their

organization. Together, these components offer the structural scaffolding necessary for high-

performing, inclusive, and resilient organizations (Ellinger et al., 2010; Gilley et al., 2010).

Figure 18
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The theory-driven thematic model illustrates how structural support—defined by access

to information, resources, support systems, and opportunities—enables empowerment in

organizational settings. Rooted in Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) framework and expanded by
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contemporary research (e.g., Laschinger et al., 2001; McCarthy et al., 2020), the figure shows
how these elements serve as structural levers that promote inclusion, engagement, and growth—
reinforcing the organizational conditions necessary for equitable and sustainable leadership.

Building on this structural foundation, the next section I explored how empowerment
unfolds in practice—specifically through the experiences of African American women leaders
(AAWLs) in the U.S. federal workforce, who both navigate and reshape these organizational
structures to foster inclusive, trust-centered leadership.
Empowerment and African American Women Leaders in the Federal Workforce

Empowering leadership plays a crucial role for African American women leaders
(AAWLs) in the U.S. federal government. For many, it’s not just a theory—it’s a practical
strategy for navigating complex hierarchies and unspoken institutional norms (Janssens &
Zanoni, 2021). These leaders often rely on coaching, collaboration, and relationship-building to
create inclusive work environments, especially in systems where decision-making power is
tightly controlled (Ferguson & King, 2023). Within federal agencies, where authority is often
constrained by rigid procedures, AAWLs demonstrate adaptive leadership by decentralizing
power, fostering participation, and modeling trust-based actions that strengthen both individual
and organizational capacity. Their leadership styles are deeply rooted in personal and
professional experiences that emphasize trust, emotional intelligence, and community-building
(APA, 2023; Ferguson & King, 2023).

Although employee empowerment has received significant academic attention, much of
the literature focuses on generalized frameworks rather than analyzing the complex interplay
between leadership practices, employee dynamic forces, and organizational systems—the three

organizing themes explored in this study.
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Within the federal workforce, employee empowerment takes on distinct meaning when
viewed through the experiences of AAWLs. Although prior scholarship notes that AAWLs
frequently navigate challenges related to race, gender, and institutional invisibility (Sales,
Galloway, & Cannonier, 2020), this study did not examine these constructs directly. Instead,
participants emphasized how they acted as catalysts for empowering others in their federal roles
(Sales, Galloway & Cannonier, 2020). They mentor colleagues, advocate for equity, and build
psychologically safe environments. Their ability to foster autonomy, build confidence, and
support development reflects the core principles of psychological empowerment (Spreitzer,
1995). By encouraging inclusive dialogue and aligning teams around shared goals (Kanter 1977,
1993b), AAWLs create environments where employees recognize their value, make proactive
decisions, and contribute meaningfully to the organization.

This relationship between leadership practice and structural conditions aligns with
Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) definition of structural empowerment as access to information, resources,
support, and opportunity—elements that can both enable and constrain AAWLs (Bertelli, 2007).

Yet many use existing structures—such as the federal government's DEIA initiatives,
leadership development programs, and interagency mentorship networks—to dismantle access
barriers for themselves and others (OPM, 2014, 2020, 2024a, 2024b). By embedding
empowerment into organizational culture and policy, AAWLs have shown ways to help
transform rigid systems into platforms for inclusive leadership development (Black et al., 2015;
McCarthy et al., 2020).

Empowerment is a complex, multidimensional construct shaped by the intersection of
leadership practices, employee engagement, and structural conditions. Kanter (1977, 1993a,

1993b) and Spreitzer (1995) emphasized that empowerment is most effective when formal
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systems and informal norms are aligned to promote autonomy, voice, and development. Despite
the widespread use of employee empowerment frameworks, there remains a critical gap in the
literature regarding how AAWLs actively interpret, adapt, and enact empowerment in leadership
practice. Their unique positions within historically bureaucratic systems offer vital insights into
both the potential and the limitations of empowering others in the workplace.

To synthesize the literature and ground the study’s analytic focus, a conceptual
framework was developed to illustrate the relationship between empowering leadership
strategies, perceived employee empowerment, and the structural conditions present in the context
of federal organizations. Informed by Kanter (1977, 1993a, 1993b), Spreitzer (1995), and others,
the framework reflects how African American women leaders (AAWLs) manage their groups
within a bureaucratic context to foster empowered employees (see Figure 2).

Figure 2
Conceptual Framework (Reproduced from Chapter 1)
Context
U.S. Federal Government

Structural Empowerment Factors
(Hierarchy; Policies and Mandates; Hybrid/Remote Work; Resource Constraints)

African-American Women Leaders Empowering processes .

\ ‘ . . . (Increasingly)
(Leader’s Empowering Strategies for (For increasing employee
) . - Empowered Employees
increasing Employee Empowerment) empowerment) !

Note. Figure reproduced here for reference; originally presented in Chapter 1.
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Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I reviewed multidisciplinary literature on the global theme of
empowerment, focusing on three organizing themes: (1) Empowering Leadership, (2) Employee
Empowerment, and (3) Structural Empowerment. Each theme was broken down into basic
themes identified through qualitative content analysis of the literature.

Empowering leadership was examined through six interconnected basic themes: leaders’
driven growth and motivation, perceptions of empowerment, leadership styles, support and
resources, relational and psychological factors, and autonomy in decision-making. The literature
suggests that leaders who model integrity, build inclusive relationships, and foster psychological
safety are better equipped to sustain empowerment within organizations (Conger & Kanungo,
1988; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Edmondson, 2019; Ferguson & King, 2023).

Employee empowerment was explored through three basic themes: leadership influence,
employee performance, and work commitment. Research indicates that when employees receive
support, growth opportunities, and meaningful recognition, they exhibit higher levels of
autonomy, initiative, and motivation—Ileading to improved performance, job satisfaction, and
retention (McCarthy et al., 2020; Spreitzer, 1995).

Structural empowerment, grounded in Kanter’s (1977, 1993a, 1993b) theory, centers on
access to information, resources, support, and opportunity—influenced by organizational culture,
as described in Schein and Schein’s (2017) three-level framework: artifacts, espoused values, and
underlying assumptions.

While existing research offers valuable insights into empowerment, few studies explore
how African American women leaders (AAWLs) engage with these strategies in complex federal

systems.
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Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY & METHODS

Chapter 3 outlines the basic qualitative research design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) used
to examine the perceptions of empowerment and strategies of African American women leaders
(AAWLs) within the context of the U.S. federal government. The selection of this participant
group is intentional and aligns with my personal interests in empowerment as an African
American woman, as well as directly addressing the literature gaps identified earlier in Chapters
1 and 2—particularly the limited empirical and theoretical attention given to the leadership
experiences of AAWLs in federal settings (Black, Enslin & Hall-Baker, 2015). These leaders are
uniquely situated to offer insights into the operationalization of empowerment in response to
systemic and organizational challenges (Kanter, 1993b; Naff, 2001). By centering their voices,
this study enhances the understanding of employee-related issues of empowerment and explains
how targeted leadership practices can facilitate employee empowerment.

I adopted an interpretive perspective to study leaders' perceptions and experiences as they
understood empowerment and enacted ways to facilitate employee empowerment. This view
informed the development of the interview framework and facilitated the collection of data that
describes how participants experienced and reflected on the processes of empowering their
employees (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). It also guided the analytical process, enabling an
interpretation of the participants' reports regarding their leadership practices.

The methodological approach was informed by the theoretical framework and conceptual
framework depicted in Chapter 1 (see Figures 1 and 2), which illustrate the interrelationships
among three organizing themes of empowerment theory: (1) Empowering Leadership, (2)

Employee Empowerment, and (3) Structural Empowerment. The frameworks guided the
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formulation of the interview protocol and shaped the analytic focus by identifying the constructs
and relationships anticipated before data collection. Accordingly, this research design aimed to
answer the research question: “What are the experiences of facilitating employee empowerment
strategies and behaviors as reported by African American women leaders in the U.S. federal
government?”

Several webpages from the U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) cited in this
study were publicly available at the time the research began but have since been removed or
reorganized on OPM.gov. All references to OPM content reflect information accessed during the
research phase and my problem-framing stages of the research, which took place between 2021
and 2024.

The next section addresses the study’s methodological considerations, including the
research design and approach (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Foundational
perspectives on empowerment and leadership—particularly those advanced by Kanter (1977,
1993a) and Spreitzer (1995)—inform the study’s design and guide the exploration of how
AAWLs in the federal government enact empowerment in practice.

Qualitative research is recommended for exploring complex social phenomena through
open-ended inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2018), rendering it particularly suitable for exploring the
perceptions and enactment of empowerment in a complex organizational setting.

I undertook this research from a social constructivist perspective, which conceptualizes
reality as co-constructed through social interactions in organizational contexts (Boote et al.,
2016; Creswell & Poth, 2018). By integrating three main theories—Empowering Leadership
Theory (e.g., Arnold et al., 2000; Tripathi & Bharadwaja, 2020), Psychological Empowerment

Theory (e.g., Dwyer et al., 2019; Spreitzer, 1995), and Structural Empowerment Theory

90



(Bernhut, 2006; Kanter, 1977; Laschinger et al., 2001)—I explored the processes through which
leadership practices foster employee empowerment by enhancing employees’ self-efficacy and
autonomy and how systemic organizational barriers can support or undermine these efforts
(Hongdiyanto, 2024; Rahim, 2025; Tjosvold et. al., 1998).

Data Analysis of the Literature

During the literature review phase, I conducted a qualitative content analysis of published
peer-reviewed scholarly research on empowerment practices (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Using
NVivo software, I performed an initial cycle of open coding to inductively identify recurring
concepts and patterns across the literature I reviewed (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Saldafia,
2016). Later in the study, these codes were refined through pattern coding and iterative thematic
interpretation, producing emergent themes that were aligned with the theoretical constructs of
empowerment.

The resulting thematic framework organized the analysis into three organizing themes
(Attride-Stirling, 2001): (1) Empowering Leadership, (2) Employee Empowerment, and (3)
Structural Empowerment. These categories were developed through a hybrid approach that
combined inductive coding with theory-driven analysis, ensuring consistency with the
empowerment literature and the study's framework established in Chapter 2. This integration
reflects Attride-Stirling’s (2001) process of modeling thematic networks, in which theoretical
constructs provide analytic guidance while empirical data refine and extend interpretation
(Akinyode & Khan, 2018).

As the study progressed, NVivo supported ongoing coding refinement, helping strengthen

theoretical clarity and ensure alignment with the empowerment framework outlined in
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Chapter 1. Ultimately, the analysis yielded 13 basic themes grouped into three organizing
themes, as shown in Table 10.

Table 10

Themes of Empowerment Identified Through Literature-Based Content Analysis

3 Organizing Themes 13 Basic Themes of Empowerment

Leaders’ Growth & Motivation

Perception of Empowerment

Leadership Styles

Leaders' Support & Resource Development
Relational Approaches

Autonomy & Decision-Making

(1) Empowering Leadership

AN S e

=

(2) Employee Empowerment Leadership Influence on Empowerment
Employee Performance

9. Work Commitment

*®

(3) Structural Empowerment 10. Organizational Frameworks & Cultural Influence
11. Knowledge Sharing & Information Access
12. Cultural Intelligence & Digital Readiness
13. Structural Support: (Information, Resources, Support,
and Opportunities)

Philosophical Assumptions and Worldview

Qualitative methodology emphasizes the importance of aligning philosophical
assumptions with research design. This alignment clarifies the interpretative framework that
guides this research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Such a framework is essential for
exploring empowerment theories, as it allows for a flexible approach that addresses planned and
unforeseen challenges in the research process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). By incorporating these
methodological approaches, I maintained flexibility to address both anticipated and emergent

issues while remaining grounded in the study’s core theoretical concepts (Huff, 2009; Merriam

& Tisdell, 2016).
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Empowerment, shaped by social and cultural influences, aligns with a social
constructivist worldview (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Maxwell, 2013).
This perspective emphasizes the social construction of empowerment and the context-dependent
nature of the process, rooted in individual and interpersonal experiences within socio-cultural
frameworks. This study adopted a qualitative design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to understand
leaders' perspectives, challenges, strategies, and practices for empowering their employees. By
examining the contributions of AAWLs, this study offers insights into strategies that promote
workforce empowerment from various perspectives in federal agencies, addressing key
challenges and successes in empowerment practices (OPM, 2022, 2023, 2024).

Theoretical Methodology

Building on this interpretive foundation, the study’s theoretical methodology further
defines how empowerment was conceptualized and examined within the federal leadership
context. Although empowerment theories are well documented (Allen et al., 2004; Black et al.,
2015), few scholars have explored how AAWLs promote empowerment among their employees.
Addressing this gap enhances our understanding of leadership strategies that foster empowered
workforces (Cummings, 2009; Novotney, 2023; Rothwell, 2018). By exploring the experiences
of federal leaders, this study bridges existing gaps in empowerment research and enriches the
discourse on leadership in federal settings (Black et al., 2015; Ferguson & King, 2023).

Sites, Sampling, and Participant Selection Criteria
Sites

To investigate diverse experiences and viewpoints within the federal system, participants

in this study were selected from members of a range of federal agencies across the U.S. federal

government, within Washington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia.
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Sampling

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommended that a basic qualitative study generally
involves 5 to 30 participants, with the exact size depending on the research inquiry, study
attributes, and data depth, emphasizing the importance of achieving data saturation without
overwhelming the analysis. For this study, twenty-seven women were initially approached, with
ten women ultimately selected based on meeting the selection criteria that highlight the
challenges associated with identifying African American women occupying roles within the
federal government at the General Schedule (GS-14, GS-15) and Senior Executive Service
(SES). Creswell and Poth (2018) emphasized the importance of gathering detailed information
about "a few individuals but also to collect extensive detail about each individual studied" (p.
158). Table 11 illustrates federal leadership roles associated with the subjects engaged in the
study.
Table 11

Roles and Responsibilities of Common Federal Leadership Positions

Position Title General Role & Responsibilities
Schedule
Supervisory/ GS-14 Leads complex program areas or projects, providing guidance
Managerial to junior staff and coordinating interdepartmental initiatives.
Analyst or Makes strategic decisions informed by policy directives and
Specialist frequently supervises a small team or functional area, as

outlined in Executive Orders 13985 and 14003 (The
American Presidency Project, n.d.).

Senior GS-15 Oversees broad agency programs of national significance;
Program/Policy  (Highest) manages cross-functional teams; provides counsel to
Manager executive leadership; represents the agency in high-level

interagency or public forums; and directs strategic planning
initiatives (Executive Order 13985, 14003, and 14035, The
American Presidency Project, n.d.).
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Table 11

Roles and Responsibilities of Common Federal Leadership Positions (Continued)

.o . General s
Position Title Schedule Role & Responsibilities
Senior Executive Above Holds key leadership positions subordinate to presidential
Service (SES) GS-15 appointees and is responsible for translating political

objectives into actionable agency strategies. Leads significant
organizational units and ensures performance, accountability,
and the implementation of policies across various programs.
Senior Executive Service (SES) leaders are expected to
possess five Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) deemed
essential for SES roles. The requisite ECQs include: (1)
Leading Change, (2) Leading People, (3) Results Driven, (4)
Business Acumen, and (5) Building Coalitions (Office of
Personnel Management, n.d., paras. 3-7).

Note. Similarly, the 2025 administration continues to define SES roles as the federal
government’s top echelon beneath presidential appointees, reaffirming the consistency of
leadership expectations across administrations (OPM, 2024b).

Participants self-identified as African American women in federal leadership roles,
possessing experience in facilitating employee empowerment. The selection process emphasized
the importance of diverse agency representation and recent accolades for exceptional
performance. The leadership experience of participants varied significantly, ranging from five to
over thirty years, thereby providing a broad spectrum of perspectives on empowerment strategies
within the U.S. federal government.

Table 12 presents the participants' selection demographics. To uphold the confidentiality
of the ten participants, they are designated as Participants A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, and J, and the
specific federal agency of each participant is not included.

e The study participants all identified as female and hailed from African American

heritage. The age distribution indicated that 30% of the participants, or three
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individuals, were within the 35 to 49 age range, while seven participants, representing
70%, were aged 50 years or older.

Seven participants (70%) reported having tenure in federal government service of 20
years or more, while three participants (30%) had served between 11 and 20 years.
The demographic focus of the study was limited to women occupying positions
within the General Schedule (GS-14, GS-15) and Senior Executive Service (SES).
Eight participants (80%) were acknowledged as emerging leaders on a trajectory
toward attaining SES status within their respective agencies.

Additionally, two participants (20%) completed the federal government's five
Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) necessary for SES. The essential ECQs consist
of: (1) Leading Change, (2) Leading People, (3) Results Driven, (4) Business
Acumen, and (5) Building Coalitions.

Eight individuals (80%) found employment within Washington, DC, whereas two
individuals (20%) worked beyond this urban region.

Six participants (60%) indicated that they managed between 2 and 10 direct reports,
indirect reports, or a combination thereof, while four participants (40%) reported
managing between 10 and 20 employees.

Six participants (60%) asserted that they had substantial experience leading
employees and diverse teams within a federal agency or on federal projects and were
accountable for establishing objectives and disseminating information and guidance
to subordinates. In contrast, two participants (20%) reported having moderate

experience levels in all areas.
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e The two GS-15 supervisors involved in this investigation (20%) operate at the highest

federal level below presidential appointees. Though officially classified as GS-15

(SES), both women reported regularly performing duties aligned with strategic

leadership, inter-agency collaboration, and high-level decision-making.

Table 12
Summary of Demographics
: Number
Years in the General Years of
Participant  Age federal Schedule  Functional Area  Leading Direct
overnment Rankin People
g & P Reports

Participant A 35-49 20+ GS-14 Supervisor, 10+ 11-20
Data Management

Participant B 35-49 20+ GS-14 Project Team Leader, 5+ 2-10
Program Integrity &
Risk Management

Participant C 50+ 20+ GS-14 Senior Management & 13 2-10
Program Analyst

Participant D 50+ 20+ GS-14 Supervisory Logistic 20+ 11-20
Management

Participant E 35-49 20+ GS-15 Senior Leadership, 15 11-20
HR Director

Participant F 50+ 11-20 GS-14 Senior Management 10+ 2-10
Analyst, Records
Management
Compliance

Participant G 50+ 11-20 GS-14 Supervisory 10+ 2-10
Procurement
Management

Participant H 50+ 20+ SES Assistant Secretary of 20+ 2-10
Labor for
Unemployment
Insurance

Participant I 50+ 20+ SES Deputy Director 20+ 11-20

Participant J 50+ 20+ GS-14 Supervisory & Synergy 11-20+ 11-20

Innovation Lab Founder
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Data Collection

With the participant criteria and sampling strategy established, I employed purposeful
and snowball sampling methods to recruit participants, starting the process with federal
government officials who met the established criteria delineated for this study (Tongco, 2007).
Creswell and Poth (2018) emphasized that purposeful sampling is essential for identifying
individuals and "building rapport with the participants so they will provide good data" (p. 148).
Ravitch and Riggan (2017) described snowball sampling as a method for constructing a
participant pool through recommendations from "key respondents who would provide valuable
perspective" (p. 62).

I used this approach to recruit participants from the Government Pathways to Leadership
program in the Washington D.C. area and various federal agency leaders, leveraging referrals to
enhance the comprehensiveness and representation of empowered leadership perspectives within
the participant pool (Robson, 2011).

The materials utilized for recruitment included a Research Study Overview (see
Appendix A) and an Invitation to Participate email (see Appendix B). The documents explain the
social phenomena underlying leaders' decision-making processes, actions, and challenges.
Specifically, the study addressed three key inquiries: (1) understanding employee empowerment
from the leader's perspective, (2) exploring the distinct strategies and leadership approaches for
empowerment embraced by leaders, and (3) identifying myriad factors and circumstances that
influence these while exploring the meaning of empowerment as conveyed by AAWLs within
the federal sector. I collected data through semi-structured interviews (see Appendices C and D)
that explored participants' experiences with employee empowerment (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;

Saldana, 2016).
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Pilot Study

To strengthen the quality and applicability of the interview protocol prior to formal data
collection, I conducted a preliminary investigation involving two pilot interviews with female
leaders operating at county and city governmental levels to evaluate the clarity and efficacy of
the interview questions (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). The insights gained from their responses
facilitated the refinement of the interview protocol, ensuring that the questions substantively
addressed the research question. Based on the feedback and observations obtained, I made minor
modifications to enhance the coherence and relevance of the questions for the principal study
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Recruitment and Screening Process

After refining the interview protocol through pilot testing, I initiated formal participant
recruitment using strategies aligned with the study’s empowerment framework. The participant
pool targeted African American women leaders in the U.S. federal government, whose
experiences could provide meaningful insights into employee empowerment and leadership.

Following approval from The George Washington University Institutional Review Board
(IRB #NCR24517°, approved 02/20/2025), I distributed a Research Study Overview and
Invitation via email to professional contacts associated with the Government Pathways to
Leadership program and other federal agencies. The message included a Quick Response (QR)
code and a secure link directing potential participants to a single, consolidated intake form,
referred to as the Recruitment Tool (see Appendix F).

This IRB-approved Recruitment Tool served multiple integrated functions:

e Screened participants for demographic and professional eligibility.

5 The original IRB protocol was updated in February 2025 to reflect a change in faculty advisor. The study remained
under active approval throughout the research period.
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o Incorporated selected items from the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS)
(OPM, 2022) to assess theoretical alignment with the study’s empowerment
framework.

e Collected relevant background information, including age, GS level, leadership role,

years of federal service, and supervisory duties.

o Initiated the informed consent process through embedded study details and follow-up

communications.

Completion of the intake form took approximately 3—5 minutes. Participants who met the
inclusion criteria were provided with an Informed Consent Form (see Appendix E) and invited to
participate in two semi-structured interviews totaling approximately 2.5 hours, including time
allocated for member checking. Confirmed participants were added to a Microsoft Excel tracking
spreadsheet and an individual participant journal to support audit trail documentation.

Data Sources

In this study, a basic qualitative research design was used to explore how AAWLs in
federal leadership interpret and act upon empowerment in their professional experiences. The
goal was to understand how these leaders interpret and navigate empowerment within their
organizational contexts, rather than to generate theory or test hypotheses (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016).

The primary data source consisted of semi-structured interviews, which allowed for a
flexible and responsive dialogue guided by, but not limited to, a set of core protocol questions.
This approach enabled participants to elaborate on themes most meaningful to them while still

ensuring alignment with the research purpose. Interview questions explored leadership roles,
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organizational experiences, empowerment strategies, and the interplay between professional
identity and structural systems.

Interview conversations were adapted in real time based on participants’ responses to
allow for deeper probing, clarification, and exploration of emergent themes. This flexibility was
essential to capturing the nuance and complexity of each participant’s voice.

In preparation for the interviews, each participant completed the IRB-approved
Recruitment Tool (Appendix F). This tool served both screening and contextual functions,
collecting:

e Demographic data (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity, GS level, years of service, direct

reports).

e Professional experience indicators, such as supervisory duties, leadership roles, years

in government, and functional area, were collected.

e Responses to selected FEVS items, which were pre-validated measures aligned with

the study’s empowerment framework.

The data helped me to situate each participant within relevant organizational hierarchies
and work environments, providing important context for interpreting their interview responses.

Importantly, no original survey instruments were developed. FEVS items were included
solely to support alignment with the theoretical focus on Empowering Leadership, Employee
Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment (OPM, 2014; 2020; 2022). Selection of
participants emphasized relevance and richness of perspective, not agreement with predefined
assumptions.

Interviews were conducted via Zoom, audio recorded with participant consent, and later

transcribed for analysis. To support transparency and trustworthiness, I maintained a researcher
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journal and audit trail, documenting methodological decisions, reflections, and participant
communications throughout the data collection process.
Interview Process

Upon receipt of the responses, I disseminated the informed consent document to the
participants, which outlined the expectations of the study, specifically voluntary participation,
measures of confidentiality, and the use of pseudonyms to safeguard individual identities.
Participants were informed that no identifiable information, including the names of employers or
organizational affiliations, would be disclosed. Following the acquisition of consent, I employed
the recruitment tool to evaluate conformity with the selection criteria established for the study.

After the participant submitted the intake form, I reminded participants of two key points:
(1) the interview consists of two parts, with an estimated total time commitment of 2.5 hours,
including approximately 30 minutes allocated for member checking and follow-up collaboration,
and (2) eligible participants—who meet the research criteria—would receive a copy of the
informed consent form. Upon submission, a confirmation screen displayed "Thank You," along
with the participant's submitted responses for review.

To support transparency and methodological clarity, Figure 19 visually maps the full
process of participant engagement—ifrom initial outreach to the final interview. This workflow
illustration complements the textual overview of procedures by illustrating the step-by-step
coordination of scheduling, recruitment, and data collection activities that ensured adherence to

ethical standards, participant consent, and alignment with study criteria.
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Figure 19

Flow of data collection and recruitment to interviews

3 Participant Interview
Workflow

0 Sent the study overview and Q Sentan email with a secure and unique | | O Reconfirmed appointments for the day
infroductory email to prospective link and placed a QR code on the and resent the interview questions.
participants. Intake Forms to allow participants to 0 Senta copy of the consent form.

0 Sent a link to participants to access the access the demographic factors- O Reminded the participant of her rights.
Intake Form document. collection sheet via their deskiop O Asked if she had any questions.

0 Confirmed participant eligibility based computers or any mobile devices. O Asked if she was willing to participate in
on the study criteria. O Senta copy of the informed consent two in-depth interviews.

0 Confirmed interview times and provided form to clearly specify the study’s 0 Asked if she was willing to be a co-
alink to the Zoom megfing, and expectations. researcher by providing feedback on
attached a copy of the interview 0 Sent a follow-up email to the transcribed interview.
protocol questions via email. nonrespondents. O Asked for the participant's consent to

0 Added confirmed dates and times of 0 Documented the participants' record before starting.
the interview to Google Calendar and completion and noted it in the individual | | O Added the participant's date of verbal
the participant's individual journal. participant journal and in a Microsoft consent to the participant journal and to

Excel tracking spreadsheet. a Microsoft excel tracking spreadsheet.
0 Followed the interview protocol.
O Recorded and transcribed the interview.

Interview

Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes and was divided into two distinct
segments to ensure thematic depth and consistency. In accordance with established qualitative
research methodologies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), I developed interview protocol questions
designed to elicit rich, descriptive responses from participants, encouraging them to share
nuanced insights about their professional identities and occupational trajectories,
including their pathways into civil service, leadership characteristics, and social networks
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I reminded participants that they could skip
questions or pause the interview anytime, supporting psychological safety throughout the process

to demonstrate ethical sensitivity and reflexivity. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) highlighted the
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importance of trust-building in interviews, ensuring participants feel comfortable sharing their
experiences.
Part I Interview Questions:

In the first segment, I asked participants to describe their leadership responsibilities, the
scope of their roles, the practices employed within their teams or leadership practices, and their
decision-making authority. These questions were intended to explore how leaders engage in
empowering leadership practices and support employee empowerment in practice (Seidman,
2013). This portion of the interview focused on how participants delegate authority, promote
autonomy, and foster confidence among team members.

According to Kanter (1977, 1993a), employee empowerment is influenced by structural
conditions created by leadership to support success—conceptualized as empowering leadership
and structural empowerment. Building on this foundation, Park et al. (2017) emphasized that
empowering leadership encompasses behaviors such as trust-building, inclusive decision-
making, and influencing employee outcomes. Similarly, Minseo and Beehr (2018) highlighted
empowering leadership practices that promote inclusion, noting that collaboration between
leaders and employees is essential for cultivating empowered work environments.

The way leaders articulate their responsibilities, navigate decision-making processes, and
manage group dynamics directly influences how employees perceive empowerment in their daily
roles. Leadership, therefore, is not merely a strategic or administrative function; it serves as an
active mechanism through which empowerment is either facilitated or constrained (Greenberg,
2012; Hendrayadi et al., 2019).

To understand this dynamic, several interview questions were designed to elicit

participants' perspectives and professional experiences related to employee empowerment.
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For example, Question 2 asked participants to define or describe employee empowerment, while
Question 3 explored their understanding of leadership empowerment. Question 5 invited
participants to reflect on leadership styles that promote engagement and productivity, and
Question 7 addressed trust-building strategies that align closely with empowerment practices.
Together, these questions formed the basis for examining the organizing theme of empowerment
from both a definitional and experiential standpoint. A full description of the interview questions
is provided in Appendix C.

Part II Interview Questions:

In the second part of the interview—Structural Empowerment—I asked participants to
reflect on how organizational systems, policies, and cultural norms influenced their ability to
empower employees (Smith, 2025). This section was primarily designed to examine structural
empowerment, guided by Kanter’s Structural Empowerment framework: access to information,
resources, support, and opportunities. For example, some questions focused on how leaders
provide information and align employees with the organization’s mission and empowerment
goals (e.g., Question 2), while others explored strategies for equitable resource distribution,
access to learning opportunities, and inclusive decision-making processes. While the focus
remained on systemic and institutional enablers of empowerment, this part of the interview also
illuminated aspects of empowering leadership—such as fostering autonomy, modeling inclusive
practices, and encouraging continuous development—as well as employee empowerment,
particularly in how participants described building confidence, encouraging voice, and
promoting engagement.

The interview questions in Part IT addressed the four areas with two questions labeled as

Question 1.1, 1.2, etc., in Appendix D. The table below (see Table 13) summarizes how Kanter’s
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(1993a) four components were represented in the interview questions and how they also
contributed to insights about empowering leadership and employee empowerment.

Table 13

Structural Empowerment Elements in Part Il Interview

Structural Interview Focus Relat.ed Linked to Basic Themes

Empowerment Questions

Information Aligning employees with Ql1.1, Q1.2  Empowering Leadership,
organizational mission and Employee Empowerment
values.

Resources Access to tools, time, Q2.1,Q2.2 Empowering Leadership
equipment, and fairness in
distribution.

Opportunities ~ Encouraging autonomy, Q3.1,Q3.2 Employee Empowerment,
continuous learning, and skill Empowering Leadership
diversification.

Support Facilitating open Q4.1,Q4.2 Employee Empowerment,
communication, providing Empowering Leadership

constructive feedback, and
promoting inclusive practices
in operations.

Note: Interview questions in Part II (Appendix D) were labeled by structural empowerment
categories. Each component: Information, Resources, Opportunities, and Support was
represented by two targeted questions.

Data Management and Analysis
Instruments and Intellectual Property
The instruments and materials employed in this study were either original creations or
ethically adapted. I specifically developed the interview guide and screening tool for this inquiry.
This methodology ensured that all intellectual property was utilized in compliance with ethical
and academic standards. Publicly available datasets, including the FEVS, were used in

accordance with the open-access permissions granted by the Office of Personnel Management.
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e The interview protocol was designed by the researcher and aligned with FEVS
(United States Office of the Assistant Secretary for Administration & Management
[OSAAM], 2022).

e The FEVS screening items were taken from open-access data (OPM, 2021).

e [ consulted with the GWU librarian responsible for copyright permissions to ensure
the ethical use of proprietary tools in my research. No proprietary tools were used
without ethical compliance.

e All other figures, tables, models, and diagrams were original creations designed by
the researcher using Microsoft Word, Excel, and PowerPoint.

Data Management and Transcription

The information gathered from the two segments of interviews was transcribed using
Zoom and analyzed through open coding, providing a nuanced understanding of how leadership
practices and organizational frameworks affect employee empowerment in federal agencies. This
inquiry adhered to the low-risk criteria outlined by George Washington University (GWU) and
the Institutional Review Board (IRB) to safeguard participant interests and uphold ethical
standards as outlined in Appendix G.

To assess the validity and reliability of the findings, a comprehensive range of validation

strategies was implemented, including:

e Peer Review: External colleagues were invited to critically examine the research
process and findings (Robson, 2011).

e Member Checking: Participants confirmed the accuracy of their interview

transcripts and interpretations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Creswell, 1994).
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e Audit Trails: Comprehensive and methodical documentation of the research methods
was maintained to promote transparency (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Robson, 2011).
To safeguard the collected data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), I have implemented various security
measures, including but not limited to:

e Transcripts were anonymized and securely stored on my personal computer, which is
safeguarded by password encryption and does not utilize cloud storage.

e The recorded data was stored on an encrypted external drive to ensure secure and
controlled access.

e Transcripts, memos, emails, and notes were printed, bound, and stored in a secure
location.

e Proper disposal of all archived documents and collected data, as well as the proper
disposal and destruction of all recordings, will occur one year after the dissertation is
published.

Data Analysis of Interviews

While a qualitative content analysis was used to identify theoretical themes from the
literature (as described above), the coding process I describe here pertains exclusively to the
analysis of interview transcripts (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Saldaiia, 2016).

The thematic network applied in this study was built through a hybrid approach:
combining the three organizing themes and 13 basic themes derived from preliminary coding of
the theory-driven literature with inductively developed codes from participant transcripts and
excerpts. While the preliminary theory-driven codes offered a theoretical foundation, they
functioned as sensitizing concepts rather than fixed categories (Saldafia, 2016). This ensured that

the study’s framework informed analytic awareness but did not constrain the inductive coding
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of participant data, allowing new meanings to emerge directly from the AAWLs' professional
experiences. A detailed presentation of the 12 emergent themes, along with 37 thematic results
and 24 overarching findings, is provided in Chapter 4.

To guide the analysis, I developed a tailored data analysis framework grounded in
methodological principles (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I describe this approach as an iterative
data analysis process that outlines the steps, activities, and theoretical tools I adapted to reflect
the specific structure and rhythm of this analytic process. This process delineates a systematic
progression from data familiarization to the establishment of thematic connections and validation
strategies. The analytic steps in the table follow Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) recommendations
for basic qualitative research: maintaining an inductive approach, demonstrating flexibility, and
being shaped by the researcher’s judgment and positionality.

The analytical design was purposefully aligned with the study’s conceptual framework to
ensure coherence between theoretical intent and empirical interpretation.

Additionally, care was taken to document each stage of the process to enhance credibility and
support future replication.

This commitment to methodological transparency informed the analytical steps I outlined
below, which encompassed the use of manual annotation and a structured two-cycle coding
process to capture thematic nuance (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafia, 2016). In the first cycle,
open coding (preliminary coding) was applied to identify meaningful segments of text, followed
by second-cycle (pattern coding) to group these initial codes into broader theoretical categories.
This iterative technique allowed themes to emerge organically from participant interviews while

maintaining alignment with the study’s frameworks.
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While the two-cycle coding process was applied consistently across all themes, the
Employee Empowerment data required a further interpretive step due to its more inductive-
driven nature. Within this theme, second-cycle pattern coding grouped participant codes into
three theoretical categories: Motivation, Affective Commitment, and Job Satisfaction.

Unlike the Empowering Leadership and Structural Empowerment themes—where theory-driven
codes from the literature aligned directly with participant responses—the Employee
Empowerment theme demanded additional abstraction.

To fully represent the complexity of AAWLSs' professional experiences, these second-
cycle categories were synthesized into four higher-order constructs: EE1: Autonomy &
Ownership, EE2: Competence & Development, EE3: Voice & Participation, and EE4.:
Motivation & Purpose.

These constructs emerged through an interpretive review of grouped pattern codes and
reflect what Saldafa (2016) describes as synthesizing coded data into theoretical constructs. He
posits, “these three categories and their collective meanings then become the major components
of your research study and write-up” (p. 234). Though not a formal “third cycle,” this analytic
move represented a necessary and methodologically consistent step to ensure theoretical clarity
and grounded interpretation of participant responses related to empowerment.

These final constructs are detailed in Chapter 4, where they are presented as the core
thematic findings under the Employee Empowerment organizing theme. Table 14 outlines the
structure of this analytic procedure, integrating guidance from Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and

Saldafia (2016) to illustrate the transition from raw data to refined thematic interpretation.
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Table 14

Iterative Data Analysis Process: Steps, Descriptions, and Activities with References

Steps

Description

Activity

References

1. Familiarization
with Data

2. Preliminary
Coding

3. Pattern Coding

4. Review, Refine,
and Label
Themes

5. Construction of
Findings from
Participant
Perspectives

Immersed in transcripts
to understand participant
language, tone, and
meaning.

Generated open codes to
tag meaningful units of
data, recurring concepts,
and participants'
phrasing.

Grouped codes into
clusters aligned with
emerging themes.

Developed definitions
and labels for themes
while iteratively
reviewing them against
transcripts and the
study’s framework;
ensured accuracy and
alignment with
participant data.

Applied reflexivity,
audit trails, and
participant validation to
enhance credibility and
transparency.

Reviewed recordings
with printed transcripts
and added notes using
Word. Reread for
emotional and
theoretical cues.

Used word comments to
tag early codes (e.g.,
“trust,” “psychological
safety”).

Collapsed codes into
thematic groups
reflecting Empowering
Leadership, Employee
Empowerment, and
Structural
Empowerment.

Reviewed codes against
transcripts, refined
boundaries, and applied
labels to themes. Used
memoing and audit
trails to ensure
coherence, accuracy,
and alignment with
participant data.

Used reflexive
journaling, audit trails,
and memoing to reduce
bias and support
credibility.

(Albrecht &
Andretta, 2011;
Avolio et al., 2004;
Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016;
OPM, 2021)

(Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016)

(Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016;
Saldana, 2016;
Spreitzer, 1992,
1995)

(Kanter, 1977,
1993a; 1993b;
Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Maxwell,
2013; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016;
Saldafia, 2016;
Spreitzer, 1992,
1995)

(Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2019;
Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016;
Saldafa, 2016)

Note. Citations reflect both methodological sources (e.g., Merriam & Tisdell, Saldana) and
theoretical literature (i.e., Kanter 1977, 1993a, 1993b) that informed theme development and

interpretation.
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Step 1: The initial phase of data analysis necessitated an in-depth familiarization with the
data; I repeatedly read and listened to the transcripts, thereby cultivating a comprehensive
understanding of the participants' responses. Following this, I employed the constant
comparative method, systematically coding the data by highlighting and annotating texts to
identify recurring themes (Saldana, 2016).

Step 2: The data analysis followed a hybrid thematic approach that integrated both
theory-driven and inductive coding strategies (Akinyode & Khan, 2018; Attride-Stirling, 2001).
The three organizing themes—Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and
Structural Empowerment—were developed from the literature, forming the study’s frameworks
outlined in Chapter 1 and further refined through analysis of participants’ responses during
preliminary coding (Akinyode & Khan, 2018; Attride-Stirling, 2001).

The preliminary codes and reflective memos I used were systematically re-evaluated to
enhance the reliability and coherence of the thematic structure. During the interview analysis
phase, I transitioned from my preliminary coding tool to Microsoft Word, employing color-
coded margin text boxes to organize and categorize emerging themes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;
Saldafia, 2016). This shift allowed more flexibility in visualizing the patterns across transcripts
and refining the thematic groupings. Consistent with Saldafa’s (2016) recommendation, manual
coding proved particularly effective for a small-scale study such as this one, as it facilitated a
closer connection to the data and deeper immersion in participants’ language and meanings.

Step 3: As the preliminary coding progressed, I shifted to pattern coding by continuously
reviewing and refining the codes to ensure that they accurately represented participants’
perspectives. This process entailed carefully examining the codes and grouping them by patterns

into categories (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafia, 2016). After
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completing the inductive coding process, I compared the code groups or categories with the three
Basic Themes to identify areas of alignment and points where participants’ experiences diverged.

Step 4: Once the code groups had relatively settled, I developed definitions and labels for
the categories and established connections to the overarching concepts within the study’s
framework and the existing literature (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This
also involved going back to the transcripts (interviews) and checking the themes with the original
data from the participants.

Step 5: From the themes that were developed, I began to construct the description of the
findings. These thematic findings were refined through constant comparisons with the original
data in the transcripts (interviews).

To enhance the integrity and consistency of the results, I implemented participant
validation and maintained detailed audit trails to document analytic decisions. In combination
with these strategies, I began to note that no new themes were needed during the iterative coding
and analysis process, indicating that an adequate level of saturation had likely been reached and
reinforcing the trustworthiness and completeness of the thematic structure (Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations in qualitative research often involve minimizing researcher bias
and safeguarding participant privacy. To mitigate researcher bias, I utilized bracketing to identify
and set aside my preconceptions, thereby fostering a better understanding of participants'
perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This approach facilitated the emergence of fresh insights

while maintaining the integrity of the data (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Maxwell, 2013). By
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actively recognizing potential biases, I endeavored to portray participants' experiences in a fair
and accurate manner (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafa, 2016).

All participants were informed of the purpose, scope, and voluntary nature of the study,
and their confidentiality was protected through anonymized transcripts and secure data storage in
accordance with IRB approval.

Trustworthiness

Establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research is essential for ensuring the rigor and
legitimacy of findings. Much like validity in quantitative research, trustworthiness reflects the
accuracy, consistency, and transferability of interpretations. As Merriam and Tisdell (2016)
emphasized, reducing researcher bias and maintaining transparency are central to this process.
To this end, I employed bracketing to acknowledge and set aside preconceptions as much as I
was able, with the recognition that no researcher can entirely remove bias. This reflexive practice
emphasized participants’ perspectives emerging more clearly in the analysis (Creswell & Poth,
2018).

To further ensure trustworthiness, I employed member checking, which allowed
participants to review and confirm the accuracy of both their transcripts and key interpretations
(Maxwell, 2013). These participant validations contributed to the study’s credibility and
reliability (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Credibility

Building on the foundation of trustworthiness, credibility involves presenting a rich and
accurate account of the complexities of the research topic. According to Bloomberg and Volpe
(2019), credibility is achieved through pattern recognition, the identification of themes, and the

inclusion of participant voice.

114



To uphold this criterion, I engaged in rigorous data collection and coding while
continuously reflecting on my positionality. During participant interviews, I encountered
moments of personal resonance, which were documented through analytic memos (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Saldafia (2016) supports this reflective practice, describing analytic memos as:

somewhat comparable to a researcher’s journal entries or blogs—a place to dump your

brain about the participants, phenomenon, or process under investigation by thinking and
thus writing and thus thinking even more about them. Memos are sites of conversation

with ourselves about our data. (p. 44)

Credibility was further enhanced by triangulating data from multiple sources—audio
recordings, interview notes, and transcripts—and by ensuring thick descriptions of the
participants’ experiences. | also conducted repeated reviews of the audio data and corrected
transcription discrepancies, reinforcing the accuracy of the findings (Creswell, 1994; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).

Dependability

In agreement with the insights of scholars Bloomberg and Volpe (2019), the pursuit of
dependability in research demands a rigorous approach characterized by "thorough
documentation, logical progression, and traceability" (p. 204). As Bloomberg and Volpe (2019)
argue, dependable research is grounded in clear documentation, logical progression, and
methodological transparency. To achieve this, I maintained a detailed trail that included memos,
interview notes, and coding decisions, which traced the research journey from data collection
through analysis. These measurement records demonstrate the reliability of the methods and
enable replication, supporting consistent results across studies (Guba, 1981; Robson, 2011).
Transferability

To determine whether findings can be meaningfully extended to other settings,

transferability is essential. This does not imply statistical generalizability but rather the ability of
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readers to determine whether the findings apply to similar contexts (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).

By providing rich, contextualized descriptions of the federal leadership environment and
the professional experiences of AAWLs, I aimed to maximize the study’s potential for
transferability. Descriptions were layered with both participant perspectives and organizational
contexts to ensure depth and clarity (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Saldafia, 2016).
Confirmability

The final pillar of trustworthiness, confirmability, necessitates that the interpretations
derived from the study are distinctly traceable to the data rather than being influenced by the
researcher’s biases or subjective perspectives. As articulated by Bloomberg and Volpe (2019),
the findings should authentically represent the voices of the participants rather than reflect the
preconceptions of the researcher.

To achieve this objective, I employed systematic coding, maintained transparent
documentation, and engaged in critical reflection throughout each phase of the analysis. All
analytical decisions, thematic groupings, and quotations were meticulously documented with
clear connections to the source material. This approach ensured that the data trail was both
visible and verifiable (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Researcher Positionality

To contextualize the analysis and further strengthen trustworthiness, I outlined my
positionality as a scholarly practitioner. My background in leadership and lived experience as a
woman of color offer both insider and outsider perspectives, contributing to my understanding
while also necessitating reflexivity.

As Gary and Holmes (2020) emphasize, reflexive practice helps researchers avoid fixed

traits like race or gender automatically determining bias or stance. Throughout the study, I
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engaged in reflexive journaling and discussions with mentors to ensure that my interpretations
remained participant-centered (Chiseri-Strater, 1996, as cited in Gary & Holmes, 2020).

This research does not aim to generalize empowerment practices but to uncover meaning-
making and leadership strategies among African American women navigating complex federal
systems. Although labor protections such as Title 5 (U.S. Code) influence agency voice,
participants did not reference unions or collective bargaining in their responses (Bureau of Labor
Statistics [BLS], 2022; OPM, 2022). Instead, they emphasized the importance of structural
fairness, removing barriers, and modeling equity (The White House, 2021a, 2021b).

Recent trends—such as 'quiet quitting' and concerns over disengagement—highlight the
urgency of this inquiry (Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021; Gallup, 2023). In this study, [ aimed to
amplify underrepresented voices and inform strategies that advance equity and engagement
across federal institutions.

Chapter Summary

A fundamental consideration in this study was the clear articulation of employee
empowerment by participants. Without this shared understanding, the study risked producing
data that—while detailed—would not substantively advance the literature (Bogenschneider,
2016; Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b). Importantly, empowerment was framed not as a lack of
structure but as enhanced capability, responsibility, and authority within defined systems
(Turner, 2006).

The research adopted a basic qualitative inquiry design, which was selected after
evaluating other approaches such as ethnography, phenomenology, and case study—each posed
limitations for this inquiry’s scope and research questions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Ethnography

was not feasible given the limited scope and timeframe for this study; phenomenology focused
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too narrowly on the essence of lived experience rather than organizational context, and a case
study would have restricted the inquiry to a single agency, where there may not have been
enough AAWLs to address the research question. The selected approach proved best suited for
exploring the experiences of AAWLs in the U.S. federal government because it allowed for in-
depth exploration of meaning-making processes while remaining flexible enough to capture the
complexity of empowerment strategies across varied federal settings.

Purposeful and snowball sampling were used to recruit participants who aligned with the
study’s criteria. Data were collected through semi-structured, two-part interviews, transcribed
for analysis. I used a hybrid coding process—combining theory-driven and inductive
approaches—to analyze the data (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Saldafa, 2016). Specifically, Saldafa’s
(2016) two-cycle coding method was applied: open (first-cycle) coding identified meaningful
segments, followed by pattern (second-cycle) coding that refined categories and grouped data
into themes. These themes were shaped by the study’s frameworks grounded in empowerment
theory (Kanter, 1977, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995), ensuring a structured alignment between
theoretical concepts and participant experiences. NVivo and Microsoft Word were used to
manage and organize the data, while a detailed codebook was developed to document coding
decisions, definitions, and illustrative excerpts that are later described in detail.

Throughout the process, I employed ethical safeguards such as bracketing, audit trails,
member checking, and data triangulation to support the study’s credibility and trustworthiness
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The methodology provided insight into how
AAWLs in federal contexts interpret, enact, and sustain empowerment strategies within their

organizations.
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Building on the methodological foundation for this chapter, the next chapter presents the
thematic findings, interpreted through the lens of the organizing frameworks: Empowering

Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment.
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Chapter 4: FINDINGS
Overview

This chapter presents the thematic findings of the study, exploring how AAWLs in the
U.S. federal government experience and enact employee empowerment. Findings are organized
into three themes: Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural
Empowerment. Together, these reflect both the study’s frameworks and the real-world
experiences shared by participants.

To ensure analytic transparency, the chapter integrates a range of visual tools—including
data analysis tables, codebook summaries, frequency maps, and traceability matrices—that
illustrate the progression from participant perspectives to theoretical interpretation (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016; Saldana, 2016).

I centered participant voices throughout to demonstrate how empowerment is developed
and sustained within hierarchical federal contexts by AAWLs. These themes directly respond to
the central research question: “What are the experiences of facilitating employee empowerment
strategies and behaviors as reported by African American women leaders in the U.S. federal
government?”

The data analysis followed an inductive approach to analyzing participants’ transcripts.
Using Saldafa’s (2016) two-cycle coding method, I began with first-cycle (open coding) to
identify meaningful data segments. These were refined through second-cycle (pattern coding),
which produced thematic categories aligned with the theory-driven basic themes outlined in
Chapter 2 (e.g., Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995). This layered coding process created a
bridge between the study’s framework and the lived experiences of participants—ensuring both

inductive insight and theoretical alignment are preserved in the findings that follow.
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I documented all codes systematically in a codebook containing labels, definitions, and
illustrative excerpts to clarify how themes were developed and interpreted (Saldana, 2016).
Formatting Note: For readability, horizontal lines have been selectively included in complex data
tables in accordance with APA 7 guidelines (Section 7.17).

The findings presented in this chapter reflect the federal environment during the period in
which data were collected (June—August 2024), when agencies operated under the Biden
Administration’s DEIA-focused directives—Executive Orders 13985, 14003, and 14035. These
policies shaped leadership expectations, organizational priorities, and approaches to
empowerment at the time participants described their experiences. Subsequent federal shifts,
including Executive Order 14151 (2025) and expanded return-to-office mandates, occurred after
data collection and were not part of the African American women leaders' (AAWLs) lived
experiences during the interviews. The perspectives shared in this chapter should therefore be
interpreted within the federal landscape that existed during the study period.

Organizing Themes
Organizing Theme 1: Empowering Leadership

The Empowering Leadership theme was informed by the preliminary theory-driven
themes outlined in Chapter 2—I/eader growth and motivation, perception of empowerment,
leadership styles, support and resource development, relational approaches, and autonomy in
decision-making—but was refined through the inductive analysis of participant interviews. Open
coding, guided by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and Saldafia (2016), ensured that categories
reflected both participant voices and the study’s theoretical framework. The resulting themes are

presented in the tables below.
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A total of 26 open codes were identified and synthesized into four pattern code
categories: EL1: Leadership Identity, EL2: Strategic Empowerment, EL3: Trust & Psychological
Safety, and EL4: Inclusive Influence.

These categories capture the most recurrent and theoretical patterns across participant
viewpoints, linking everyday leadership practices to broader empowerment concepts in the
study’s framework. They serve as the analytical foundation for the interpretation section, which
explores how participants’ experiences intersect with the research question: “What are the
experiences of facilitating employee empowerment strategies and behaviors as reported by
African American women leaders in the U.S. federal government?”

Organizing Theme 2: Employee Empowerment

The Employee Empowerment theme required a more inductive, grounded approach
during analysis compared to the Empowering Leadership and Structural Empowerment themes.
While theory-driven preliminary codes outlined in the study’s framework were retained in full
for both Empowering Leadership and Structural Empowerment—due to their strong alignment
with participant responses—this was not the case for Employee Empowerment.

As discussed in Chapter 2, the literature on empowerment was largely based on
quantitative or mixed-method studies that conceptualized empowerment through formal
structures or leadership-driven strategies. However, in this study, the AAWLs were not asked to
describe their experiences as subordinates but rather to reflect on their own empowerment
practices and professional experiences as leaders.

This required reorienting the Employee Empowerment theme to be more inductively

developed from the interview data since participants’ responses did not align directly with the
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theory-driven preliminary codes. Still, the final structure maintained strong theoretical coherence
with the framework, as shown in the thematic crosswalk.

Each basic theme presented emerged through open coding of participant interviews, using
the same first- and second-cycle coding procedures detailed in Chapter 3 and grounded in the
work of Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and Saldana (2016).

A total of 10 open codes were identified and organized into three basic themes:
Motivation, Affective Commitment, and Job Satisfaction. These three basic themes were then
synthesized into four second-cycle pattern code categories: EE1: Autonomy & Ownership, EE2:
Competence & Development, EE3: Voice & Participation, and EE4: Motivation & Purpose.

These categories reflect recurring psychological and organizational empowerment
dynamics described by participants. They also represent a higher-level synthesis developed
through second-cycle analysis, consistent with what Saldafa (2016) describes as the process of
organizing coded data into broader theoretical constructs. This additional interpretive step was
necessary due to the emergent and data-driven nature of the Employee Empowerment theme. In
contrast, the Empowering Leadership and Structural Empowerment themes retained their theory-
driven structure, as participant responses in those areas aligned directly with the theory-driven
preliminary codes and required no further modification.

The Employee Empowerment thematic crosswalk (Table 15) further shows this structure
by linking the original theory-driven themes, the open codes generated from participant
interviews, and the resulting pattern code categories (EE1-EE4). These findings reflect

participants' real-world experiences of empowerment within U.S. federal agency contexts.
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Table 15

Employee Empowerment Thematic Crosswalk

Theory-Driven Pattern Code
Themes from Open Codes of Categories
Preliminary Coding of  Participants’  (Themes) of Open Second-Cycle
the Literature Interviews Codes Pattern Codes
(Basic Themes) (Saldafia, 2016)  (Richard & Morse, 2012, (EE1-EE4)
cited in
Saldana, 2016, p.14).
Leadership Influence Inspired, 1. Motivation Motivation & Purpose
loyal, aligned (EE4)
employees
Organizational Desire to stay, 2. Affective Autonomy & Ownership
Commitment trust in agency ~ Commitment (EE1)
Competence &
Development
(EE2)
Employee Performance Fulfillment, 3. Job Satisfaction Voice & Participation
support, voice (EE3)

Note. The crosswalk integrates theory-based codes and inductively developed open codes, using
theoretical concepts as flexible analytic guides refined by participant data (Saldafia, 2016).

Importantly, the findings suggest that empowerment is not solely delivered through
formal structures but is co-constructed through trust, shared purpose, and opportunities for
meaningful engagement—echoing both the framework and the lived realities of AAWLs.
Organizing Theme 3: Structural Empowerment

In the Structural Empowerment organizing theme, a total of 12 open codes were
identified across participant interviews, referencing concepts such as inclusivity, system
accessibility, feedback responsiveness, and tailored training support. These codes were
synthesized into four second-cycle pattern code categories, reflecting the structural dimensions
of empowerment in participants’ experiences: SE1: Transparent Information Flow, SE2:

Strategic Alignment, SE3: Inclusive Infrastructure, and SE4.: Capacity Building.
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These categories suggest that structural empowerment is experienced not merely through
formal organizational design but as an evolving system of access, support, and transparency
embedded in institutional practices. This layered analysis highlights the interplay between formal
and informal systems that shape empowerment among AAWLs in the federal workforce. The
thematic categories (SE1-SE4) provide the foundation for interpretation in the next section,
where their alignment with the study’s framework and research question is further examined.

Data Analysis

Participant responses were first analyzed using open coding (preliminary coding) to
identify specific ideas across interviews. This process yielded 48 open codes (total), which were
then refined through pattern coding, resulting in 12 basic themes. These themes reflected both
the study’s framework and insights drawn from 37 thematic results and 24 inductive findings
derived from participants’ perspectives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafia, 2016). This
coding process served as a bridge between the study’s framework and the lived leadership
experiences described by participants.

Next, these thematic categories were examined in relation to the theory-driven basic
themes introduced in Chapter 2, which provided the analytical structure for interpretation. Tables
16, 17, and 18 illustrate how the findings for Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment,
and Structural Empowerment were developed. In each table, I show the progression from open
codes to pattern codes and how those were clustered into the 12 emergent themes that form the
core of this study’s findings. These 12 emergent themes are organized as follows:

e Empowering Leadership

EL1- Leadership Identity

EL2-Strategic Empowerment
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EL3-Trust & Psychological Safety
EL4-Inclusive Influence
e Employee Empowerment

EE1-Autonomy & Ownership

EE2-Competence & Development

EE3-Voice & Participation

EE4- Motivation & Purpose

e Structural Empowerment

SE1-Transparent Information Flow

SE2-Strategic Alignment

SE3- Inclusive Infrastructure

SE4- Capacity Building
Organizing Theme 1: Empowering Leadership

The following tables clarify how individual leadership experiences contributed to broader
patterns of empowerment explored throughout this chapter.

Table 16 presents the relationship between Empowering Leadership’s preliminary theory-
driven themes, the 26 open codes derived from participant responses, and the four pattern code
categories (EL1-EL4) developed through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saldana,
2016). This table demonstrates how participants described empowering leadership practices that
enabled empowerment, aligning with and extending the theoretical constructs. Each open code
reflects specific dimensions of leadership practice (Black, Enslin & Hall-Baker, 2015), while the
pattern code categories provide a synthesized structure that connects empowering leadership

practices to broader thematic results.
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Table 16

Data Analysis Process Leading to Empowering Leadership

Theory-Driven Themes from
Preliminary Coding of the

Open Codes of Participants’

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Literature Interviews Themes) of
(Saldafia, 2016) Open Codes
Organizing Basic Themes (Richard & %QYS@ 2012,
Themes Saldaﬁilt;mlél, p. 14).
Empowering 1. Leader’s e Self-awareness Leadership Identity
Leadership Growth & e Cultural and emotional (ELT)
(EL) Motivation intelligence
¢ [eading with intentionality
¢ Relational, transformational,
and adaptive approaches
e Foster autonomy and maintain
structure and clear purpose
2. Perception of e Psychological safe Trust &

Empowerment

environments

e Shared understanding

e Provides tools, access, and
feedback to enable growth

Psychological Safety
(EL3)

3. Leadership e Self-awareness Leadership Identity
Styles e Cultural and emotional (ELI)
intelligence
¢ [eading with intentionality Inclusive Influence
e Relational, transformational, and (EL4)
adaptive approaches
e Shared decision-making, equity,
and transparency
e Representation & social
responsibility
4. Leader’s ¢ Foster autonomy, maintain Strategic
Support & structure, and clear purpose Empowerment
Resource e Provides tools, access, and (EL2)
Development feedback to enable growth
Trust &

¢ Psychological safe environments
e Shared understanding

Psychological Safety
(EL3)
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Table 16

Data Analysis Process Leading to Empowering Leadership (Continued).

Theory-Driven Themes from

Preliminary Coding of the
Literature

Organizing Basic Themes
Themes

Open Codes of Participants’

Interviews
(Saldana, 2016)

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic
Themes) of
Open Codes
(Richard & Morse,

2012, cited in
Saldafia, 2016, p. 14

Empowering 5. Relational
Leadership Approaches
(EL)

e Relational, transformational, and
adaptive approaches

e Shared decision-making, equity,
and relational transparency

e Representation and social
responsibility

Inclusive Influence
(EL4)

6. Autonomy &
Decision-
Making

e Self-awareness

e Cultural and emotional
intelligence

e Leading with intentionality

e Adaptive approaches

e Provides tools, access, and
feedback to enable growth

Leadership
Identity
(EL1)

Strategic
Empowerment
(EL2)

Organizing Theme 2: Employee Empowerment

Table 17 presents the relationship between Employee Empowerment’s theory-driven

basic themes, the 10 open codes derived from participant responses, and the four pattern code

categories (EE1-EE4) developed through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saldana,

2016). This table illustrates how leaders described employee empowerment in terms of

motivation, affective commitment, and job satisfaction, with open codes (Spreitzer, 1995)

highlighting dimensions such as loyalty, alignment with agency goals, and perceptions of value

(Clutterbuck & Kernaghan, 1995; Eisenberger & Shanock, 2020). These open codes provide

granular insight into how leaders perceived empowerment in practice, while the pattern code
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categories synthesize these accounts into broader thematic structures aligned with the study’s

framework.

Table 17

Data Analysis Process Leading to Employee Empowerment Findings

Theory-Driven Themes from
Preliminary Coding of the

Open Codes of Participants’

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Literature Interviews Themes) of
(Saldafia, 2016) Open Codes
Organizing Basic Themes (Richard & 1:;[9%6, 2012,
cited Iin
Themes Saldana, 2016, p. 14).
Employee 1. Motivation e Inspired and driven employees Motivation &
Empowerment e Expressed through contribution ~ Purpose
(EE) and initiative, and agency (EE4)
alignment
e Expressed through loyalty,
dedication, and retention
2. Affective e Alignment with agency goals Autonomy &
Commitment e Loyalty and trust in leadership Ownership
e Desire to stay and contribute (EEI)
e Inspired and driven
Motivation &
Purpose
(EE4)
3. Job e Fulfillment and engagement Competence &
Satisfaction Development (EE2)

¢ Being heard
e Receiving developmental
support

Voice & Participation
(EE3)

Note. Although the original empowerment model identified three theoretical basic themes, the
participant data emphasized different language and categories (e.g., motivation, commitment,
and job satisfaction). These shifts reflect how empowerment is experienced in practice and were
retained to honor the authentic voices of participants. The core ideas still align with the
theoretical model and are mapped accordingly in a crosswalk later in this chapter for clarity.

Organizing Theme 3: Structural Empowerment

Table 18 presents the relationship between Structural Empowerment’s theory-driven

basic themes, the 12 open codes derived from participant responses, and the four pattern code

categories (SE1-SE4) developed through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saldafa,
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2016). The table illustrates how leaders described structural conditions that enable

empowerment, such as organizational frameworks, knowledge sharing, cultural intelligence, and

access to resources. The 12 open codes provide detailed accounts of practices, including

transparency, responsiveness, equitable access, and inclusive infrastructure, while the pattern

code categories synthesize these practices into broader thematic structures aligned with the

study’s framework.

Table 18

Data Analysis Process Leading to Structural Empowerment Findings

Theory-Driven Themes from
Preliminary Coding of the

Open Codes of

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Literature Participants’ Themes) of
Interviews Open Codes
Organizing  Basic Themes (Saldana, 2016) (Richard & Morse, 2012, cited
m

Themes Saldafia, 2016, p. 14).
Structural . Organizational e Presence, communication, Transparent Information
Empowerment Frameworks & and inclusion Flow
(SE) Cultural Influence o Individual and agency (SEI)

alignment
e Feedback loops and

Intelligence &
Digital Readiness

systems and processes

e Removing procedural
barriers

¢ Building and supporting
inclusivity

responsiveness
. Knowledge e Aligning individual and Strategic Alignment
Sharing & agency goals (SE2)
Information ¢ Mission-driven
Access performance
e Performance planning and
scorecards
. Cultural e Equitable access to Inclusive Infrastructure

(SE3)

. Structural Support

(Information, Resources,
Opportunities, Feedback)

e Access to training and
resource development

e Tailored support for
varied learning styles

e Time & space for growth

Capacity Building
(SE4)
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Analytical Interpretation
Study’s Findings Codebook

The study’s framework served as the foundation for this research design, data structure,
and initial coding expectations. Through systematic engagement with participant responses,
emergent pattern codes were developed that extended and refined these theoretical
assumptions—demonstrating how empowerment was enacted in real-world leadership contexts
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafia, 2016).

To support this analytic process, I documented all codes in a codebook, which included
each pattern code category (Basic Theme), its corresponding open code(s), thematic definitions,
and illustrative quotes from participant responses (Saldafia, 2016). This structure helped clarify
how inductive insights were mapped to the study’s framework and supported the refinement of
thematic groupings across the three organizing themes.

Each pattern code (e.g., Leadership Identity) was formed by clustering related open
codes—short, descriptive phrases reflecting recurring language or ideas (e.g., self-awareness,
intentionality, support). These code labels served as basic themes, linking participant experiences
to broader theoretical constructs (e.g., self~-awareness under Leadership Identity; meaning and
motivation under Motivation & Purpose; and structured systems access under Inclusive
Infrastructure).

The following terms summarize the 12 pattern code categories or basic themes I used to
capture the core meaning and associations of the open codes.

e Leadership Identity (EL1)

The EL1 theme reflects self-awareness, personal values, and intentional leadership
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practices that emphasize authenticity, emotional intelligence, and purpose-driven action
as central to empowerment.

e Strategic Empowerment (EL2)

The EL2 theme represents intentional efforts to build leadership capacity through
structured development pipelines, resource alignment, and strategic integration of
empowerment into recruitment and advancement processes.

e Trust & Psychological Safety (EL3)

The EL3 theme captures the creation of psychologically safe environments where leaders
prioritize openness, emotional security, and trust to foster empowerment and
engagement.

e Inclusive Influence (EL4)

The EL4 theme captures leaders’ commitment to shared decision-making, equity, and
intentional inclusion—highlighting participatory approaches that reflect DEIA values and
relational leadership.

e Autonomy & Ownership (EE1)

The EE1 theme describes how participants experienced a sense of empowerment through
trusted autonomy, decision-making authority, and confidence in taking initiative.

e Competence & Development (EE2)

The EE2 theme focuses on leaders’ efforts to promote employee growth through
coaching, upskilling, training, and creating readiness pathways for career advancement.

¢ Voice & Participation (EE3)

The EE3 theme reflects how employees were empowered to contribute ideas, influence

decisions, and engage in feedback processes that shaped leadership and planning.
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e Motivation & Purpose (EE4)

The EE4 theme captures how empowered employees feel emotionally connected to their

work through alignment with mission, meaning, and shared purpose—highlighting

inspiration, value, and commitment.

e Transparent Information Flow (SE1)

The SE1 theme describes the need for clear, consistent, and honest communication within

federal agencies, emphasizing transparency around decisions, policies, and organizational

change.

e Strategic Alignment (SE2)

The SE2 theme describes how empowerment is embedded into organizational systems

through structured planning, initiative tracking, and alignment between goals and

empowerment strategies.

¢ Inclusive Infrastructure (SE3)

The SE3 theme represents equitable access to systems and the integration of DEIA

practices, emphasizing inclusive mechanisms that support diverse identities and promote

a fair, accountable work environment.

e Capacity Building (SE4)

The SE4 theme focuses on the use of feedback, coaching, and developmental support to

grow leadership capacity and sustain empowered, future-ready teams through intentional

succession and retention strategies.

Table 19 presents the full codebook, including: (a) the pattern code category, (b) the
associated open code labels, (c) brief definitions of each label, (d) interpretive insights

connecting the code to the research questions, and (e) illustrative participant quotes.
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Table 19

Study Findings Codebook

Pattern Code

Categories (Basic Open Code
Themes) of of Parquants’ .. . Interpretive Ilustrative
Open Codes Interviews Definition/Meaning Insight Quote
(Richard & Morse, 2012, (Label)
cited in (Saldafia, 2016).
Saldana, 2016, p. 14).
Leadership Identity Self-awareness The leader’s self- Participants “I know my
(EL1) awareness, personal identified why—I lead
values, and commitment  authenticity, with purpose.”
to demonstrating purpose, and
practices that align with intrinsic leadership
empowerment highlight ~ motivation as
the importance of essential
intentionality, emotional ~ components of
intelligence, and values-  empowerment.
based action.
Strategic Intentional Involves leaders creating  Leaders articulated ~ “We created
Empowerment development developmental pathways, the integration of leadership
(EL2) programs and aligning resources, and empowerment into  programs to
pipelines the integration of the processes of move people
empowerment into recruitment, forward
organizational strategy fellowship intentionally.”
and structure. This initiatives, and
reflects intentional design project-based
and strategic alignment. advancement
opportunities.
Trust & Psychologically Encompasses the Participants “They know

Psychological Safety
(EL3)

safe environments

methods by which
leaders cultivate trust
through transparent
communication, the
establishment of
feedback loops, and the
implementation of
support mechanisms that
ensure the emotional and
psychological security of
team members.

emphasized safety,
open-door policies,
and environments

where people could
thrive without fear.

they can come
to me and speak
freely.”

Inclusive Influence
(EL4)

Shared decision-
making, equity

Demonstrates the
leader’s ability to
facilitate shared decision-
making, acknowledge
diverse perspectives, and
promote a participatory
and relational leadership
environment.

Perspectives reflect
DEIA integration,
intentional
inclusion, and
participatory
leadership
practices.

“Everyone has a
seat at the
table—I make
sure of that.”
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Table 19

Study Findings Codebook (Continued).

Pattern Code

Categories (Basic Open Code
Themes) of of Participants’
Open Codes Intervi " . Interpretive Illustrative
(Richarl()l & M(?rse, 2012, (tfa;ee]‘)vs Defimtlon/Meanlng InSI;ght Quote
_cited in (Saldaiia, 2016).
Saldana, 2016, p. 14).
Autonomy & Acting Describes the Participants “Because I was
Ownership confidently, individual's perceived described empowered by
(EE1) empowered capacity for decision- experiences of why  my leader, I
making, initiative-taking, they acted with made sure my
and independent work confidence and a team felt the
while also feeling a strong sense of same valued,
sense of trust. personal trust, and
empowerment. capable.”
Competence & Coaching, Captures how leaders Participants “I made sure
Development upskilling, career facilitated employees’ consistently they had the
(EE2) growth professional growth mentioned coaching, tools and
through skill upskilling, and coaching to
development, training, supporting readiness  grow.”
confidence-building, and  for promotion.
the provision of
developmental
opportunities.
Voice & Participation  Strategic input Reflects the extent to Themes highlighted  “We asked them
(EE3) and leadership which employees are were employees what they
influence encouraged to provide having a voice in thought before
input, participate in strategic planning we moved
feedback mechanisms, and feeling heard by  forward.”
and exert influence over  leadership.
team or agency
decisions.
Motivation & Meaning, Encompasses how Many leaders linked  “When people
Purpose connection, and  empowered employees empowerment to know their work
(EE4) mission feel inspired, valued, and emotional matters, they
alignment aligned with mission and  connection, show up fully.”
meaning. commitment, and
meaning.
Transformation Info Transparent Reflects how clearly, Participants “It helps when
Flow communication consistently, and emphasized the need leaders explain
(SE1) of change honestly information is for transparent the why, not just

communicated within the
federal agency, including
the reasoning behind
decisions, policies, and
initiatives.

communication that
clarifies the ‘why’
behind decisions.

the what.”
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Table 19

Study Findings Codebook (Continued).

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic
Themes) of
Open Codes

(Richard & Morse, 2012,

cited in
Saldana, 2016, p. 14).

Open Code
of Participants’
Interviews

(Label)
(Saldafia, 2016).

Definition/Meaning

Interpretive
Insight

Illustrative
Quote

Strategic Alignment Structured Demonstrates the degree  Responses included  “I map out how
(SE 2) systems and of alignment between structured programs, each initiative
initiative organizational goals and  planning cycles, and  supports growth,
tracking empowerment efforts data-informed not just output.”
through deliberate strategies that made
systems, comprehensive  empowerment part
planning, and strategic of the organizational
design. system.
Inclusive Equitable access  Describes how equitable  Participants “Everyone
Infrastructure and DEIA access, the integration of  highlighted the role ~ knows they can
(SE3) systems Diversity, Equity, of intentional ask questions or
Inclusion, and inclusion, fairness in  flag a barrier—
Accessibility (DEIA), access to systems, that’s how we
and inclusive and digital fluency stay
mechanisms facilitate the in creating a more accountable.”
flourishing of employees  equitable workplace.
from diverse identities.
Capacity Building Feedback loops,  Captures the distribution ~ Feedback loops, “She gave me
(SE4) sustainability and utilization of coaching, and someone to
feedback, coaching, and  developmental shadow and

developmental support
intended to increase
leadership capacity and
sustain empowered
workforces.

access were framed
as mechanisms to
support long-term
retention and
succession.

pushed me to
lead.”

The codebook served as an interpretive bridge between preliminary coding and the

thematic findings, organizing participant responses across the three organizing themes:

Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment.
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Thematic Results

Beneath the twelve pattern codes, the following table presents the thematic synthesis of
these overlapping dynamics. Each result captures a distinct element of empowerment, showing
how participant perspectives converged into shared insights. This
connects the relationship between the pattern codes, thematic focus, result labels, and
descriptions, offering transparency into how interpretive findings were synthesized. While each
thematic result corresponds to a specific pattern code, several themes emerged across multiple
empowerment constructs. This recurrence highlights how leadership practices are often
interconnected and not confined to a single code or category.

For instance, the theme "Developmental Support" was identified under both EE2:
Competence & Development and EE3: Voice & Participation. In these instances, participants
described how coaching and professional growth opportunities are not only developmental but
also facilitated strategic input and shared decision-making.

These overlaps reflect the complex and nuanced ways in which empowerment is
experienced and enacted within federal leadership contexts. Each instance is further examined in
the respective findings sections to provide additional context and supporting responses.

These themes were not isolated findings but emerged as part of broader patterns in how
AAWLs described their day-to-day leadership responsibilities. In many cases, participant
insights cut across multiple empowerment categories, revealing how personal leadership identity,
structural realities, and organizational culture interact in practice. Table 20 presents 37 thematic
results derived from the twelve pattern codes, organized by categories emphasized across

participant responses.
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Table 20

The Study's Findings:

Pattern Codes, Open Codes, Thematic Results, and Descriptions

Pattern Code

Categories (Basic

Themes) of
Open Codes %gfgcicp:rﬂepﬁr?s);l Thematic Results Description
(Richard & Morse, 2012,
cited in
Saldaiia, 2016, p. 14).
Leadership Identity Self-awareness Self-awareness Refers to leaders' capacity to reflect on
(EL1) their behaviors, intentions, and values,

shaping their approach to empowering
others (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer,
1995), among others.

Leadership Identity

Culture and

Culture and

Leaders emphasized awareness of

(EL1) emotional emotional organizational culture and demonstrated
intelligence intelligence empathy and emotional understanding in
diverse team contexts (Goleman, 2000;
Pfeffer & Veiga, 1999; Schein & Schein,
2017).
Leadership Identity Leading with Leading with Leaders made deliberate efforts to model
(EL1) intentionality intentionality empowerment, aligning actions with
values and agency goals (Jin &
McDonald, 2017; Pfeffer & Veiga, 1999;
Qing et al., 2020; Spreitzer, 1995;
Swisher, 2013).
Leadership Identity Relational, Relational, Reflects a commitment to flexible and
(EL1) transformational, and  transformational, inclusive leadership styles that prioritize
adaptive approaches  and adaptive human connection, change-readiness, and
approaches shared growth (Gallup, 2023; Goleman,
2000; Jin & McDonald, 2017; Spreitzer,
1995).
Leadership Identity Foster autonomy and  Foster autonomy Leaders described balancing
(EL1) maintain structure while maintaining  empowerment with clear expectations,
and clear purpose structure and clear  boundaries, and structured systems to
purpose enable autonomy (American
Psychological Association, 2023;
Goleman, 2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993a,
1993b).
Strategic Foster autonomy Foster autonomy Leaders emphasized providing space for
Empowerment while maintaining while maintaining  employees to take initiative while
(EL2) structure and clear structure and clear maintaining role clarity and aligned

purpose

purpose

structures (Kim et al., 2013; Offermann &
Foley, 2020; OPM, 2024; Passmore,
2007).
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Table 20

The Study's Findings: Pattern Codes, Open Codes, Thematic Results, and Descriptions
(Continued).

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Themes) of
' Open Codes %I;ftlilcicp:rﬂePErzls)ee)l Thematic Results Description
(Richard & Morse, 2012,
cited in
Saldafia, 2016, p. 14).

Strategic Provide tools, access, Provide tools, Reflects leadership practices that ensured
Empowerment and feedback to access, and employees had access to learning

(EL2) enable growth feedback to enable  opportunities, guidance, and constructive

growth

support to grow (Kanter, 1977, 1993a;
McCarthy et al.,2020; Tripathi &
Bharadwaja, 2020).

Trust & Psychological

Psychologically safe

Create safe spaces

Describes efforts to build trusting

(EL3) environments and open dialogue  environments where employees feel safe
to express concerns and contribute freely
(Ang & Van Dyne, 2008; Black et al.,
2015; Edmondson, 2019; Spreitzer,
1995).
Trust & Psychological ~ Shared Foster emotional Leaders reinforced the importance of a
(EL3) understanding safety and shared emotional context, compassion,
psychological and understanding of employees’ personal
support and professional needs (Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Spreitzer, 1992, 1995).
Trust & Psychological  Provide tools, access, Encourage Focuses on two-way feedback channels
(EL3) and feedback to transparency and that promote honest reflection, respectful
enable growth respectful dialogue, and transparent communication
feedback (McCarthy et al., 2020).
Inclusive Influence Relational, Inclusive decision-  Participants described practices of sharing

(EL4)

transformational, and
adaptive approaches

making and shared
power

authority, mentoring across lines of
difference, and co-leading decisions with
employees (Edmondson, 2019; Goleman,
2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

Inclusive Influence
(EL4)

Highlights shared
decision-making,
equity, and relational
transparency

Addressing
inequities in
leadership
pipelines

Refers to intentional strategies to confront
access gaps and create more equitable
representation in leadership succession
(Edmondson, 2019; Goleman, 2000;
Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Park et al., 2017).
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Table 20

The Study's Findings: Pattern Codes, Open Codes, Thematic Results, and Descriptions
(Continued).

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Themes) of
' Open Codes %I;ftlilcicp:rﬂePErzls)ee)l Thematic Results Description
(Richard & Morse, 2012,
cited in
Saldaiia, 2016, p. 14).
Inclusive Influence Highlights Representation Leaders identified efforts to sponsor and

(EL4)

representation and
social responsibility

and sponsorship of
diverse talent

advocate for diverse talent as central to
empowering systems change (Fajardo,
2021; Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013).

Autonomy & Alignment with Alignment with Describes the connection between
Ownership agency goals agency goals employees’ understanding of their work
(EE1) and its contribution to overall agency
objectives (McCarthy et al., 2020; The
American Presidency Project, n.d.).
Autonomy & Expressed through Contribution and Reflects how employees demonstrated
Ownership loyalty, dedication, initiative commitment by initiating solutions,
(EE1) and retention taking ownership, and contributing
beyond their roles (Kim & Fernandez,
2017; McCarthy et al., 2020; OPM,
2020).
Autonomy & Expressed through Loyalty, Participants emphasized how feeling
Ownership contribution and dedication, and empowered led to staying committed to
(EEI) initiative retention agency missions over time (Kanter, 1977,
1993a, 1993b; OPM, 2020).
Competence & Fulfillment and Fulfillment and Describes the emotional and intellectual
Development engagement engagement satisfaction that participants felt when
(EE2) their contributions were acknowledged
and valued (Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021;
McCarthy et al., 2020; OPM, 2020;
Parker & Horowitz, 2022).
Competence & Being heard Being heard Leaders ensured employees’ voices were

Development
(EE2)

included in decision-making, promoting a
sense of validation and empowerment
(Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer,
1992, 1995).
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Table 20

The Study's Findings: Pattern Codes, Open Codes, Thematic Results, and Descriptions

(Continued).

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Themes) of
' Open Codes %gftlilcicp:rﬂePkrzls)ee)l Thematic Results Description
(Richard & Morse, 2012,
cited in
Saldafia, 2016, p. 14).

Competence & Developmental Developmental Reflects on how leaders actively provided

Development support support coaching, stretch assignments, or targeted

(EE2) support for long-term employee
development (Kanter, 1977, 1993a;
Lautizi et al., 2009).

Voice & Participation  Fulfillment and Fulfillment and Describes employees’ sense of

(EE3) engagement engagement meaningful involvement when included in
important agency processes or problem-
solving (Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021;
Minseo & Beehr, 2018).

Voice & Participation  Being heard Being heard Focuses on employees feeling recognized

(EE3) and acknowledged when they provide
input or share experiences (Conger &
Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer, 1995).

Voice & Participation ~ Developmental Developmental This indicates how managers supported

(EE3) support support staff growth by identifying tailored
opportunities and checking in on their
development paths (Kanter, 1977, 1993a;
Lautizi et al., 2009).

Motivation & Purpose  Inspired and driven Understanding the ~ Employees expressed that understanding

(EE4) employees “Why” their personal connection to agency
missions increased intrinsic motivation to
perform (The American Presidency
Project, n.d.; The White House, 2023).

Motivation & Purpose  Expressed through Connection to Participants found purpose and meaning

(EE4) loyalty, dedication, mission through strong identification with the

and retention

agency’s goals and societal contributions
(Conger & Kanungo, 1988; McCarthy et
al., 2020).
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Table 20

The Study's Findings: Pattern Codes, Open Codes, Thematic Results, and Descriptions
(Continued).

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Themes) of
' Open Codes %l;fgcicp:rﬂepﬁrz?:)l Thematic Results Description
(Richard & Morse, 2012,
cited in
Saldafia, 2016, p. 14).
Motivation & Purpose  Expressed through Inspired to serve Leaders described how empowerment
(EE4) contribution and inspired employees to pursue excellence,
initiative not for recognition, but for service-

oriented reasons (Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

Transparent Presence, Presence, Participants emphasized the importance

Information Flow communication, and  communication, of leaders being visible, actively listening,

(SE1)

inclusion

and inclusion

and fostering transparency across all
levels, ensuring information and access
were equitably shared (Ferguson & King,
2023; Tripathi & Bharadwaja, 2020).

Transparent Individual and Individual and Refers to how leaders use clear and

Information Flow agency alignment Agency consistent communication to help

(SE1) Alignment employees understand how their roles
contribute to the agency’s broader goals
(Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Hudak,
Russell & Rosenkrans, 2015; McCarthy et
al., 2020).

Transparent Feedback loops and ~ Feedback loops This theme reflects the importance of bi-

Information Flow responsiveness and directional communication—ensuring

(SE1) responsiveness employees not only receive updates but
also feel heard and responded to (Ellinger
et al., 2010; Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b;
McCarthy et al., 2020).

Strategic Alignment Aligning individual Aligning Emphasizes leadership strategies that help

(SE2) and agency goals individual and employees see how their personal values

agency goals and work align with agency priorities

(Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b; McCarthy
et al., 2020; OPM, 2020, 2024; Schein &
Schein, 2017).

Strategic Alignment Mission-driven Mission-driven Results reflected that participants

(SE2) performance performance described empowerment as rooted in

belief in the mission, driving greater
initiative and commitment. Participants
frequently described how structural
supports contributed to the organization’s
mission and purpose (Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Parker & Horowitz, 2022).
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Table 20

The Study's Findings: Pattern Codes, Open Codes, Thematic Results, and Descriptions
(Continued),

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

Themes) of
' Open Codes %I;ftlilcicp:rﬂePErzls)ee)l Thematic Results Description
(Richard & Morse, 2012,
cited in
Saldafia, 2016, p. 14).
Strategic Alignment Performance Performance Describes leaders using structured tools to
(SE2) planning and planning and promote transparency and accountability
scorecards scorecards in tracking goals and outcomes

(McCarthy et al., 2020; OPM, 2020,
2021).

Inclusive Equitable access to Equitable access Leaders described practices ensuring all

Infrastructure systems and to systems and employees could access tools, resources,

(SE3) processes processes and decision-making channels equitably
(EEOC, 2023; Fernandez & Moldogaziev,
2013; Kanter, 1977, 1993a; OPM, 2020).

Inclusive Removing Removing Participants shared how they worked to

Infrastructure procedural barriers procedural barriers  dismantle outdated systems, unclear

(SE3) processes, or bottlenecks that hindered
employee access (Ferguson & King,
2023; Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Schein &
Schein, 2017; Sim & Bierema, 2024).

Inclusive Building and Building and Reflects strategic efforts to build a culture

Infrastructure supporting supporting where all employees feel valued,

(SE3) inclusivity inclusivity respected, and empowered to lead
(Ferguson & King, 2023; McCarthy et al.,
2020; Schein & Schein, 2017).

Capacity Building Access to training Access to training  Describes systems and policies that

(SE4) and development and development  ensured employee learning opportunities

resources

resources

were widely available and visible (Kanter,
1977, 1993a; Laschinger & Ravazzolo,
2009; The American Presidency Project,
n.d.; The White House, 2021).
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Table 20

The Study's Findings: Pattern Codes, Open Codes, Thematic Results, and Descriptions

(Continued),

Pattern Code
Categories (Basic

ghemés)dof Open Code Label
(Richar(li) @ Mowse 201, (Participant Phrase)
cited in

Saldafia, 2016, p. 14).

Thematic Results

Description

Capacity Building Tailored support for ~ Tailored support Participants shared how they adapted
(SE4) varied learning styles  for varied learning  training and mentorship to suit employee
styles needs, including cultural and generational

differences (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008;
Black et al., 2015; Duchek, 2020; Jain-
Link et al., 2020; Spreitzer, 1995).

Capacity Building Time and space for Time and space Reflects leadership support for

(SE4) growth for growth unstructured time to reflect, innovate, or

engage in development without punitive
pressure (Allen et al., 2004; Gilley et al.,
2010; McCarthy et al., 2020).

Structured Sections

To guide readers through the data landscape, I outline how the findings are presented in

these sections. This chapter integrates participants’ perspectives with the study’s framework,

supported by visual tools such as data analysis process tables that trace the movement from

preliminary codes to pattern code categories and concepts. This structure enhances transparency

and demonstrates how the findings connect back to empowerment theory, supporting reader

comprehension of the complexities within the data.

This presentation not only clarifies the analytic process but also shows how theory and

lived experience intersect. The next section grounds the findings in the study’s conceptual

framework and highlights how participant voices enriched existing empowerment models.
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Integration of Theoretical and Conceptual Framework and Participant Voice

I situated this research in Kanter’s (1977, 1993a, 1993b ) theories of empowering
leadership and structural empowerment, as well as Spreitzer’s (1992, 1995) model of
psychological empowerment. These frameworks informed the theoretical model and coding
process, along with insights from contemporary empowerment scholars (e.g., Kim & Fernandez,
2017; Lautizi et al., 2001). Throughout this chapter, tables and visuals illustrate how AAWLs'
responses both align with and extend these theoretical constructs. These examples demonstrate
how the voices of AAWLs were integrated into the analysis, highlighting empowerment through
their professional experience within the federal leadership context.

Visual and Interpretive Tools

To present the findings and enhance transparency, I use a combination of visual and
descriptive tools. Frequency maps provide a color-coded representation (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016; Saldana, 2016) of the emphasis participants placed on key concepts during the two-part
interview process (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Seidman, 2013).

Visual tools such as thematic crosswalks, frequency maps, and analytic matrices
supported the presentation of results by illustrating how participant responses were organized,
coded, and interpreted. These descriptive displays, combined with written explanations, allowed
for a transparent linkage between the data and the emergent themes presented in Chapter 4.

A Traceability Matrix further anchors each finding in participant accounts by mapping
coded insights to specific themes and frequency data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldana, 2016).
This tool reinforces the connection between conclusions and participants’ perspectives, rather
than abstract theoretical constructs. In conjunction with these visuals, participant excerpts are

interwoven to provide depth and context, enabling the findings to move beyond codes and
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categories to portray how empowerment was enacted and experienced by AAWLs in the federal
government.

Organizing Themes and Participant Excerpts
Organizing Theme 1: Empowering Leadership

The following sections present explanatory participant excerpts that offer a qualitative
lens into how African American women leaders (AAWLs) enact Empowering Leadership,
Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment across diverse federal contexts. While
not narrative in the formal methodological sense, these participant perspectives often took the
form of brief stories or personal reflections. Together, they illustrate how these leaders
operationalize empowerment through personal values, strategic intent, and adaptive
organizational practices.

The excerpts were drawn directly from the coded findings and aligned with the thematic
pattern code categories. Selected quotations were chosen to reflect both the range of participant
perspectives and the consistency of leadership strategies across themes. I illustrate the relational,
psychological, and structural dimensions of empowerment while also highlighting the emotional
intelligence and systemic awareness leaders apply to foster inclusive and effective environments
(Goleman, 2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995).

Although this study was not guided by narrative inquiry, the integration of participant
voice through excerpts aligns with basic qualitative design, which emphasizes understanding
how individuals construct meaning from their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafia,
2016). Including these AAWLSs' voices helps provide depth and clarity to the thematic findings.

Figure 20 presents a visual overview of Empowering Leadership, organized around six

preliminary basic code themes derived from initial open coding: Leader’s Growth & Motivation,
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Perceptions of Empowerment, Leadership Styles, Leaders’ Support and Resource Development,
Rational Approaches, and Autonomy & Decision-Making.

These were further synthesized through second-cycle coding into four pattern code
categories (EL1-EL4): Leadership Identity, Trust & Psychological Safety, Inclusive Influence,
and Strategic Empowerment. Together, these categories illustrate how participants described
enacting empowerment through identity formation, trust-building, inclusive practices, and
strategically aligned decision-making.

The visual models work in tandem to illustrate not only the structure of Empowering
Leadership but also the alignment between pre-identified codes and emergent patterns, forming
a robust interpretive foundation for the thematic results (Albrecht & Andretta, 2011; Saldafia,
2016).

Figure 20

The Study’s Findings: Empowering Leadership Preliminary Coding and Findings Categories

Empowering
Leadership

Identity

Table 21 provides a succinct overview of Empowering Leadership, synthesizing the

Inclusive Leadership Strategic
Influence Identity Empowerment

Leadership Inclusive Strategic
Identity Influence Empowerment

study’s theory-driven organizing theme, preliminary codes, participant-derived pattern code
categories, and the corresponding thematic findings. The findings underscore four pattern code

categories (EL1-EL4) that emerged as pivotal in how leaders perceived and enacted
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empowerment. Each category reflects a thematic results area grounded in the study’s framework
and informed by participants’ professional experiences as articulated during interviews.
Table 21

The Study’s Findings: Integrating Empowering Leadership Organizing Theme and Preliminary
Code with Participant-Derived Insights-Thematic Results

Theory- Empowering Pattern Code(s)
Driven Leadership Categories Description /
Organizing Preliminary Corresponding Thematic Results
Theme (Basic) Code (EL)
Empowering . Driven Growth and Leadership Identity Focuses on self-awareness, culture,
Leadership Motivation (EL1) emotional intelligence, and leading with
(EL) intentionality.
Empowering . Perceptions of Trust and Reflects how leaders create
Leadership Empowerment Psychological Safety ~ environments of psychological safety
(EL) (EL3) and shared understanding.
Empowering . Leadership Styles Leadership Identity Covers relational, transformational, and
Leadership (EL1) adaptive approaches used to foster
(EL) empowerment.
Inclusive Influence
(EL4)
Empowering . Leaders’ Support and Strategic Demonstrates how leaders provide tools,
Leadership Resource Development ~ Empowerment access, and feedback to enable growth.
(EL) (EL2)
Trust and
Psychological Safety
(EL3)
Empowering . Relational Approaches  Inclusive Influence Highlights the importance of shared
Leadership (EL4) decision-making, equity, and relational
(EL) transparency.
Empowering . Autonomy and Leadership Identity Reflects how leaders foster autonomy
Leadership Decision-Making (EL1) while maintaining structure and clear
(EL) purpose.
Strategic
Empowerment
(EL2)
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In the next section, Table 22 expands on these basic themes by weaving in direct

participant accounts, illustrating how the themes identified in the findings were expressed and

experienced in practice.

Table 22

The Study’s Findings for Empowering Leadership. Interpretation and Participant Voice

Pattern Code

Categories

(Themes) of Description Interpretation Participant Theme
Open Codes

Leadership The leader's self-awareness, personal  Participants identified "I know my why—I
Identity values, and commitment to authenticity, purpose, and lead with purpose."
(EL1) demonstrating practices that align intrinsic leadership

with empowerment highlight the motivation as essential

importance of intentionality, components in the

emotional intelligence, and empowerment of others.

authenticity.
Strategic Involves leaders creating Leaders articulated the "We created
Empowerment developmental pathways, aligning integration of empowerment leadership programs to
(EL2) resources, and the integration of into the processes of move people forward

empowerment into organizational recruitment, fellowship intentionally."

strategy and structure. This reflects initiatives, and project-

an intentional design and strategic based advancement

alignment. opportunities.
Trust & Encompasses the methods by which  Participants emphasized "They know they can
Psychological leaders cultivate trust through safety, open-door policies, come to me and speak
Safety transparent communication, the and environments where freely."
(EL3) establishment of feedback loops, and  people could thrive without

the implementation of support fear.

mechanisms that ensure the

emotional and psychological security

of team members.
Inclusive Demonstrates the leader’s ability to Participants’ excerpt "Everyone has a seat
Influence facilitate shared decision-making, reflected DEIA integration,  at the table—I make
(EL4) acknowledge diverse perspectives, intentional inclusion, and sure of that"

and promote a participatory and
relational leadership environment.

participatory leadership
practices.

Table 23 represents a synthesis of thematic focus from the study on empowering

leadership. Each finding's pattern code is aligned with its thematic focus and corresponds with

the results, offering a nuanced understanding of how leadership practices and strategies

contribute to empowerment within organizational settings. Drawing upon established theoretical
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frameworks and supported by participant excerpts, the table captures the pattern code categories

(EL), the open codes (e.g., self-awareness, culture and emotional intelligence, intentionality,

adaptive approaches, and autonomy) as the key elements of empowering leadership, thematic

results, and a description for interpretation. These insights provide a foundation for exploring

how leaders intentionally cultivate environments that support agency, trust, and shared purpose.

Table 23

The Study’s Findings for Empowering Leadership: Thematic Results Aligned to Pattern Codes

Pattern Code(s)

Open Codes of

Categorle§ Participants’ Thematic Results Description
Corresponding Interviews
(EL)

Leadership Self-awareness Self-awareness Refers to leaders' capacity to reflect on their

Identity behaviors, intentions, and values, shaping their

(EL1) approach to empowering others (Kanter, 1977,
1993a; Spreitzer, 1995), among others.

Leadership Culture and Culture and Leaders emphasized awareness of organizational

Identity emotional emotional culture and demonstrated empathy and

(EL1) intelligence intelligence emotional understanding in diverse team
contexts (Goleman, 2000; Pfeffer & Veiga,
1999; Schein & Schein, 2017).

Leadership Leading with Leading with Leaders made deliberate efforts to model

Identity intentionality intentionality empowerment, aligning actions with values and

(EL1) agency goals (Jin & McDonald, 2017; Pfeffer &
Veiga, 1999; Qing et al., 2020; Spreitzer, 1995;
Swisher, V. 2013).

Leadership Relational, Relational, Reflects a commitment to flexible and inclusive

Identity transformational, transformational,  leadership styles that prioritize human

(EL1) and adaptive and adaptive connection, change-readiness, and shared

approaches approaches growth (Gallup, 2023; Goleman, 2000; Jin &

McDonald, 2017; Spreitzer, 1995).

Leadership Foster autonomy Foster autonomy  Leaders described balancing empowerment with

Identity and maintain while maintaining  clear expectations, boundaries, and structured

(EL1D) structure and clear structure and clear  systems to enable autonomy (American

purpose

purpose

Psychological Association, 2023; Goleman,
2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993a).
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Table 23

The Study’s Findings for Empowering Leadership: Thematic Results Aligned to Pattern Codes

(Continued).
Pattern Open Codes of
Code(s) Participants’
Categories . Thematic Results Description
. Interviews
Corresponding
(EL)
Strategic Provide tools, Provide tools, access, Reflects leadership practices that ensured
Empowerment  access, and and feedback to employees had access to learning opportunities,
(EL2) feedback to enable growth guidance, and constructive support to grow
enable growth (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; McCarthy et al., 2020;
Tripathi & Bharadwaja, 2020).
Strategic Foster autonomy  Foster autonomy Leaders emphasized providing space for
Empowerment  while while maintaining employees to take initiative while maintaining role
(EL2) maintaining structure and clear clarity and aligned structures (OPM, 2024).
structure and purpose
clear purpose
Trust & Psychologically  Create safe spaces Describes efforts to build trusting environments
Psychological safe and open dialogue where employees feel safe to express concerns and
Safety environments contribute freely (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008; Black
(EL3) et al., 2015; Edmondson, 2019; Spreitzer, 1995).
Trust & Shared Foster emotional Leaders reinforced the importance of a shared
Psychological understanding safety and emotional context, compassion, and understanding
Safety psychological of employees’ personal and professional needs
(EL3) support (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1992, 1995).
Trust & Provide tools, Encourage Focuses on two-way feedback channels that
Psychological access, and transparency and promote honest reflection, respectful dialogue, and
Safety feedback to respectful feedback transparent communication (McCarthy et al.,
(EL3) enable growth 2020).
Inclusive Relational, Inclusive decision- Participants described practices of sharing
Influence transformational, making and shared authority, mentoring across lines of difference, and
(EL4) and adaptive power co-leading decisions with employees (Edmondson,
approaches 2019; Goleman, 2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993a;
Passmore, 2007).
Inclusive Highlights Addressing Refers to intentional strategies to confront access
Influence shared decision-  inequities in gaps and create more equitable representation in
(EL4) making, equity,  leadership pipelines  leadership succession (Edmondson, 2019;
and relational Goleman, 2000; Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b; Park
transparency etal., 2017).
Inclusive Highlights Representation and Leaders identified efforts to sponsor and advocate
Influence representation sponsorship of for diverse talent as central to empowering systems
(EL4) and social diverse talent change (Fajardo, 2021; Fernandez & Moldogaziev,
responsibility 2013).
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In the subsequent section, I expand on these findings through direct excerpts from
participants, illustrating how the basic themes of empowering leadership were experienced,
enacted, and interpreted within the context of federal leadership (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafia, 2016).

Empowering Leadership Participants Excerpts
Leadership Identity (EL1)

Leadership identity emerged as a multifaceted code embedded in participants’ reflections
on motivation, engagement styles, and autonomy. Its recurrence across the three basic themes
emphasizes the integrative nature of leadership as both a personal and relational construct. To
illustrate this, the following participant excerpts reveal how values, consistency, and self-
awareness shaped their leadership identities.

Participant J (personal communication, July 30, 2024) described her philosophy as
purpose-driven, stating:

I don’t see leadership as being about a title or my position— it’s about purpose. I try to

stay prepared for whatever comes next by taking time to assess where I am and what |

can do better. That self-check keeps me focused—and intentional about how I grow and

lead. (Participant J, personal communication, July 30, 2024)

Similarly, Participant A conveyed that leadership entails remaining grounded and
consistent in behavior, particularly when overseeing high-performing teams. She explained:

I allow people to continue the work they’ve been doing— I’m not the type to come in

with a ‘new sheriff in town’ attitude. For me, it’s important to first understand what I am

working with—what drives them [employees], and the culture. I guess (um) you can
say... you need to see what’s really happening before making changes. That way,
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decisions are grounded in respect and awareness. (Participant A, personal

communication, August 5, 2024)

Participant A's reflection illustrated how her leadership identity was tied to self-
awareness, cultural sensitivity, and consistency, reinforcing the integrative nature of leadership
identity as both a personal and relational construct (Ang & Dyne, 2008).

Participant D (personal communication, July 1, 2024) exhibited self-awareness and
intentionality, highlighting the need to align actions with values and agency objectives to
empower others (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995). She stated:

Sometimes life is not fair, and therefore, somebody is not going to be happy...

Sometimes you may not like me, but you have to respect the position that I’'m in. Would I

like for you to like me? Sure. But we have to get the job done— and we have to keep

moving forward. (Participant D, GS-14 Supervisor, personal communication, June 24,

2024)

Across the various participants' excerpts, leadership identity was closely associated with
resilience, moral clarity, and the ability to lead authentically despite institutional challenges.
Strategic Empowerment (EL?2)

Strategic empowerment was frequently reflected in participants’ efforts to create
developmental pathways through structured programs, clear expectations, and intentional
mentorship. Participant B (personal communication, June 17, 2024) emphasized building

systems that prepare future leaders, describing how she created a cohort-based training program

to support succession planning (Kanter, 1993b).
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Participant F (personal communication, July 12, 2024) discussed working across
departments to institutionalize opportunities for marginalized employees and stressed that
empowerment required equitable access to resources. She explained:

I think of employee empowerment like making sure the employees have the tools, the

skills, knowledge they need—not just to do their jobs, but to have a little bit more

autonomy and to approach their work with more creativity and flexibility. (Participant F,

GS-14 Project Management/Team Leader, personal communication, July 12, 2024)

Her reflection underscored that empowerment was not only about opportunity but also
about embedding equity into organizational structures that enabled employees to exercise
autonomy and creativity.

Participant E (personal communication, July 8, 2024), who demonstrated high alignment
with this pattern code, described empowerment as providing tools, access, and structured
systems to enable growth and autonomy. She stated:

Employees feel more empowered when they see how the work they do each day aligns

with the bigger picture. How is that impacting the mission? How is that achieving the

results? But I think it is having those open conversations, sharing information, the
priorities, synergies, and alignment. (Participant E, GS-15, Senior Leadership, personal

communication, July 8, 2024)

This participant statement showed how strategic empowerment required intentional
design, alignment with organizational goals, and system-level supports embedded into everyday
practice.

Across participants, strategic empowerment was seen not merely as managing people but

as designing systems that helped others thrive. Empowerment extended beyond individual acts of

154



support to opportunities built into organizational structures, positioning leaders as stewards of
cultures where growth and inclusion were essential, not optional (Dwyer, 2019; Spreitzer, 1995).
Trust and Psychological Safety (EL3)

Participants highlighted the necessity of cultivating a work environment where
employees felt trusted and psychologically safe (EL3). With the highest frequency in this
category and thematic results (10 times coded) (see Table 30 frequency map and Table 31
traceability matrix), Participant D emphasized creating safe spaces, fostering open dialogue, and
reinforcing emotional safety as foundations for empowerment (Edmondson, 2019; Spreitzer,
1995). Participant D explained:

Being present and listening without judgment is important. It’s not just about hearing

people’s words but showing them that you value their ideas and respect their perspective.

That’s what builds trust—and it has to happen every day, not just once in a while.

(Participant D, GS-14 Supervisor, personal communication, July 1, 2024)

Participant J reinforced this point, stressing that psychological safety began with leaders
seeing and valuing employees as individuals. She said, “Make sure that you see people, ask them
about themselves, and guide them to their next step.” (Participant J, GS-14 Supervisor, personal
communication, July 30, 2024)

Participant H expanded on this by linking trust directly to empowerment:

For any organization to be successful, you have to be able to empower your employees.

And that requires you, as a leader, to have confidence in your own leadership ability, you

need confidence in yourself, and trust in your employees. (Participant H, Senior

Executive Service, personal communication, July 18, 2024)

Together, these AAWLs emphasized that empowerment was sustained when leaders
cultivated consistent trust, transparent communication, and safe spaces for employees to

contribute. These findings aligned closely with empowering leadership principles outlined by

Conger and Kanungo (1988) and Spreitzer (1995).
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Inclusive Influence (EL4)

Inclusive influence emerged as both a leadership philosophy and a deliberate practice.
Many participants acknowledged that their experiences as AAWLs heightened their sensitivity to
issues of equity and inclusion. Participant C (personal communication, July 16, 2024) described
leading with empathy and fairness, ensuring that diverse needs were acknowledged and
supported:

I am a direct line supervisor; in this role, empathy is crucial. Leaders often overlook the

human aspect of management, especially in challenging times like the pandemic. My

focus is on ensuring a work-life balance for my employees to prevent burnout.

(Participant C, GS-14 Senior Management and Program Analyst, personal

communication, July 16, 2024)

Participant B (personal communication, June 17, 2024), who referenced Inclusive
Influence (EL4) most frequently coded, emphasized participatory leadership and shared power,
reflected:

I think for me, leadership is about influence, not the title. It’s about connecting with

people, listening to their ideas, and making sure they feel valued. I try to create an

environment where everyone can contribute—where they can bring their whole selves to
work...because that’s when people feel included and do their best. (Participant B, GS-14

Supervisor, personal communication, June 17, 2024)

Participant E extended this perspective by describing how she embedded DEIA practices
into her team’s processes and priorities:

I try to make sure that we are participating in programs that foster opportunities to expose

people to the Federal government. Also, we provide metrics, the data. What does the

workforce look like? If we say we want to advance, you know, minorities and diversity,
you gotta know what the [workforce representation] looks like and what areas we want to

put some focus and concentration into increasing. (Participant E, GS-15 Senior
Leadership, personal communication, July 12, 2024)
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Participant E also referenced collaborative efforts with external networks and agencies,
emphasizing participation in programs designed to broaden employees’ exposure to federal
opportunities—particularly for underrepresented groups. These efforts included collaborative
outreach initiatives, DEIA-focused pipeline or recruitment programs, partnerships with external
agencies, community organizations, and leveraging her professional network to intentionally
build pathways into federal service for others.

The participants’ excerpts reflected the integration of DEIA principles and intentional
inclusion into both leadership practice and organizational systems. Inclusive influence was not
limited to making people feel valued in the moment but also extended to dismantling systemic
barriers, amplifying marginalized voices, and ensuring equitable access to opportunities (Jain-
Link & Bourgeois, 2020; The White House, 2021a, 2021b).

As outlined in Chapter 2, Empowering Leadership was originally conceptualized through
identity, support, and influence. The findings presented here extended these constructs in several
ways. Leadership identity was framed not only as personal integrity and authenticity but also as
resilience cultivated in response to institutional challenges (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Jin &
McDonald, 2017).

Participants described support not just in interpersonal terms, but as strategic
empowerment, as leaders emphasized building systems and pathways that embed opportunity
directly into organizational structures. Influence, for these leaders, meant actively dismantling
barriers, co-leding decision-making processes, and viewing leadership as a vehicle for advancing
equity and social responsibility—a shift toward inclusive influence. Finally, trust and
psychological safety emerged as a distinctive extension of support, highlighting the centrality of

creating safe spaces and fostering openness as ongoing, intentional practices (Edmondson, 2019).
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These extensions suggest that empowering leadership, for these participants, is both a
relational and structural practice oriented toward growth, equity, and sustainability.
Organizing Theme 2: Employee Empowerment

Building upon the leadership basic themes and pattern codes, this section turns to
Employee Empowerment, offering a complementary framework for understanding how leaders
perceived employee motivation, commitment, and satisfaction (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; OPM,
2020). Figure 21 presents a visual of Employee Empowerment, organized around three
preliminary code themes: Motivation, Affective Commitment, and Job Satisfaction. These are
further consolidated into four pattern code categories (EE1-EE4): Autonomy & Ownership,
Competence & Development, Voice & Participation, and Motivation & Purpose (the latter
retained as an emergent code due to its strong representation across interviews).

Together, these categories highlight the ways leaders interpreted employees’
empowerment—particularly in relation to self-determination, growth, engagement, and sense of
purpose—emphasizing both perceived capacity and the organizational support that enables it.
Figure 21

The Study’s Findings: Employee Empowerment Preliminary Coding and Findings Categories

Employee
Empowerment
[ T |
Motivation & Autonomy & Motivation & Compae‘tence
Purpose Ownership Purpose Bl

The following tables illustrate how participants described empowering their employees

and the resulting impacts on self-determination, motivation, commitment, engagement, and sense
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of purpose—highlighting both perceived individual capacity and structural or institutional
support.

Table 24 provides a succinct overview of Employee Empowerment, synthesizing the
study’s theory-driven organizing theme, preliminary codes, participant-derived pattern code
categories, and the corresponding thematic findings. The findings underscore four pattern code
categories (EE1-EE4) that emerged as pivotal in how leaders perceived and enacted
empowerment. Each category reflects a thematic results area grounded in the study’s framework
and informed by participants’ professional experiences as articulated during interviews.

Table 24

The Study’s Findings: Integrating Employee Empowerment Organizing Theme and Preliminary
Code with Participant-Derived Insights-Thematic Results

Theory- Employee Pattern Code(s)
Driven Empowerment Categories Description /
Organizing Preliminary Corresponding Thematic Results
Themes Code (EE)
Employee 7. Motivation Motivation and Captures participants’ descriptions of empowered
Empowerment purpose employees as inspired, driven, and aligned with
(EE) (EE4) agency goals.
Employee 8. Affective Motivation and Reflects loyalty and dedication, often expressed
Empowerment Commitment Purpose (EE4) through employees’ desire to stay, contribute, and
(EE) take initiative.
Autonomy and
Ownership
(EED)
Employee 9.Job Competence and Indicates fulfillment and engagement derived from
Empowerment Satisfaction ~ Development using one's skills, being heard, and receiving
(EE) (EE2) developmental support.
Voice and
Participation
(EE3)

Note. Although basic themes such as job satisfaction and affective commitment overlap
conceptually with other empowerment categories (e.g., psychological or structural), they are
retained as distinct elements in this framework. The pattern codes are not one-to-one matches but
reflect how participants’ excerpts expressed employee empowerment in practice, consistent with
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the inductive, theory-informed approach of a basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;
Saldaifa, 2016).

Table 25 expands on the Employee Empowerment basic themes and illustrates them
through participant excerpts, demonstrating how these themes were manifested in practice.
Table 25

The Study’s Findings for Employee Empowerment: Interpretation and Participant Voice

Pattern Code
Categories

(Themes) of Description Interpretation Participant Voice
Open Codes

Autonomy and Describes the individual's perceived  Leaders described employees  "They don’t wait for
Ownership capacity for decision-making, as acting confidently, taking ~ me—they know
(EE1) initiative-taking, and independent initiative, owning outcomes,  what to do."

work, while also feeling a sense of ~ and being empowered to act

trust. without micromanagement.
Competence and Captures how leaders facilitated Participants consistently "We made sure they
Development employees’ professional growth mentioned coaching, had the tools and
(EE2) through skill development, training,  upskilling, and supporting coaching to grow."

confidence-building, and the readiness for promotion or

provision of developmental stretch roles.

opportunities.
Voice and Reflects the extent to which Themes highlighted were "We asked them
Participation employees are encouraged to employees having a voice in ~ what they thought
(EE3) provide input, participate in strategic planning and feeling before we moved

feedback mechanisms, and exert heard by leadership. forward."

influence over team or agency

decisions.
Motivation and Encompasses how empowered Many leaders linked "When they know
Purpose employees feel inspired, valued, and empowerment to emotional their work matters,
(EE4) aligned with mission and meaning. ~ connection, commitment, and they show up fully."

inspiration.

In Table 26, I present a synthesis of the findings related to Employee Empowerment,
systematically aligning each pattern code with its thematic focus and corresponding results.
While the data reflects the perspectives of leaders rather than direct employee accounts, these
findings offer valuable insight into how leaders observed and interpreted employees' experiences

of empowerment—particularly in relation to alignment with agency objectives, meaningful
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contributions, personal fulfillment, and developmental support within federal contexts

(Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013; Spreitzer, 1995).

Drawing from participant excerpts, the findings highlight the mechanisms through which

leaders perceived employees to exhibit initiative, feel valued and heard, and connect their work

to broader organizational missions (Kanter, 1977, 1993a). Collectively, these themes offer a

nuanced understanding of how empowerment is fostered at the employee level, as interpreted by

leadership, and illustrate the relational and organizational dynamics that facilitate engagement

and sustained commitment.

Table 26

The Study’s Findings on Employee Empowerment Thematic Results Aligned to Pattern Codes

Pattern Code(s) Open Codes of
Categories Participants’ Thematic Description
Corresponding Interviews Results
(EE)

Autonomy & Alignment with Alignment with  Describes the connection between employees’

Ownership agency goals agency goals understanding of their work and its contribution

(EE1) to overall agency objectives (McCarthy et al.,
2020; The American Presidency Project, n.d.).

Autonomy & Expressed through ~ Contribution Reflects how employees demonstrated

Ownership loyalty, dedication,  and initiative commitment by initiating solutions, taking

(EE1) and retention ownership, and contributing beyond their roles
(Kim & Fernandez, 2017; McCarthy et al., 2020;
OPM, 2020).

Autonomy & Expressed through ~ Loyalty, Participants emphasized how feeling empowered

Ownership contribution and dedication, and  led to staying committed to agency missions over

(EE1D) initiative retention time (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; OPM, 2020).

Competence & Fulfillment and Fulfillment and  Describes the emotional and intellectual

Development engagement engagement satisfaction that participants felt when their

(EE2) contributions were acknowledged and valued
(Croft & Bichelmeyer, 2021; McCarthy et al.,
2020; OPM, 2020; Parker & Horowitz, 2022).

Competence & Being heard Being heard Leaders ensured employees’ voices were

Development
(EE2)

included in decision-making, promoting a sense
of validation and empowerment (Conger &
Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer, 1995).
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Table 26

The Study’s Findings of Employee Empowerment Thematic Results Aligned to Pattern Codes

(Continued).
Pattern Code(s) Open Codes of
Categories Participants’ Thematic Description
Corresponding Interviews Results
(EE)

Competence & Developmental Developmental Reflects on how leaders actively provided

Development support support coaching, stretch assignments, or targeted

(EE2) support for long-term employee development
(Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Lautizi et al., 2009).

Voice & Fulfillment and Fulfillment and Describes employees’ sense of meaningful

Participation (EE3) engagement engagement involvement when included in important
agency processes or problem-solving (Croft &
Bichelmeyer, 2021; Minseo & Beehr, 2018).

Voice & Being heard Being heard Focuses on employees’ feeling recognized and

Participation (EE3) acknowledged when they provide input or
share experiences (Conger & Kanungo, 1988;
Spreitzer, 1995).

Voice & Developmental Developmental This indicates how managers supported staff

Participation (EE3)  support support growth by identifying tailored opportunities
and checking in on their development paths
(Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Lautizi et al., 2009).

Motivation & Inspired and driven Understanding Employees expressed that understanding their

Purpose employees the “Why” personal connection to agency missions

(EE4) increased intrinsic motivation to perform (The
American Presidency Project, n.d.; The White
House, 2021).

Motivation & Expressed through Connection to Participants found purpose and meaning

Purpose loyalty, dedication, mission through strong identification with the agency’s

(EE4) and retention goals and societal contributions (Conger &
Kanungo, 1988; McCarthy et al., 2020).

Motivation & Expressed through Inspired to serve  Leaders described how empowerment inspired

Purpose contribution and employees to pursue excellence not for

(EE4) initiative recognition, but for service-oriented reasons

(Kanter, 1977, 1993a).

Empowering Employee Participants Excerpts

Autonomy and Ownership (EE1)

Participants widely emphasized granting employees autonomy and encouraging

ownership of their responsibilities. Participant A (personal communication, June 13, 2024) stated

that empowerment begins when “employees are trusted to do the work without constant
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oversight.” She noted that when employees take initiative, they become more confident and
invested in their roles. Participant E similarly described fostering a culture where employees
were given space to lead and make decisions independently, promoting both accountability and
creativity (personal communication, July 8, 2024).

Participant B underscored the connection between autonomy and alignment with
organizational goals, explaining:

I think my job is to provide clarity, the tools, and then get out of the way so that people

can do their work. But I also want them to understand how what they’re doing connects

back to the mission. (Participant B, GS-14 Supervisor, personal communication, June 17,

2024)

Participant J, a GS-14 Supervisor, echoed this balance of autonomy and accountability, “I
trust people to make decisions, but they also know I’m going to hold them accountable for
results. That balance is what helps them grow as [future] leaders (personal communication, July
30, 2024).

By contrast, Participant C highlighted that autonomy required direction:

People want independence... but they also need direction. If you just say ‘do it however

you want,’ things fall through the cracks. Empowerment works best when people know

the boundaries— and expectations—so they act with confidence. Having the clarity gives
them the space to take responsibility to make things happen. (Participant C, GS-14 Senior

Management and Program Analyst, personal communication, July 16, 2024)

Similarly, Participant H stressed that autonomy without structure could undermine
organizational goals:

I give people space... but there still have to be boundaries. If everyone just does their

own thing, the agency and the public we serve suffer. For me, empowerment isn’t just

freedom—it a combination—you know—it includes guidance and direction. People need

room to contribute, but they also need to understand how their work supports the larger
goals. Participant H, Senior Executive Service, personal communication, July 18, 2024)
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Each of the participants’ perspectives showed that autonomy was consistently tied to
ownership, but leaders varied in how much they emphasized freedom, accountability, and
structured guidance.

Competence and Development (EE2)

Competence and development were central to many employee empowerment strategies
described by participants. Participant G (personal communication, July 17, 2024) explained that
empowerment meant preparing employees for the “next job” through stretch assignments and
coaching that built readiness for advancement.

Participant C reinforced this point by describing the importance of recognizing hidden
talent:

Sometimes the best people aren’t the loudest. You have to notice the quiet talent and give

them a chance to lead projects or step into opportunities. When you notice them and give

them a chance—or step into opportunities—you see what they can really do. It’s about
noticing potential and giving people the space to step forward with confidence.

(Participant C, GS-14 Senior Management and Program Analyst, personal

communication, July 16, 2024)

Several participants also highlighted that leadership was measured by how well
employees thrived. Participant D a GS-14, Senior Leader, illustrated this through a story of
supporting a secretary whose performance was transformed after targeted training: She
explained, “I sent her to training, and she came back excelling. That’s what empowerment is—

understanding needs and giving people the tools to succeed.” (personal communication, July 1,

2024)
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Participants J and participant I further emphasized that development extended beyond
technical skills to include recognition and continuous learning. As Participant J noted, when
employees feel their contributions are acknowledged, “they’re more willing to step up for new
challenges” (personal communication, July 30, 2024).

Participant I echoed this sentiment from a different angle, explaining:

you know, some people you just can’t give certain tasks... because they can’t do it. I’'m

honest about that—I use the people I know can get the job done and done when I need it.

Not everyone has the ability to think critically; some need everything laid out step by step

(personal communication, July 19, 2024).

These reflections together showed that competence and development were not limited to
formal training but also involved stretched assignments, mentoring, recognition, a realist support.
Fulfillment and engagement were fostered when employees felt valued, guided, and prepared to
grow within the organization.

Voice and Participation (EE3)

Participants frequently cited examples of inviting employee input, sharing decision-
making authority, and encouraging open dialogue. Participant H (personal communication, July
18, 2024) emphasized that meaningful engagement goes beyond merely asking for input:

When employees are asked what they think, and it actually influences change, it builds

trust and engagement. It shows them that their voices matter. If you ask for input and then

ignore it, people disengage. But when we act on what employees share—even the small
things—it creates buy-in and a stronger culture.
She also emphasized the importance of breaking down hierarchies in everyday practices:

One of my biggest pet peeves is when managers have this whole hierarchical

perspective...you walk into a conference room, and the managers sit at the table, and the

staff are against the wall. That sends the wrong message. It creates distance instead of

connection, and it makes people feel like their voices don’t carry the same weight.
(Participant H, Senior Executive Service, personal communication, July 18, 2024)
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Her reflections stressed that inclusion is not symbolic but practiced through daily
interactions that shape whether employees feel their voices matter.

At the same time, Participant C highlighted the risks when employees’ perspectives are
dismissed:

Employees can get stuck in siloed positions based on their expertise. For instance, |

requested not to be placed on a team handling work I had done for the past 10 years, but |

was assigned there because of my experience. This hindered my growth and the
opportunity to develop new skills. (Participant C, GS-14 Senior Management and

Program Analyst, personal communication, July 16, 2024)

Although overall frequencies for EE3 were relatively limited (mostly two references
across participants), these participants excerpts suggest that voice and participation were present
but often situational—activated during major decisions or organizational changes rather than
embedded as constant practice. Leaders viewed empowerment through voice not only as being
heard, but as being taken seriously in ways that built trust, confidence, and a stronger sense of
belonging.

Motivation and Purpose (EE4)

Many participants associated empowerment with employees possessing a clear sense of

purpose and a meaningful connection to their work. Participant B (personal communication, June
17, 2024) emphasized that empowered employees "understand the why" behind their tasks,
thereby enhancing motivation and job satisfaction. She explained:

Leadership is not about titles—it’s about impact. I always ask my team, do you

understand the why behind what we’re doing? Because if you get the why, the how

becomes easier. People need to see the purpose... when they do, the motivation and

commitment follow in a much stronger way. (Participant B, GS-14 Supervisor, personal
communication, June 17, 2024)
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Participant F described empowerment as providing both tools and inspiration,
highlighting the significance of aligning daily tasks with the broader mission and organizational
purpose:

I think of employee empowerment like making sure the employees have the tools, the

skills, and the knowledge so that they can have a little bit more autonomy in how they do

their jobs and more creativity in how they do their jobs. (Participant F, GS-14 Project

Management/Team Leader, personal communication, July 12, 2024)

Participant J, a GS-14 Supervisor, also highlighted purpose as a sustaining force,
explaining how storytelling and alignment with mission foster long-term commitment: “The
storytelling can influence people in a way graphs cannot. You get to the heart of the matter, and
the heart of people, to make them move in a certain direction” (personal communication, July 30,
2024).

Several participants emphasized that this sense of purpose directly impacted retention and
loyalty, as employees who saw their work as meaningful were more engaged and persistent.
Participants B and participant F, who referenced this theme most frequently, illustrated how
understanding the “why,” connecting to mission, and finding inspiration to serve shaped
employee engagement and perseverance.

The employee empowerment participants' excerpts—interpreted through leaders’
accounts—suggest that empowerment extended beyond isolated managerial actions and reflected
a dynamic interplay of psychological and relational practices (Ferguson & King, 2023; Park et
al., 2017). Autonomy and ownership were viewed as both freedom and accountability, shaped by
alignment with organizational goals. Competence and development emerged as central
leadership responsibilities, with opportunities for growth and recognition described as powerful

drivers of engagement (Pinghao, 2022). Voice and participation, though less frequently
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emphasized, were seen as practices that foster trust and validation—reflecting leaders’
perspectives rather than direct employee testimony. Motivation and purpose surfaced as
sustaining forces of empowerment, particularly as participants perceived employees’ work as
connected to a broader mission.

Collectively, these findings extend ‘psychological’ employee empowerment theory by
showing how meaning, impact, competence, and self-determination are cultivated through
relational practices and embedded in structural supports, reinforcing relational, psychological,
and structural lenses discussed in Chapter 2 literature review (Deci et al., 2000; Kanter, 1993b;
Spreitzer, 1992, 1995).

Organizing Theme 3: Structural Empowerment

Having explored how AAWLs perceived employees' motivation, autonomy, purpose, and
affective connection through empowering leadership and employee-centered practices, this
section turns to structural empowerment—the organizational systems, resource access, and
institutional frameworks that shape the conditions in which empowerment is realized (Kanter,
1977, 1993a, 1993b; McCarthy et al., 2020).

Structural empowerment shifts the focus from individual experiences to the broader
organizational context in which empowerment either flourishes or falters. These systems
function as enablers—or barriers—depending on how resources, information, and opportunities
are distributed. As participants reflected, effective empowerment required not only supportive
leadership but also institutional conditions that reinforce autonomy, equity, and access.

The findings in this section explored structural factors such as transparency, alignment,
inclusivity, and leadership development infrastructure. Figure 22 presents a visual of Structural

Empowerment, organized around four preliminary code themes: Organizational Frameworks &
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Cultural Influence, Knowledge Sharing & Information Access, Cultural Intelligence & Digital
Readiness, and Structural Support. Structural Support further encompasses access to
information, resources, support, and opportunities. These themes are consolidated into four
pattern code categories (SE1-SE4): Transparent Information Flow, Strategic Alignment,
Inclusive Infrastructure, and Capacity Building. Together, these categories illustrate the
organizational systems and infrastructures that shape the conditions under which empowerment
is realized.

Figure 22

The Study's Findings: Structural Empowerment Preliminary Coding and Findings Categories

Structural

Empowerment
I
Strategic
Alignment

r\ r
Information Resources Support Opportunities

Table 27 provides a succinct overview of Structural Empowerment, synthesizing the

Transparent
Information
Flow

Capacity
Building

1

study’s theory-driven organizing theme, preliminary codes, participant-derived pattern code
categories, and the corresponding thematic findings. The findings underscore four pattern code
categories (SE1-SE4) that emerged as central to how leaders described systems and
infrastructures that enable empowerment. Each category reflects a thematic results area grounded
in the study’s theoretical framework and informed by participants’ professional experiences as

articulated during interviews.
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Table 27

The Study’s Findings: Integrating Structural Empowerment Organizing Theme and Preliminary
Code with Participant-Derived Insights-Thematic Results

Theory- Pattern
. Structural L.
Driven Code(s) Description /
. . Empowerment . .
Organizing .. Corresponding Thematic Results
Preliminary Code
Theme (SE)
Structural 10. Organizational Transparent Participants emphasized that
Empowerment Frameworks and Information Flow empowerment is strengthened when
(SE) Cultural (SE1) leaders are visible, communicate
Influence openly, and explain the 'why' behind
policies and changes. When
information is cascaded clearly and
equitably across levels, it fosters
transparency, trust, and alignment
with agency goals.
Structural 11. Knowledge Strategic Empowerment grows when leaders
Empowerment Sharing and Alignment link individual and team objectives to
(SE) Information (SE2) the agency’s strategic mission.
Access Participants reported that
understanding how their roles
contribute to the broader picture
improves prioritization, motivation,
and performance clarity.
Structural 12. Cultural Inclusive Empowering structures must address
Empowerment Intelligence and Infrastructure diverse needs through inclusive
(SE) Digital (SE3) systems, equitable access to tools, and
Readiness digital platforms that ensure all
employees can engage and contribute.
Participants highlighted fairness,
accessibility, and culturally responsive
systems as critical.
Structural 13. Structural Capacity Building ~ Empowerment is reinforced through
Empowerment Support (SE4) deliberate investment in growth—via
(SE) (Information, Resources, training, cross-functional projects,

Opportunities, and Feedback)

mentoring, and coaching. Participants
discussed the importance of being
stretched, challenged, and developed
within supportive structures.

Table 28 expands on the Structural Empowerment basic themes and is expanded through

participant excerpts or quotations, demonstrating how these themes are manifested in practice.
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Table 28

The Study's Findings for Structural Empowerment: Interpretation and Participant Voice

Pattern Code

Categories Participant
(Themes) of Description Interpretation P
Theme
Open Codes
Transformation Reflects how clearly and Participants emphasized the importance "It helps when

Information Flow
(SE1)

consistently information is
shared, including the
rationale behind decisions,
policies, and initiatives.

of clear communication that builds trust
and aligns decisions with employee
expectations.

leaders explain
the why, not just
the what. That is
when others trust
the process."

Strategic Demonstrates the degree of  Participants’ excerpts included structured ~ "We map out
Alignment alignment between programs, planning cycles, and data- how each
(SE2) organizational goals and informed strategies that made initiative
empowerment efforts empowerment part of organizational supports growth,
through deliberate systems, design. not just output.”
comprehensive planning,
and strategic clarity.
Inclusive Describes how equitable Participants highlighted the role of "Our systems
Infrastructure access, the integration of intentional inclusion, fairness in access to  aren’t perfect,
(SE3) Diversity®, Equity, systems, and digital fluency in creatinga  but everyone
Inclusion, and more equitable workplace. knows they can
Accessibility (DEIA), and ask questions or
inclusive mechanisms flag a barrier—
facilitate the flourishing of that’s how we
employees from diverse stay
identities. accountable."
Capacity Building Captures the distribution Feedback loops, coaching, and "My supervisor
(SE4) and utilization of feedback, developmental access were framed as didn’t just say I

coaching, and
developmental support in
fostering leadership
capacity and sustaining
empowered workforces.

necessary conditions for sustaining an
empowered workforce over time.

was ready—she
gave me
someone to
shadow and
pushed me to

apply."

Table 29 represents a synthesis of thematic focus from the study on Structural

Empowerment. Each finding’s pattern code is aligned with its thematic focus and corresponds

with the results, offering a nuanced understanding of how organizational systems, resources, and

¢ Diversity includes the many communities, identities, races, ethnicities, backgrounds, abilities, cultures, and beliefs
of the American people, including underserved communities (GAO, 2022).
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infrastructures contribute to empowerment within federal contexts. Drawing upon established

theoretical frameworks and supported by participant excerpts, the table captures the pattern code

categories (SE), the open codes (e.g., presence and communication, alignment, feedback,

equitable access, inclusivity, and responsiveness) as the key elements of structural

empowerment, the thematic results, and a description for interpretation. These insights provide a

foundation for examining how leaders foster environments of transparency, fairness, and

organizational support that enable employees to thrive.

Table 29

The Study Findings for Structural Empowerment Thematic Results Aligned to Pattern Codes

Pattern Code(s)

Open Codes of

Categories Participants’ Thematic o .
. . Description
Corresponding Interviews Results
(SE)
Transparent Presence, Presence, Participants emphasized the importance of
Information Flow communication, communication, and leaders being visible, actively listening, and

(SE1)

and inclusion

inclusion

fostering transparency across all levels,
ensuring information and access were
equitably shared (Ferguson & King, 2023;
Tripathi & Bharadwaja, 2020).

Transparent
Information Flow
(SE1)

Individual and
agency alignment

Individual and
agency alignment

Refers to how leaders use clear and
consistent communication to help
employees understand how their roles
contribute to the agency’s broader goals
(Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Hudak, Russell
& Rosenkrans, 2015; McCarthy et al.,
2020).

Transparent Feedback loops Feedback loops and  This theme reflects the importance of bi-

Information Flow and responsiveness directional communication—ensuring

(SE1) responsiveness employees not only receive updates but also
feel heard and responded to (Ellinger et al.,
2010; Kanter, 1993a; McCarthy et al.,
2020).

Strategic Alignment  Aligning Aligning individual =~ Emphasizes leadership strategies that help

(SE2) individual and and agency goals employees see how their personal values

agency goals and work align with agency priorities

(Kanter, 1993a; McCarthy et al., 2020;
OPM, 2020, 2024; Schein & Schein, 2017).

Strategic Alignment  Mission-driven Mission-driven Results reflected when participants

(SE2) performance performance described empowerment as rooted in belief

in the mission, driving greater initiative and
commitment (EEOC, 2023; Kanter, 1993a;
Parker & Horowitz, 2022).
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Table 29

The Study Findings for Structural Empowerment Thematic Results Aligned to Pattern Codes

(Continued).

Pattern Code(s)

Open Codes of

Categories Participants’ Thematic L
. . Description
Corresponding Interviews Results
(SE)
Strategic Alignment  Performance Performance Describes leaders using structured tools
(SE2) planning and planning and to promote transparency and
scorecards scorecards accountability in tracking goals and
outcomes (McCarthy et al., 2020; OPM,
2020, 2021).
Inclusive Equitable access to Equitable access to Leaders described practices ensuring all

Infrastructure (SE3)

systems and

systems and

employees could access tools, resources,

processes processes and decision-making channels equitably
(EEOC, 2023; Fernandez &
Moldogaziev, 2013; Kanter, 1977,
1993a; OPM, 2020).
Inclusive Removing Removing Participants shared how they worked to

Infrastructure (SE3)

procedural barriers

procedural barriers

dismantle outdated systems, unclear
processes, or bottlenecks that hindered
employee access (Ferguson & King,
2023; Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Schein &
Schein, 2017).

Inclusive
Infrastructure (SE3)

Building and
supporting
inclusivity

Building and
supporting
inclusivity

Reflects strategic efforts to build a
culture where all employees feel valued,
respected, and empowered to lead
(Ferguson & King, 2023; McCarthy et
al., 2020; Schein & Schein, 2017).

Capacity Building Access to training Access to training Describes systems and policies that
(SE4) and development and development ensured employee learning opportunities
resources resources were widely available and visible

(Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Laschinger &
Ravazzolo, 2009; OPM, 2024).

Capacity Building Tailored support for ~ Tailored support for ~ Participants shared how they adapted

(SE4) varied learning styles varied learning styles  training and mentorship to suit employee
needs, including cultural and
generational differences (Ang & Van
Dyne, 2008; Black et al., 2015; Duchek,
2020; Spreitzer, 1995).

Capacity Building Time and space for Time and space for Reflects leadership support for

(SE4) growth growth unstructured time to reflect, innovate, or

engage in development without punitive
pressure (Allen et al., 2004; Gilley et al.,
2010; McCarthy et al., 2020).
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Next, I expand on these findings using participant excerpts to illustrate how structural
empowerment was experienced and put into practice.
Structural Empowerment Participants Excerpts

Structural empowerment refers to the organizational systems and resources that enable
employees to act effectively. Based on Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) theory and extended scholarship,
this theme was examined through four key pattern codes: Transparent Information Flow,
Strategic Alignment, Inclusive Infrastructure, and Capacity Building. These codes align with the
broader basic themes of Organizational Frameworks & Cultural Influence, Knowledge Sharing
and Information Access, Cultural and Digital Readiness, and Supportive Structures.

Transparent Information Flow (SE1)

Participants stressed that timely, clear communication builds confidence and supports
decision-making. Participant D (personal communication, July 14, 2024) explained how
transparent briefings improved accountability and reduced team confusion:

When we started doing regular briefings, people finally understood— not only what

decisions were made but why. It cut down on rumors...and helped everyone feel like they

were working with the same set of facts. Those little things like that mattered—it gave
people confidence and kept us all moving in the same direction. (Participant D, GS-15

Senior Leadership, personal communication, July 14, 2024)

Similarly, Participant B (personal communication, July 10, 2024) implemented regular
communication touchpoints to clarify roles and expectations, ensuring that information cascaded
consistently across levels. She stated:

I make it a point to have regular touchpoints with my team— so there’s no confusion

about who’s doing what. When people know what’s expected of them...and they see how

their piece connects and supports our mission, it builds confidence and trust. That

connection keeps people grounded— and moving together. (Participant B, GS-14
Supervisor, personal communication, July 10, 2024)
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Across participants excerpts, transparency was framed as essential to reducing
organizational silos and fostering shared understanding (e.g., Ferguson & King, 2023; Tripathi &
Bharadwaja, 2020).

Strategic Alignment (SE2)

Strategic alignment refers to linking individual and team goals with agency-wide
priorities. Participant C (personal communication, July 23, 2024) described using performance
planning sessions to show how each role contributed to the broader mission and organizational
purpose:

Many managers don’t give much thought to aligning employees with the organization’s

values and mission on a day-to-day basis. The focus is usually on production, but true

alignment means helping people see how their work connects to what we do. (Participant

C, GS-14 Senior Management and Program Analyst, personal communication, July 16,

2024)

Several leaders described implementing scorecards, metrics dashboards, or cross-
functional check-ins to reinforce alignment. This practice helped employees see the relevance of
their work and motivated goal-oriented behavior.

Inclusive Infrastructure (SE3)

The SE3 pattern code captured efforts to design systems and policies that accommodated
diverse needs and perspectives. Participant F (personal communication, July 16, 2024) described
modifying onboarding processes to better support historically marginalized groups, emphasizing
that inclusivity begins with intentional system design.

Participant H reinforced this idea, noting that inclusive infrastructure required leaders to
actively create spaces for contribution:

You have to create the space for people to contribute and then give them the opportunity

to actually do it. The more you talk and work with each other, the more it becomes

natural. That’s how trust is built, and that’s how inclusion really happens. (Participant H,
Senior Executive Service, personal communication, July 18, 2024)
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Participant A highlighted the importance of fairness and transparency in workplace
structures, explained:

Transparency in resource allocation... and making sure everyone has equal access to

what they need—it’s crucial for fairness. People notice when opportunities are uneven,

and it can create division. But when access is consistent and transparent, it builds trust
and shows that every team member matters. (Participant A, GS-14, Data Management

Lead Supervisor, personal communication, August 5, 2024)

Participant I added that inclusive infrastructure required cultural intelligence and ongoing
self-education, stating: “The first step in being more inclusive is to self-educate and be more
educated—mnot just knowledgeable—about differences.” (personal communication, July 19,
2024)

Together, these perspectives demonstrated how inclusive infrastructure was not limited to
policy but extended into equitable practices, transparent systems, and culturally responsive
leadership, positioning inclusivity as foundational to structural empowerment.

Capacity Building (SE4)

Participants highlighted the importance of providing sufficient time, tools, and training to
enable employee success. Participant J stressed that empowerment required more than training
alone; it was about offering both opportunities and ongoing support. She explained:

I don’t want to leave you there. It’s like how can I coach and say, were you interested in

it? Okay great, but I need you to put together a plan on how you can get everything that

you say you want. So, it’s not just me giving you a training course, but really walking
with you, checking in, and holding you accountable, because that’s what develops people.

When they see that you’re invested, they start to invest in themselves too. (Participant J,

GS-14 Supervisor, personal communication, August 17, 2024)

Her reflection stressed that empowerment required sustained investment rather than one-

off training. She described development as a cycle of accountability and encouragement that
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allowed employees to stretch into new roles while knowing leaders were committed to their
growth.

Similarly, Participant E (personal communication, July 12, 2024) emphasized that
meaningful development required flexibility in how learning was delivered. She explained:

When we talk about support, it cannot be one-size-fits-all. I’ve had to adapt our coaching

and certification programs because people learn differently. Some prefer structured

guidance, others need space to be more hands-on, and still others want to learn through
mentorship. If we don’t account for these different learning styles, then our support isn’t
really inclusive. Development has to meet people where they are so they can actually

thrive. (Participant E, GS-15 Senior Leadership, personal communication, July 12, 2024)

Together, these participants' excerpts showed that growth extended beyond technical
training. It encompassed psychological resilience, peer support, and deliberate opportunities for
stretch assignments and mentorship. Leaders described empowerment as strong when structures
provided employees with both the resources and the confidence to take on new challenges,
positioning growth as an essential part of organizational culture.

Collectively, the structural empowerment participants excerpts highlighted how systems,
policies, and resources enabled employee effectiveness (Kanter, 1977, 1993a). Participants
described transparent information flow as vital for reducing silos and fostering shared
understanding. Strategic alignment extended Kanter’s emphasis on opportunity by linking
employees’ responsibilities to broader mission outcomes through dashboards and planning
sessions. Inclusive infrastructure broadened structural empowerment to equity-centered
practices, embedding fairness into routines such as onboarding and training. Capacity building

was described as providing not only tools and skills but also resilience and peer support,

underscoring the psychological dimensions of access (Kanter, 1977, 1993a; Spreitzer, 1995).
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Together, these findings suggested that structural empowerment worked best when it
combined transparency, equity, and capacity for growth, reinforcing the empowering leadership
tri-lens table—relational, psychological, and structural interplay (see Table 7, Chapter 2).

Frequency Analysis

In this section, I used frequency maps to illustrate how often participants referenced key
concepts, offering a color-coded display of the prominence of each theme. This visual strategy
aligns with the interpretive approach described by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), who emphasize
the value of structured thematic categorization in capturing participants’ experiences (p. 23). It
also reflects Saldafia’s (2016) call for “visual tools to support the qualitative coding process and
enhance analytic transparency” (pp. 199-201).

The integration of frequency mapping into qualitative analysis offers more than
numerical emphasis; it reveals interpretive weight across the dataset. By pairing participant
language with visual representations, the findings bridge narrative insight and thematic structure.
This approach helps clarify which empowerment constructs carried the greatest experiential
impact, allowing patterns to emerge not only through words but through their recurrence and
relational significance.

Table 30 anchors the analysis in participants’ quotations by grounding each finding in
their own language while adding clarity and structure to the thematic patterns discussed in this
chapter. The maps trace the distribution of pattern code categories across participants,
highlighting not only how often certain ideas were expressed but also how these emphases align
with the study’s framework. In this way, the frequency maps function as interpretive tools that
reveal clusters of salience and help make sense of the relational and theoretical weight of specific

themes.
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Table 30

Frequency Mapping: (Part I Interview) Visualizing Participant Voice Frequency Across
Empowering Leadership and Employee Empowerment Theme and Pattern Codes

Pattern Code Frequency
Trust
Leadership  Strategic & Inclusive
Identity Empowerment Psychological Influence
Safety
Pattern Code (EL1) (EL2) (EL3) (EL4) (EE1) (EE2) (EE3) (EE4)

Autonomy  Competence Voice Motivation
& & &
Ownership Development Participation  Purpose

N~
(=)

Participants

w NN NN RN
~N OO OO N 0 N N o

Note. The frequency maps reflect the frequency of references per pattern code per participant.
For example, if Participant J spoke to Competence & Development (EE2) seven times in the
transcript, the frequency shows 7 under EE2 for Participant J.
Organizing Theme 1: Empowering Leadership

The analysis presented in this section follows the two-part interview protocol described in
Chapter 3. Part I of the interviews focused on participants’ perspectives and professional
experiences related to Empowering Leadership and Employee Empowerment, while Part 11
explored Structural Empowerment within federal systems. Accordingly, the frequency maps and
thematic discussions that follow are organized to reflect this structure: Empowering Leadership
and Employee Empowerment are presented together, followed by Structural Empowerment in
Part II. This alignment ensures that the thematic analysis remains consistent with the interview

design and allows for a more coherent interpretation of how empowerment is both enacted and

experienced in different domains.
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The frequency findings for Empowering Leadership demonstrated that participants most
frequently discussed themes related to Leadership Identity (EL1) and Trust and Psychological
Safety (EL3). Notably, EL3 was referenced heavily by multiple participants—especially
Participant D, who cited this category ten times—emphasizing the importance of relational
transparency, psychological safety, and a supportive climate as essential leadership strategies.
This reflects how empowerment is often nurtured through interpersonal trust, vulnerability, and
the reduction of fear-based cultures in federal workplaces. These findings align with research
emphasizing the relational and psychological basic themes of empowering leadership (Goleman,
2000; Swisher, 2013; Edmondson, 2019; Spreitzer, 1995).

Strategic Empowerment (EL2) also surfaced as a prominent theme, with participants
highlighting leadership pipelines, intentional development programs, succession planning, and
mentoring across identity groups. This suggests that empowering leadership is not only a matter
of style but also a deliberate structural effort to build systems that support future readiness and
agency sustainability (Kanter, 1993b).

Less frequently, but still substantively, participants noted Inclusive Influence (EL4),
signaling that while leaders value mentorship and equity-driven leadership, they may prioritize
tangible systems for development and trust-building over theoretical discussions of influence and
motivation.

The variation in frequency counts reveals not only what leaders perceive as central to
empowerment but also where potential gaps or implicit practices may reside. The relatively low

emphasis on Inclusive Influence may reflect an assumption that equitable practices are embedded
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but not always verbalized. Overall, the data reflect that empowering leadership is largely viewed
through a pragmatic and relational lens—focused on fostering safety, enabling leadership
growth, and sustaining advancement pathways (Ferguson & King, 2023).

Organizing Theme 2: Employee Empowerment

The frequency map for Employee Empowerment reveals a moderate degree of alignment
among participants in valuing employee Autonomy and Ownership (EE1) and Competence and
Development (EE2). Participants described how trust and delegation allowed employees to
operate with a sense of control and purpose, leading to strong contributions and mission
alignment. These discussions mirror core elements of psychological empowerment theory,
particularly the dimensions of self-determination and perceived impact (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Spreitzer, 1992, 1995), thereby reinforcing the relational and growth-oriented nature of
empowering leadership outlined in the tri-lens table (see Table 7, in Chapter 2).

Participants also connected empowerment to employee confidence, noting that when
leaders provided tools and clarity, employees were more likely to take initiative. Together, these
conditions not only support empowerment but also reinforce work commitment by strengthening
employees’ intrinsic motivation, affective connection to the mission, and willingness to invest in
organizational success.

Voice and Participation (EE3) were referenced less frequently but remain significant.
Participants spoke of how being heard, seen, and valued drives intrinsic engagement—
particularly when reinforced through recognition and developmental support.

Notably, “Inspired to Serve” emerged as a compelling result under Motivation and

Purpose (EE4), with participants framing service not only as a job but a calling. This reflects the
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deeply rooted public-sector ethos that drives federal workers beyond compliance toward
mission-centered dedication (Black et al., 2015).

The differences in frequency across the EE basic themes suggest that empowerment is
often interpreted in operational terms—through action, ownership, and alignment—while more
affective basic themes like fulfillment and motivation are acknowledged but less explicitly
emphasized. Nevertheless, participants’ voices affirm the multi-dimensional nature of employee
empowerment and underscore that motivation is sustained when leaders are intentional about
fostering both autonomy and connection to purpose (Black et al., 2015).

Organizing Theme 3: Structural Empowerment

Part II: Structural Empowerment
Building on the thematic frequency mapping from Part I, which I focused on Empowering
Leadership and Employee Empowerment, Part II shifted the attention to participants’ reflections
on Structural Empowerment. This section captured how participants articulated their experiences
with organizational access, performance alignment, inclusive infrastructure, and developmental
capacity in federal contexts.

The four Structural Empowerment themes—Transparent Information Flow (SE1),
Strategic Alignment (SE2), Inclusive Infrastructure (SE3), and Capacity Building (SE4)—
collectively provide a lens for understanding how systems and structures influence employee
empowerment. While many participants emphasized Transparent Information Flow (SE1)
through clear communication and feedback loops, fewer discussed Strategic Alignment (SE2) or
Inclusive Infrastructure (SE3) in depth, suggesting variability in structural access or emphasis.

These patterns echo findings from Part I and highlight both progress and gaps in

achieving equitable empowerment practices. Table 31 provides a visual representation of the
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frequencies, offering an integrated view of Structural Empowerment across participants and
reinforcing the study’s multi-level empowerment model.

Table 31

Frequency Mapping: (Part II Interview) Visualizing Participant Voice Frequency Across

Structural Empowerment Theme and Pattern Codes

Pattern Code Frequency

Transpaljent Strategic Inclusive Capacity
Information . -
Alignment Infrastructure Building
Flow
Pattern Code (SE1) (SE2) (SE3J) (SE4)

A 2

B 5 2 .
° C 2 .
= D 2 '
o E 2 .
[*]
P ,
o

H 2

| 2 -,

J

Note. The frequency maps reflect the frequency of references per pattern code per participant.
For example, if Participant E spoke to Capacity Building (SE4) seven times in the transcript, the
frequency shows 7 under SE4 for Participant E.

Several important patterns emerge that illuminate how structural conditions within
federal agencies either support or limit employee empowerment. Transparent Information Flow
(SE1) was the most consistently referenced across nearly all participants, suggesting that access
to information and communication systems remains a cornerstone of empowerment. Participants
frequently described the value of open communication channels, timely updates, and clearly

defined processes that reduce uncertainty and foster autonomy. This trend aligns with Kanter’s

(1977, 1993a) emphasis on access to information as a key structural condition for empowerment.
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In contrast, Strategic Alignment (SE2) revealed that half of the participants offered
limited discussion on how their roles, teams, or initiatives connected to broader organizational
goals or performance metrics. This may indicate a lack of visibility or involvement in strategic
planning processes, which, according to empowerment literature, can diminish employees’ sense
of meaning and impact (Kanter, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995). In line with this, several participants
noted that performance systems often operated in silos, or that performance goals were imposed
rather than co-created, which may inhibit motivation and engagement.

Inclusive Infrastructure (SE3) reflected the most consistent and lowest overall frequency
among the Structural Empowerment pattern codes, suggesting that discussions of procedural
equity and accessibility were less prevalent compared to other structural factors. However,
participants who did engage with this theme offered substantive insights, often referencing
formal initiatives to strengthen workplace inclusion, such as employee resource groups,
mentorship programs, or flexible work systems (Allen et al., 2004; Passmore, 2007). This lower
frequency may reflect variability in how consistently inclusive practices are embedded across
agencies, rather than a lack of importance.

Participants with lower Inclusive Infrastructure (SE3) frequencies described bureaucratic
barriers or inconsistent implementation, suggesting that inclusivity in infrastructure is still
uneven across federal contexts. This finding supports broader critiques that formal policies alone
do not ensure equitable practice.

Finally, Capacity Building (SE4) showed moderate to high frequencies across most
participants, with the highest references among those whose roles emphasized workforce
development and innovation. Participant J described instituting new learning initiatives in her

innovation role, while Participant E highlighted her HR work focusing on empowering federal
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employees internally and externally. Participant B reflected on how support from key leaders
during her own development shaped her approach to coaching her team and adapting to varied
learning styles. These participants highlighted training programs, leadership pipelines, and
opportunities for advancement as important to both their own growth and their ability to
empower others. However, a few participants signaled that such programs were not always
accessible or well-communicated, reinforcing the need for more intentional investment in
leadership development as a strategy for sustaining empowerment. Overall, the frequency maps
revealed both strengths and systemic gaps that warrant attention in future organizational design.
Traceability Matrices

The following tables present traceability matrices aligning participant voices with
thematic results to synthesize the frequency patterns and participant excerpts into a cohesive
analytical framework.

These matrices illustrate the relationships between coded insights, thematic domains, and
the reference frequencies associated with each pattern code category. Each matrix organizes the
twelve pattern codes identified in the study under their corresponding organizing themes,
offering a cumulative view of participant emphasis and thematic resonance.

Building on earlier visualizations, these matrices offer a structured lens for understanding
how recurring participant input shaped each theme. This reinforces the study’s commitment to
analytic transparency and authentic representation, consistent with interpretive qualitative
principles of iterative coding and traceability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saldafia, 2016).

Tables 32 through 34 present the final layer of thematic organization through traceability
matrices corresponding to each of the three theory-driven themes: Empowering Leadership,

Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment. Presented separately for clarity, each
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matrix aligns participant voices with frequency emphasis, providing a structured synthesis that
underpins the cumulative summary of 37 thematic results and 24 findings introduced below.

Table 32

Empowering Leadership Traceability Matrix to Participant Voice to Thematic Results

Thematic Results
Part I: Participant Reference Frequencies Grouped b
P : a pec by AlB|[Cc|D|EF|G/ H|I
Empowering Leadership Pattern Code Categories
Self-awareness 31212 (3 212122 1
>
= Culture & emotional intelligence 2 (1|1 ]2 11211 2
=
D
= s Leading with intentionality T2z (12 [1]1[1]1 |1
S
= = - - -
<l Relational, transformational, and adaptive approaches 11111 11 1l1 1111 )
9
g
- Foster autonomy and maintain structure and clear purpose tlr 111 2021211 1
Total References (EL1) 8 (7 (6 |9 717 | 8|6 7
- Provide tools, access, and feedback to enable growth 31212 2 13111213 |2
. S
2 E - _
8 = S Foster autonomy while maintaining structure and clear
g%@, purpose 2021312 [|3[/2]3]2]2
w Q
=
=
Total References (EL2) 5(4 (5|4 6/3 (5|5 4
= Creating safe spaces and open dialogue 30212 4 (23|23 ]2
2]
§ 3 g% 5 Foster emotional safety and psychological support 21312 3 1212132 |2
= £58
E Encourage transparency and respectful feedback 202 (23 (|2]2(2|2]3
Total References (EL3) 71716110 6|7 |7| 7 |7
Inclusive decision-making and shared power 1121 1 211211
w D
> 9 o~
g;: Addressing inequities in leadership pipelines 212 |1 1 If1rj22142
cSe R
= 5 Representation and sponsorship of diverse talent 212 |1 I [2(22]1 ]2
Total References (EL4) 5/6 3|3 [(4/5|5]5 5

Note. The Empowering Leadership traceability matrix presented here is adapted for qualitative analysis to
demonstrate how open codes from participant responses were synthesized into pattern codes and ultimately
developed into emergent themes. This approach supports analytic transparency and rigor (Saldafia, 2016).
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Table 33

Employee Empowerment Traceability Matrix to Participant Voice to Thematic Results

Thematic Results

Part I: Participant Reference Frequencies Grouped by Employee

A|B D |E|F H
Empowerment Pattern Code Categories C G
3 Alignment with agency goals 21112 1]2]1]1
=
£ £ 5| Contribution & initiative 22|11 2|1]1]1
Sie
5 ) Loyalty, dedication & retention 20211 |1]1]2]1
Total References (EE1) 6 (5(3 /4|4 |4|4|3
3 = Fulfillment & engagement 202121212211
g 9
£ £ & Being heard 2122111
(=3 <:>.> <=
§ 2 Developmental support 211212 (|1]2]1]1
Total References (EE2) 5/5|5(6(5|5[3|3
= Fulfillment and engaged r|jtrj1rjo0f1j1y14]0
=}
¥ E ~ 5
8 2 3 | Being heard 0j]0|1|]0|0]0O]O0]1
£2<
E Developmental support L1211 ]1]1]1
Total References (EE3) 2 (2|4 (1 (2222
3 Understanding the “Why” 212121233312
g2~
S8 Connection to mission 2131213 (2]2]2]2
S £
E & Inspired to serve 2032223212
Total References (EE4) 6 (8|6 (7|7 |8|7]|6

Note. The Employee Empowerment traceability matrix presented here is adapted for qualitative analysis to
demonstrate how open codes from participant responses were synthesized into pattern codes and ultimately

developed into emergent themes. This approach supports analytic transparency and rigor (Saldafia, 2016).
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Table 34

Structural Empowerment Traceability Matrix to Participant Voice to Thematic Results

Thematic Results
Part II: Participant Reference Frequencies Groupe‘d by AlBlcliplelFrlclull
Structural Empowerment Pattern Code Categories
- o Presence, communication & inclusion 2031|2123 ]2]|1]2
=
s .2
o ] N -
§ g E 5 | Agency alignment L2211 ]1]2|1]1
2EEC
—
= £ Feedback loops L1 (1|1 {111 ]1]1
Total References (SE1) 4 |6 4|4 |4|5|5|3]|4
Aligning individual & agency goals 2121 (1|1 )12]1]2]1
2 €
& E @ | Mission-driven performance L2 (1|1 |1]2(2]1]1
= = wn
B
7N <« Performance planning & scorecards rj1r{1y0j10|1717]1]0
Total References (SE2) 4 |5 (3|2 (2 |5|4|4]|2
@ Equitable access to systems and processes I1|1{0(0|1]0]1]0]1
o £
% é g Removing procedural barriers o|1|1|1|0|1]0]1]0
= E Building and supporting inclusivity rjoj1 (1 |1|11]0]|1]1
Total References (SE3) 2 (2 (2|2 (2 (2|1]|2]2
Access to training & development resources 20201123 |12]2]1
o
g g g Tailored support for varied learning styles 112111112111 21110
[ =Py 175)
< é <
© Time & space for growth |21 (1211 ]1]2]1
Total References (SE4) 4 16 3|4 [7|3|5|5]|2

Note. The Structural Empowerment traceability matrix presented here is adapted for qualitative analysis to
demonstrate how open codes from participant responses were synthesized into pattern codes and ultimately
developed into emergent themes. This approach supports analytic transparency and rigor (Saldafia, 2016).

Emerging Findings
While the traceability matrix organizes the 37 thematic results at the code and theme

levels, the following table distills these into the study’s 24 key findings. Each finding is
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supported by multiple thematic results, ensuring that patterns are grounded in participant voice

and cross-case consistency. The findings in Table 35 synthesize insights across participants and

thematic domains, providing a higher-level integration that forms the basis for the study’s

pattern-coded conclusions.

Table 35

Study Emerging Findings: Summarized Participant Insights Aligned to the Pattern Codes

Pattern Code

Emerging Findings

Leadership Identity
(EL1)

Finding 1: Leaders described personal resilience, self-awareness, and purpose as
central to their style.

Finding 2: Several leaders emphasized “knowing their why” and leading
authentically and intentionally.

Strategic Empowerment
(EL2)

Finding 3: Participants implemented programs, recognition systems, and pathways
for others to advance.

Finding 4: Empowerment was embedded into strategic initiatives like innovation
labs and fellowships.

Trust & Psychological
Safety
(EL3)

Finding 5: Trust-building was cited as foundational to effective leadership.

Finding 6: Leaders maintained open-door policies and actively sought to reduce fear
and promote voice.

Inclusive Influence
(EL4)

Finding 7: Leaders intentionally included others in meetings, decisions, and
feedback processes.

Finding 8: DEIA principles and adaptive communication were core strategies across
many participants' excerpts.

Autonomy &
Ownership
(EE1)

Finding 9: Participants noted that empowered employees did not wait for permission
but felt trusted to act.

Finding 10: Leaders built systems that allowed decision-making at multiple levels.

Competence &
Development
(EE2)

Finding 11: Training, coaching, and individualized growth plans were emphasized.

Finding 12: Leaders cited stories of employees transitioning to higher roles due to
intentional development support.
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Table 35

Study Emerging Findings: Summarized Participant Insights Aligned to the Pattern Codes

(Continued).

Pattern Code

Emerging Findings

Voice & Finding 13: Empowered environments encourage dialogue and inclusive feedback.

Participation

(EE3) Finding 14: Employees were invited to strategic meetings and planning sessions,
reinforcing visibility and voice.

Motivation & Finding 15: Leaders linked empowerment to mission alignment and personal meaning.

Purpose

(EE4) Finding 16: Empowered employees were described as proactive, committed, and
connected to their agency’s goals.

Transparent Finding 17: Leaders who shared the reasoning behind decisions and policies fostered

Information Flow
(SE1)

employee trust and clarity.

Finding 18: Inconsistent or selective communication limited transparency and contributed
to disempowerment.

Strategic Finding 19: Participants described how leaders embedded empowerment into structured
Alignment systems like pipelines, innovation labs, and cross-training to promote growth.
(SE2)
Finding 20: Intentional design and alignment were key to ensuring equitable access to
advancement.
Inclusive Finding 21: Empowerment was strengthened when leaders ensured diverse perspectives
Infrastructure were heard during decision-making processes.
(SE3)
Finding 22: Participants highlighted inclusive systems, such as leadership councils and
task forces, that enabled broader participation in decision-making.
Capacity Building  Finding 23: Participants associated empowerment with being supported through
(SE4) feedback, coaching, and stretch assignments.

Finding 24: Empowerment was reinforced through structured developmental support,
including coaching, feedback, and stretch opportunities. Leaders who offered consistent
guidance and access to tools helped employees grow into new responsibilities.

Chapter Summary

This basic qualitative study explored the perspectives of African American women

leaders within the U.S. federal government on how they facilitate employee empowerment.

Grounded in Kanter’s (1977, 1993a) theories of empowering leadership and structural
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empowerment, and Spreitzer’s (1995) model of psychological empowerment, the study
examined how leaders cultivate autonomy, competence, purpose, and structural access in public-
sector environments. In-depth interviews with 10 senior leaders across various agencies provided
rich insights into the experiences and strategies shaping empowerment practices in federal
settings.

The findings presented in this chapter were organized around three organizing themes:
Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment. These yielded
12 pattern code categories, 37 thematic results, and 24 synthesized findings. Together, they
reveal how empowerment is enacted through the interplay of relational leadership, employee-
centered development, and institutional infrastructure.

Within the Empowering Leadership theme, participants described leadership as both
personal and relational—emphasizing self-awareness, identity, and intentional strategies to build
trust and psychological safety. Strategic Empowerment emerged as a core leadership function,
with structured programs and mentoring systems supporting advancement. Trust and
Psychological Safety were the most frequently discussed, underscoring the value of relational
transparency and supportive climates. Inclusive Influence, though less frequently mentioned,
highlighted the role of participatory decision-making and equity-focused leadership.

Employee Empowerment findings reflected a participant-defined structure centered on
Autonomy, Competence, Motivation, and Purpose. Leaders emphasized trust and delegation as
catalysts for performance and alignment, while coaching and development reinforced skill
growth. Voice and Participation, though referenced less often, reflected the importance of
inclusion and recognition. “Inspired to Serve” emerged as a compelling expression of Motivation

and Purpose, illustrating the emotional connection between empowerment and federal service.
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Structural Empowerment findings showed how systems, access, and institutional
frameworks shape the experience of empowerment. Transparent Information Flow was
emphasized most consistently, followed by Capacity Building—both indicating the need for
open communication, tools, and time to succeed. Inclusive Infrastructure appeared less
frequently but suggested ongoing equity work. Strategic Alignment revealed opportunities to
improve employee understanding of agency-wide goals and their role in mission success.

Together, these findings demonstrate that empowerment is not a singular act but a multi-
layered process grounded in intentional leadership, employee development, and institutional
design. African American women in federal leadership roles operationalize empowerment
through intersecting relational, psychological, and structural lenses—bridging personal growth
with system-level change. Chapter 4 thus captures the contours of empowerment as both

practiced and perceived, laying the foundation for the conclusion and recommendations.
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Chapter 5:
INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview

This chapter presents an interpretive analysis of the study’s findings, organized around
three themes: Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment.
These themes reflect the framework established in the literature review and are grounded in the
theoretical perspectives of Kanter (1977, 1993a, 1993b), Spreitzer (1995), and others. Each
thematic section integrates pattern codes and categories, participants' excerpts, and thematic
results presented in Chapter 4. Interpretations are supported by participants’ voices and
frequency data, ensuring transparency and traceability in the analytic process.

Collectively, the findings provide a deeper understanding of how African American
women leaders cultivate and sustain empowerment within federal contexts—navigating complex
systems while fostering inclusive and high-performing environments. The chapter concludes
with evidence-based recommendations for practice and future research.

Organizing Theme 1: Empowering Leadership

The following sections unpack the findings within each organizing theme, beginning with
Empowering Leadership. Empowerment begins at the top—with leaders whose identities are
shaped through a confluence of career milestones, mentorship, and self-awareness. Participants
described their journeys as profoundly personal, marked by pivotal moments in which guidance
from mentors and reflective practices cultivated the confidence necessary to assume leadership
roles. These experiences illuminated the notion that leadership identity is not an inherent trait but
rather a construct developed over time, rooted in the participants’ experiences that foster

competence and the capacity to empower others.
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Strategic empowerment emerged as a defining feature of effective leadership. Leaders
exhibiting emotional intelligence and cultural competence cultivated environments in which
teams felt both supported and challenged to advance. Adaptability, particularly in leading diverse
and inclusive teams, proved to be a hallmark of empowering leadership. Participants consistently
associated their sense of agency with leaders capable of balancing empathy with strategic vision,
thereby fostering a culture of purpose-driven collaboration.

Organizing Theme 2: Employee Empowerment

According to participants, employee empowerment frequently manifested in instances
where others' contributions were acknowledged and aligned with the overarching mission of
public service. Recognition linked to agency objectives transcended mere reward systems,
serving as a conduit that connected individual purpose to organizational impact. Participants
described this alignment as a powerful motivator, reinforcing federal employees' commitment to
the mission and enhancing retention.

Equally important was the opportunity to contribute to decision-making processes.
Empowerment was not merely granted—it was experienced through avenues for participation,
storytelling, and shared accountability. When employees are invited into dialogue and decision-
making processes, they report feeling a greater sense of ownership and alignment with their
work. The participants' excerpts for this study underscored the significant impact of
psychological safety; teams thrived when trust and mutual respect fostered an environment
where ideas could emerge without fear. This sense of safety facilitated innovation and

empowered employees to take initiative.
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Organizing Theme 3: Structural Empowerment

Beyond individual relationships, empowerment was also intrinsically linked to the
systems and structures within the agency. Access to transparent information and equitable
communication channels emerged as critical enablers. Participants underscored that structural
empowerment depended on more than leadership intentions; it necessitated the deliberate design
of systems that promoted fairness, knowledge sharing, and inclusivity.

Strategic alignment further emphasizes the importance of structure. These leaders
articulated the need for transparent and inclusive performance planning processes, enabling
employees to understand how their contributions aligned with organizational objectives. Finally,
the existence of career pathways and developmental programs was identified as essential for
sustaining long-term empowerment. Participants regarded leadership pipelines, cross-level
training, and mobility opportunities as investments not only in individual careers but also in the
agency’s future trajectory.

The interpretations presented in this chapter are reflective of the federal environment in
place during the study’s data collection period (June—August 2024), when agencies were guided
by the Biden Administration’s DEIA-focused directives—Executive Orders 13985, 14003, and
14035. These policies significantly influenced these AAWLs’ expectations, empowerment
practices, and organizational priorities at the time participants described their experiences.
Subsequent modifications in federal policy, including Executive Order 14151 (2025) and
expanded return-to-office mandates, emerged after the interviews concluded and did not
influence participants’ accounts. Therefore, the interpretations presented in this chapter should

be understood within the federal leadership landscape that existed during the study period, while
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also acknowledging that empowerment remains a relevant and enduring leadership approach
amid an evolving administrative context.
Conclusions

Empowering leadership was rooted in self-awareness, mentorship, and emotional
intelligence, which collectively enabled leaders to cultivate inclusive and purpose-driven teams
(Goleman, 2000; Pfeffer & Veiga, 1990; Spreitzer, 1995). Leaders described how these traits
contributed to building trust, promoting adaptability, and fostering team cohesion within
complex federal environments.

Employee empowerment, as described by participants, was most likely to flourish when
recognition aligned with the organizational mission, when employee voice and ownership were
emphasized, and when psychological safety was seen as foundational to team dynamics (Kanter,
1977, 1993b; Parker & Horowitz, 2022). These conditions, while not observed directly, reflect
how leaders interpreted the practices and experiences that contribute to a more engaged and
motivated workforce.

Structural empowerment was viewed as requiring equitable access to information, clear
strategic alignment, and deliberate investment in leadership development pathways (Hudak,
Russell, & Rosenkrans, 2015; Jin & McDonald, 2017; Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b). Leaders
emphasized the need for systems that not only support current personnel but also cultivate a
pipeline of future leaders reflective of agency values and mission priorities.

These perspectives informed the organization of eight key conclusions, grouped into three
overarching themes—Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural
Empowerment. These themes reflect the broader process of agency-wide transformation and

integrate multiple codes that distilled participants’ professional experiences and strategic insights
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(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Saldafia, 2016). Together, they offer a synthesized framework for
understanding how empowerment is cultivated within federal contexts and how it contributes to
a progression from individual leadership identity to systemic infrastructure.
Organizing Theme 1: Empowering Leadership
Conclusion 1: Leadership Identity and Career Progression

Federal leaders gain confidence and competence through structured mentorship, career
milestones, and identity development. Empowering leadership begins with self-awareness and a
clearly defined developmental trajectory, which enhances individual competence and the
capacity to empower others.
Conclusion 2: Strategic Empowerment and Developmental Support

Leadership is most effective when characterized by emotional intelligence and
adaptability. Leaders who prioritize inclusion, purpose, and emotional awareness create
environments in which employees feel acknowledged, supported, and empowered to pursue
growth.
Organizing Theme 2: Employee Empowerment
Conclusion 3: Recognition and Mission Connection

Recognition aligned with the agency's mission enhances motivation and retention.
Empowerment is reinforced when employees perceive their work as contributing to significant
objectives and feel that their personal purpose correlates with the agency's impact.
Conclusion 4: Voice, Ownership, and Accountability

When leaders foster an environment that encourages autonomy and expression,

employees demonstrate increased accountability and engagement. The use of storytelling and
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shared participant excerpts affirms identity, enhances mission ownership, and invites innovative
contributions across the agency.
Conclusion 5: Trust, Safety, and Psychological Empowerment

Psychological safety, underpinned by trust and inclusive team dynamics, is essential for
empowerment. Environments that empower employees provide them with the freedom to
contribute without fear, thereby enhancing collaborative performance and engagement.
Organizing Theme 3: Structural Empowerment
Conclusion 6: Access and Transparency

Structural empowerment necessitates a transparent flow of information. When
communication is clear and systems are accessible, employees are afforded equal opportunities
to contribute, which fosters trust, equity, and self-regulation.
Conclusion 7: Strategic Alignment and Inclusion

Empowerment is undermined when performance planning is misaligned or exclusionary.
Leaders must intentionally integrate equity into strategic alignment, ensuring that employees
recognize how their roles contribute to the organization’s broader success.
Conclusion 8: Capacity Building and Career Pathways

Career mobility and structured leadership pipelines are crucial for sustained
empowerment. Long-term developmental initiatives, such as cross-level training and equitable
access to advancement opportunities, equip diverse leaders to emerge effectively.

Future Research

To enhance the existing research findings and enrich the comprehension of employee

empowerment within federal agencies, I recommend future inquiries pursue the following

trajectories:
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1. Broaden the investigative parameters to encompass non-Senior Executive Service
(SES) personnel, mid-level, and frontline supervisors, thereby facilitating a more
extensive examination of empowerment as it is perceived across various
organizational positions and career phases.

2. Implement longitudinal research methodologies to evaluate the enduring effects of
empowerment initiatives on employee retention, engagement, and performance
metrics over extended periods.

3. Investigate the complexities of intersectionality concerning race, gender, and
generational identities, scrutinizing how these intersecting factors shape leadership
development, accessibility to empowerment initiatives, and the subjective experiences
of agency.

4. Assess the dynamics of empowerment within the context of post-Diversity, Equity,
Inclusion, and Accessibility (DEIA) policy frameworks, analyzing how leaders and
teams adjust to shifting mandates and the resultant implications for organizational
resilience.

5. Investigate the effects of remote and hybrid work arrangements on visibility, trust
cultivation, and empowerment experiences, particularly in relation to team cohesion
and the practice of inclusive leadership.

Future inquiries into the experiences and strategies of African American women leaders

may provide valuable insights for advancing equitable leadership practices and strengthening

organizational effectiveness in the federal workforce (Janssens & Zanoni, 2021).
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Recommendations for Practice

The following recommendations for practice are derived from the professional
experiences shared by the African American women leaders who participated in this study—
reflecting both their experiences and the broader organizational themes identified in the
research—and supported by employee perspectives captured through FEVS data, reflecting the
thematic convergence of empowering leadership, employee voice, and structural support. These
insights extend beyond theoretical frameworks to offer actionable strategies that can enhance
leadership development, team engagement, and organizational design. By translating the
identified emergent themes into implementable practices, federal leaders and their agencies can
establish resilient systems that prioritize equity, promote psychological safety, and facilitate
inclusive career advancement. The seven recommendations are:

1. Integrate Empowerment into Leadership Development: Embed self-awareness,
mentorship, and emotional intelligence training into leadership programs to cultivate
adaptive, inclusive leaders capable of fostering empowerment at all levels (Jain-Link,
Kennedy, & Bourgeois, 2020).

2. Create Mission-Linked Recognition Systems: Align recognition practices with
organizational values and public service goals to strengthen employee motivation and
purpose.

3. Establish Inclusive Feedback and Participation Channels: Build mechanisms that
allow all employees to meaningfully contribute ideas and share experiences,
reinforcing voice, accountability, and bottom-up innovation (Jain-Link, Kennedy, &

Bourgeois, 2020).
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4. Foster Psychological Safety in Teams: Train managers to intentionally create trust-
based environments that normalize constructive feedback and collaborative problem-
solving.

5. Ensure Transparent Communication and Access: Audit and redesign information
systems to guarantee equitable access to organizational knowledge, reducing
gatekeeping and promoting trust across all levels of the workforce.

6. Align Strategic Planning with Equity Goals: Incorporate inclusivity into
performance planning and strategic alignment to ensure every employee understands
their role in advancing organizational success.

7. Invest in Career Pathways and Leadership Pipelines: Develop cross-level training
programs, rotational assignments, and structured advancement opportunities to
sustain empowerment and build a diverse leadership pipeline for the future.

These recommendations reflect the strategies and insights shared by AAWLSs in this study,
offering federal agencies practical pathways to strengthen their workforce, enhance equity, and
cultivate inclusive agency leadership practices (Jain-Link, Kennedy, & Bourgeois, 2020).
Concluding Thoughts

The findings of this study illustrate that empowerment within federal agencies constitutes
not merely a singular intervention but rather an interconnected system where leadership identity,
employee experience, and organizational structures mutually reinforce one another. When
leaders intentionally cultivate their self-awareness and emotional intelligence, they establish a
foundational framework for trust and collaboration that reverberates throughout the workforce
(e.g., Jin & McDonald, 2017; Kanter, 1977, 1993b; Spreitzer, 1995). This alignment of personal

development, connection to the mission, and transparent organizational systems fosters a culture
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in which federal workers perceive themselves as valued, safe, and capable of making meaningful
contributions to public service objectives. Consequently, empowerment emerges as both a
personal and collective endeavor—one that flourishes through inclusivity, recognition, and the
deliberate design of developmental pathways (McCarthy et.al.,2020).

The participants in this research consistently emphasized that empowerment must
function as a strategic imperative—woven into the fabric of leadership development,
communication practices, and performance systems—rather than remain a loosely held ideology.
In the face of organizational complexity and evolving policy landscapes, agencies that
incorporate empowerment into leadership development, communication strategies, and
performance planning are more adept at sustaining engagement and fostering innovation. By
cultivating environments characterized by psychological safety (Edmondson, 2019; Spreitzer,
1995), aligning recognition with organizational mission, and ensuring equitable access to
information and career advancement opportunities, federal agencies can construct resilient
frameworks that not only support current employees but also nurture the next generation of
diverse and adaptive leaders (Kanter, 1977, 1993a, 1993b). This integrated approach positions
empowerment as a catalyst for federal organizational effectiveness and long-term impact on
public service.

This study contributes to enhancing employee empowerment by revealing how 10
African American women leaders in the U.S. federal government intentionally create the
conditions in which empowerment can occur. Relationally, these participants described trust-
building, transparent communication, and inclusive decision-making—practices aligned with the

scholarship on relational leadership and psychological safety.
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Psychologically, their emphasis on individual employee recognition, voice, purpose, and
developmental support reflects established dimensions of psychological empowerment and
intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Spreitzer, 1995). Structurally, these AAWLs
emphasized the importance of providing access to information, offering equitable opportunities,
and eliminating procedural barriers, thereby reinforcing Kanter’s foundational work on structural
empowerment. Collectively, these findings clarify which leadership practices are most likely to
cultivate employee confidence, meaningful participation, and a sense of value—offering federal
leaders actionable strategies for strengthening empowerment across diverse organizational
contexts.

Even as administrative directives and workforce expectations continue to evolve, the
leadership practices identified in this study demonstrate the enduring relevance of empowerment
for cultivating trust, engagement, and organizational effectiveness.

Post-Study Framework

Figure 23 represents the empirically derived conceptual framework that emerged from
the findings of this study. Unlike the conceptual framework presented in Chapter 1 (Figure 2),
which was grounded in the broader empowerment literature—including empowering leadership,
psychological empowerment, and structural empowerment scholarship—this data-derived model
reflects how AAWL leaders in the U.S. federal government described their lived and
professional experiences of facilitating empowerment in practice. The framework integrates
participants’ accounts of leadership identity and lived experience (inputs), the empowering
leadership, employee empowerment, and structural empowerment practices they used
(processes), and the intended empowerment state they sought to cultivate among employees

(outcomes, as meaning—not measured effects). Together, these elements illustrate that
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empowerment is not a singular action but a dynamic system shaped by personal leadership
commitments, organizational conditions, and intentional practices that promote trust,
psychological safety, mission alignment, and employee empowerment (Edmonson, 2019; Kanter,
1993a, 1993b; Walsh et al., 1997a, 1997b). This emergent framework extends the conceptual
framework introduced in Chapter 1 by providing an empirically grounded, practice-based
representation of empowerment in federal organizations.

Figure 23

Post-Study Conceptual Framework: An empirically derived framework illustrates how African
American women leaders (AAWLs) in the U.S. federal government articulate empowering

leadership strategies, processes, and employee experiences of empowerment based on their
professional perspectives.

Context
U.S. Federal Government
Structural Empowerment Factors
(Hierarchy; Policies and Mandates; Hybrid/Remote Work; Resource Constraints)

African-American Women Leaders .
(Leader’s Empowering Strategies for . Empowermg processes
increasing Employee Empowerment) (For increasing employee empowerment)

\ K Voice & Participation \ / \
+ Proactive and committed to the mission

(Increasingly)
Empowered Employees

(Encourage inclusive dialogue and :

. Leaders’ Identity feedback; reinforce visibility and voice). (Employees demonstrate ownership,

7 - 7 itiative, and ali ith y
(personal resilience, self-awareness, ] m la rve, and alignment with agency
and purpose) + Autonomy & Ownership goals).

(Create shared decision-making
i : i Connected to decision-making processes
+ Trust & Psychological Safety systems; support independence) . -
(maintain o}:)en dafr pcn’fc.i'zs)- (Empk’?'e“ feel head, mqludad, and
+ Competence & Development visible in strategic discussions)

+ TInclusive Influence (Foster intentional g?owih_, coaching, . »
(adaptive communication and intentionally and stretch opportunities). + Growing through development opportunities
nelud; he - (Employees receive coaching, feedback, and
felticing oters). + Motivation & Participation stretch assignments that support advancement).

(Cultivate commitment, initiative, and
\ / alignment with mission). \ /

Note. This framework reflects findings from thematic analysis, showing how leadership identity,
empowerment practices, and structural conditions contribute to employee engagement, voice,
and development. The arrows indicate the directional relationship among leadership influences,
empowerment processes, and perceived employee experiences. The framework extends the pre-
study conceptual model introduced in Chapter 1 (Figure 2).
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Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I examined the study’s findings through three organizing themes—
Empowering Leadership, Employee Empowerment, and Structural Empowerment—each
supported by pattern codes and participants’ voices. The analysis revealed that leadership
identity, shaped by mentorship and career milestones, plays a central role in fostering
empowerment. Emotionally intelligent and adaptable leadership practices were found to create
inclusive environments where federal leaders can build trust, support their teams, and promote
individual and organizational growth.

Insights on employee empowerment emerged from leaders’ perspectives, emphasizing
how mission-aligned recognition, opportunities for voice and participation, and the cultivation of
psychological safety enhance team engagement. Structural factors—such as transparent
communication, equitable access to information, and the deliberate development of leadership
pipelines—further reinforced empowerment as a systemic outcome.

Participants also articulated the meaning behind their empowerment practices,
emphasizing that their actions were rooted in a deeper leadership philosophy rather than routine
managerial tasks. They interpreted their efforts to enhance empowerment as expressions of
responsibility, integrity, and service—essential commitments tied to their identities as federal
leaders. For participants, empowerment functioned as a strategic and moral imperative,
representing a deliberate choice to cultivate trust, agency, and professional growth in others.
Their empowerment practices held meaning because they signified the creation of conditions in
which employees could thrive, contribute purposefully to the mission, and experience a sense of

value and belonging within the organization.
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I conclude this chapter with actionable recommendations for federal agencies and
workforce planners on embedding empowerment into leadership development, strategic
planning, and organizational infrastructure. Collectively, these findings offer a framework for
sustaining long-term empowerment and building resilient, mission-driven agencies within the

federal landscape.
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Appendix A:

Research Study Overview

GW e s
TITLE: Empowering Employees: The Experience of Facilitating Empowerment
From the Perspective of African American Women Leaders in the U.S. Federal Government - A
Basic Qualitative Research Study
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: This proposed qualitative investigation is designed to elaborate
upon the experience of utilizing empowerment strategies and behaviors as reported by African
American women leaders in the U.S. federal government. Drawing upon leadership and
structural empowerment, scholars have suggested that the leader and organization's structural
influence supports or does not support employee empowerment and subsequently impacts
employee engagement, learning, and productivity. Presently, there needs to be more literature
elaborating on the behaviors and strategies used by leaders with the intent of empowering their
employees. By exploring empowerment from the perspective of these leaders, this research
contributes to the existing literature while addressing the current gap, elaborating upon the
practical dimensions of empowerment from the vantage point of the leader.
PROBLEMS TO ADDRESS:
Although there is quantitative social science research examining employee
empowerment, there are three related problems addressed in this proposed study:
e Limited Research on Leadership Perspectives of Employee Empowerment.
While existing studies recognize the value of employee empowerment, limited

research explores it from the perspective of federal managers, particularly their
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specific decisions, actions, and challenges in fostering empowerment among
employees.

Insufficient Understanding of Leadership Approaches Supporting
Empowerment.

Elaboration on leaders' approaches in support of employee empowerment is needed
from several vantage points. At a time when employee development and retention are
increasingly important to employee success, there is a need to better understand how
leaders shape their behaviors toward employees. The alternative— to do no research
related to this issue—is to risk the perpetuation of the current circumstances with the
possibility they may worsen over time. This is true across all sectors, including in the
U.S. federal government.

Persistent Challenges Despite Initiatives.

There is an additional need to address employee empowerment from the perspective
of managing diverse teams and understanding the managerial perspectives of African-
American women leaders. With ongoing changes in workforce demographics, the
perspectives of African American women federal leaders addressing employees meet

an unmet need in the face of critical workforce-related problems.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY: Study findings from the federal workplace context have

the potential to inform actions associated with the U.S. government policies and goals to

strengthen and empower the federal workforce as directed by the 2021 President of the United

States of America Management Agenda. Although identified as important in research practice

and the Presidential Order, there is a paucity of research and evidence-based practice available to

address just how managerial empowerment is or could be enacted in the workplace—including the
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U.S. federal workplace. When considering this issue in terms of demographic diversity, there are
few studies addressing employee empowerment relationship to how leaders use empowerment
behaviors or strategies, either from the perspective of African American managers or with a
focus on diverse work teams.

PROPOSED PARTICIPANTS FOR THE STUDY: The study aims to involve 7-10 senior
African American female leaders from U.S. federal agencies who are actively engaged in
empowering a diverse team of employees.

DATA COLLECTION: Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews consisting of
open-ended questions. Demographic information will be collected. Participants' in-depth
interview will be audio recorded with the participants' consent. The same set of open-ended
interview questions will be used for each interview.

CONFIDENTIALITY: Participant identities will remain confidential. Data collected will be
anonymized and be used solely for the study. Findings will be reported in summary format and
participants, and the identity of their employing organizations will be safeguarded. Pseudonyms
as identifiers for each participant will be allocated.

DATA ANALYSIS: The study will involve in-depth interviews with executive/senior African
American female leaders (General Service 14 and 15) in the U.S. federal government. Constant
comparative approaches to data analysis will be utilized and key themes across interviews will be
identified and described.

ABOUT THE RESEARCHER: Patsy A. Butler is a doctoral candidate in the Executive
Leadership Doctoral Program at the Graduate School of Education and Human Development at

George Washington University in Washington, D.C. Her research is designed to elaborate upon
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the experience of facilitating empowerment-from the perspective of African American women
leaders in the U.S. federal government.

CONTACT: Review this project overview and the informed consent form for more information
about this study. You may also contact the Principal Investigator, Dr. Russell Korte

(rkorte@email.gwu.edu), 651.647.0353, or Patsy Butler (patsybu@gwu.edu), 757.619.0852.
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Appendix B:

Invitation to Participate Email

GW et s
To: [Initial Participant]
Subject: Research Study Conducted by Patsy A. Butler, GWU Doctoral Candidate
Greetings [Initial Participant],

Excited indeed! I have been declared a Doctoral Candidate in the Executive Leadership
Program in Human Development and Organizational Learning at George Washington
University. I am seeking participants relevant to my study who could bring valuable insights,
perspectives, and approaches to address an unmet need in the face of critical workforce-related
problems.

TITLE: Empowering Employees: The Experience of Facilitating Empowerment
From the Perspective of African American Women Leaders in the U.S. Federal Government - A
Basic Qualitative Research Study

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: This proposed qualitative investigation is designed to
elaborate upon the experiences of empowerment strategies and behaviors as reported by African
American women leaders in the U.S. federal government. Drawing upon leadership and
structural empowerment, scholars have suggested that the leader's and organization's structural
influence supports or does not support employee empowerment and subsequently impacts
employee engagement, learning, and productivity. Presently, there is a need for more literature
elaborating on the behaviors and strategies used by leaders with the intent of empowering their

employees. By exploring empowerment from the perspective of these leaders, this research
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contributes to the existing literature while addressing the current gap, elaborating upon the
practical dimensions of empowerment from the vantage point of the leader.

Attached is a link to the research study overview, which includes information about the
study's objectives, procedures, and potential benefits. Furthermore, a copy of the informed
consent process is attached, outlining your expectations from my research, your relationship to
the study, privacy and confidentiality concerns, and the measures to protect your identity.

I would greatly appreciate it if you could share the email and study overview with your
contacts who meet the criteria for participation and want to reach out to you with questions or to
express interest in participating.

You can contact the researcher at patsybu@gwu.edu (757) 619-0852, or the Principal
Investigator, Dr. Russell Korte, at (rkorte@email.gwu.edu) (651) 647-0353. For questions
regarding your rights as a participant in human research, call the GWU Office of Human

Research at 202-994-2715.
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Appendix C:

Interview Protocol and Questions [Part I]

GW o s

Hello, and thank you for your willingness to participate in this study. I will briefly go
over the informed consent process with you. This study has been carefully designed to prioritize
your safety as a participant. Your interview will be recorded and transcribed live using Zoom's
captioning feature. The transcription will be securely stored to protect your confidentiality.
During a follow-up session, you will have the opportunity to review the interview transcript and
preliminary research findings through a process known as member checking. I will provide a
final copy of the study to you before it is published as part of my doctoral dissertation.

The focus of this research is on exploring the experiences of African American women
leaders in the U.S. federal government who have used empowerment strategies and behaviors.
Specifically, I aim to understand the impact of these strategies on employee engagement,
learning, and productivity in today's workforce. The research aims to provide detailed insights
into the decisions, actions, and challenges faced by managers working to empower their direct
reports in the workplace.

Before we begin, do you have any questions about the consent form or your rights as a
participant in this study? If not, may we proceed with the interview? Thank you for your
participation.

Interview Questions:

1. Can you share some details about your background and how you progressed to
your current managerial role within your agency?

2. How do you define or describe employee empowerment?
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10.

How do you define or describe leadership empowerment?

How do you define managerial empowerment? *(If applicable) How would
you describe your role in promoting managerial empowerment and its
contribution to fostering effective leadership within the teams managed by
your subordinates?

What are your insights into leadership styles that effectively promote employee
engagement and productivity in today's diverse workforce?

From your perspective, what steps can leaders or managers take to better
understand and address employee retention and turnover challenges?

Let's discuss strategies for building employee rapport and trust. What
approaches have you found effective in your role?

In what areas would you suggest managers consider adapting their leadership
approaches, and what are the reasons for these potential adaptations?

What do you see as the main challenge for today's leaders?

What advice would you offer to aspiring leaders seeking leadership or
management roles?

Closing Comments:

Is there anything else you'd like to share regarding your managerial experiences?

Thank you for dedicating your time to participate in this study and for sharing your

valuable insights. I genuinely appreciate your contribution. After reviewing the interview

transcript, [ will reach out to you within the next 30 days to share the study's transcripts and seek

your feedback. Additionally, please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns

about the research or this interview.

Thank you once again, and I look forward to our next session.

Patsy A. Butler,
Doctoral Candidate
The George Washington University
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Appendix D:

Interview Protocol and Questions [Part II]

GW IRB NUMBER: NCR245717
IRB APPROVAL DATE: 02/20/2025

Q1) Information: Data, fechnical knowledge, expertise, are required to function
effectively in one’s position.

1. How would you describe the challenges you face in striking the right balance
within your organization?

2. How can managers ensure that their employees are aligned with their
organization's values and mission, and that they actively support and promote

employee empowerment?

Q2) Resources: Time, material, money, supplies & equipment necessary to accomplish
the agency's goals.

1. How would you describe the strategies you facilitate for your employees'
involvement in accessing and utilizing resources effectively?

2. Could you offer insights into how you depict fairness in distributing and
granting access to resources among team members?

Q3) Opportunities: Exercise autonomy, experience growth, face challenges and, and
have chances to learn and grow.

1. Can you provide insight into how leaders can encourage and support
employees?

2. How would you suggest using initiatives to diversify employee skills, address
skill gaps, and promote continuous learning?

Q4) Support: Feedback & guidance received from superiors, peers, and subordinates.

1. How would you describe your method of facilitating and encouraging a culture
of open and constructive feedback?

2. What strategies or initiatives have you found most effective in fostering a

diverse and inclusive workplace culture, and how do you ensure that these
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efforts are integrated into the daily operations and decision-making processes

of the organization?
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Appendix E:

Informed Consent

GW IRB NUMBER: NCR245717
IRB APPROVAL DATE: 02/20/2025

Title of Study: Empowering Employees: The Experience of Facilitating
Empowerment

From the Perspective of African American Women Leaders in the U.S. Federal
Government - A

Basic Qualitative Research Study

IRB: # NCR245717

Principal Investigator Name: Russell Korte, PhD

You are invited to participate in a research study by Patsy Butler, Doctoral Candidate at
George Washington University. Please read this form and ask us any questions to help you
decide if you want to be included in this study.

During this study, I will not ask for or disclose your employer's name, organization, or
email address. Taking part is entirely voluntary, and even if you decide you want to participate,
you can quit at any time. Furthermore, your personal identity will not be disclosed. The
researcher will use a pseudonym to describe the findings of the participants.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE, PROCEDURE, AND DURATION OF THIS STUDY?

This proposed qualitative investigation is designed to elaborate upon the experiences of
facilitating empowerment strategies and behaviors reported by African American women leaders
in the U.S. federal government. Presently, there is a lack of literature elaborating on the
behaviors and strategies used by leaders with the intent of empowering their employees. By
exploring empowerment from the perspective of these leaders, this research contributes to

existing literature while addressing the current gap and elaborating on the practical dimensions
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of empowerment from the vantage point of managers. Your participation in this research will last
no longer than three hours within 30 days.

WHY WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY?

There are three related problems addressed in this proposed study:

e More research is needed to elaborate on employee empowerment from the
perspective of the manager.

e FElaboration on managerial approaches in support of employee empowerment is
needed from several vantage points.

e There is an additional need to address employee empowerment from the perspective
of managing diverse teams and understanding the perspectives of African American
women leaders.

Your participation in this study has the potential to inform actions associated with
U.S. government policies and goals to strengthen and empower the federal workforce
as directed by the 2021 President of the United States of America Management
Agenda. Although identified as important in research, practice and the Presidential
Order, there is a paucity of research and evidence-based practice available to address
just how empowerment is or could be enacted in the workplace.

WHY WOULD YOU NOT CHOOSE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY?

The primary concern involves the possibility of someone unrelated to the researcher
discovering your involvement in this study or accessing the personal information I gather from
you. Nonetheless, I have implemented the following measures to mitigate your risk.
CONFIDENTIALITY: Participant identities will remain confidential. Data collected will be

anonymized and used solely for the study. Findings will be reported in summary format, and
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participants and their employing organizations' identities will be safeguarded. Pseudonyms will
be allocated as identifiers for each participant.

To ensure anonymity your signature is not required, unless you prefer to sign. For a
comprehensive overview of the benefits aimed at minimizing participants' exposure to risk,
please refer to the "Detailed Consent" document. Your willingness to participate in this study is
implied if you proceed. *Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again.
WHAT IF I DO NOT WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?

Taking part in this research is voluntary. You are invited to participate in this study based
on your expertise, qualifications, and managerial competence. At any time, if you decide not to
participate or choose to withdraw from the study, there will be no penalties or loss of any
benefits or entitlements you would otherwise receive. It is important to note that the researcher is
not offering any monetary rewards for participation.

WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS?

You may also contact the Principal Investigator, Dr. Russell Korte
(rkorte@email.gwu.edu), the person in charge of this study. For questions regarding your rights
as a participant in human research, call the GWU Office of Human Research Institutional

Review Board (IRB) at 202-9922715.
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Appendix F:

Recruitment Tool

GW IRE NUMBER: NCR245717
IRE APPROVAL DATE: 02/20/2025
Demographic Survey

Academic Research Participants Needed!

Empowering Employees: The Experience of Facilitating Empowerment
From the Perspective of African American Women Leaders in the U.S. Federal Government - A
Basic Qualitative Research Study

1. What gender do you identify with?

] Male
L] Female
[ Other: (please specify)

2. Please specify your ethnicity as?
0] African American or Black
3. What is your age?

O18-34
35-49
O 50+

4. How many years have you served in the federal government?

00 - 2 years
013 - 10 years
O 11 - 20 years
0] 20+ years

5. What is your current general service ranking?

L1 GS 14 (Supervisory or Manager)
L GS 14 (Project Management or Team Leader)

L1 GS 15 (Senior Leadership and Management, Deputy Director, Director, Executive
Officer or applicable to agency hierarchy
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L1 GS 15 (Senior Executive)
L1 Other

6. In which sector is your current job located?

[0 Washington DC
[ Outside of DC:

7. How many direct reports do you manage in the federal government?

d0-10
d11-20
121-30
1 31 or more

Please specify if you manage direct, indirect reports or both?

8. How much experience do you have leading diverse members in the federal agency or on
federal projects (similar), setting goals and providing information and direction?

L] A great deal

L1 A lot

1 A moderate amount
I A little

1 None at all

9. Have you held a position of leadership that required you to establish and implement an
organizational vision in an organization with a continuously changing environment?

[ Yes
[ No

10. Select the supervisory duties you have performed on a regular and recurring basis. Select all
that apply. ‘Check all that apply’

L1 I have planned work to be accomplished by subordinates, set, and adjusted priorities,
and prepared schedules for the completion of work.

L1 I have assigned work to subordinates based on priorities, consideration of the difficulty
of assignments, and the capabilities of employees.

L1 I have been responsible for first line supervision to employees.
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L1 I have developed performance standards and evaluated employees’ work.

L1 I have instructed employees or project team members on program, project work and
administrative matters.

01 I have interviewed candidates for positions.

01 I have recommended individuals for appointment, promotion, awards or reassignment.

L1 I have worked with employees to identify their developmental and training needs
based on organizational goals and budget realities.

L1 I have resolved office conflicts through mediation and/or other forms of alternative
dispute resolution.

[I I have resolved office conflicts by providing written guidance.

01 I have addressed employee conduct issues by seeking appropriate human resources
actions such as verbal admonishments or suspensions.

LI I have coached employees on performance issues.
L1 I have followed the necessary steps when an employee's performance did not improve.
U1 I have developed performance improvement plans.

L1 I have overseen the performance of other staff on a team even though I was not their
formal supervisor.
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Appendix G:
Consent Form
GW B e s
INTRODUCTION

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Patsy Butler, Doctoral
Candidate at George Washington University, in the Human and Organizational Learning
program. She holds a Master’s in Human Resource Development from George Washington
University and a BS in Workforce Development, Southern Illinois University.

This study will be disseminated among individuals in the Washington D.C. area, as well
as 85% of federal workers in the United States who work outside Washington D.C., Maryland,
and Virginia.

You are being asked to participate or volunteer in this study because you meet the
following research criteria:

* You are at least 18 years old to participate in this study.

*  You are an African American female leader (executive, manager, or project team leader:
GS 14-15) working in the federal government.

* You have at least two years of experience working in the federal government with at least
two direct reports or personnel on project teams.

* You are willing to participate in two in-depth interviews lasting 45- 60 minutes each.

*  You agree to be audio recorded and provide participant consent.

* You are willing to act as co-researcher by providing feedback on your transcribed
interviews, discussed as "member checking" a process where participants review the

interpretation of their responses to ensure that it accurately reflects their experiences and
views.
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Please read this form and ask any questions that will help you determine whether you
wish to be part of the study. Participation is completely voluntary. You will be one of the 7-10
participating in this study sponsored by The George Washington University, Department of
Human and Organizational Learning.

At any time, if you decide not to participate or choose to withdraw from the study, there
will be no penalties or loss of any benefits or entitlements you would otherwise receive. It is
important to note that the researcher is not offering any monetary rewards for participation.

PURPOSE
This proposed qualitative investigation is designed to elaborate on the experiences of

facilitating empowerment strategies and behaviors as reported by African American women
leaders in the U.S. federal government. When considering this issue in terms of demographic
diversity, there are currently no studies addressing employee empowerment or leaders' uses of
empowerment behaviors or strategies from either the perspective of African American managers
or with a focus on diverse work teams.
PROCEDURES

The records of this study will be kept private. Participant identities will remain
confidential. Data collected will be anonymized and used solely for the study. Findings will be
reported in summary format, and participants and identities of their employing organizations will
be safeguarded. Pseudonyms will be assigned as identifiers for each participant.

In any published articles or presentations, I will not include any information that could
identify participants as the subjects. Data from this study may be used by the researcher for
future research. Records for the study may be reviewed by George Washington University and

by departments of the University responsible for overseeing research safety and compliance
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SIGNIFICANCE

While taking part in this research may not help you directly, your participation has the
potential to inform actions associated with U.S. government policies and goals to strengthen and
empower the federal workforce. In both research practice, as well as in the Presidential Order,
there is a paucity of research and evidence-based practices available to address how
empowerment is or could be enacted in the workplace. The benefit to society will be an
improved understanding of how individuals can achieve higher levels of well-being at work.

RISK

Participants may potentially experience emotional stress or discomfort when responding
to interview questions. It's important to emphasize that participants have the autonomy to choose
not to answer any question or to halt the interview at any point. I am committed to addressing
any discomfort and minimizing emotional stress throughout the process.

CONFIDENTIALITY

Regarding confidentiality and privacy, I want to assure you that there is an extremely low
likelihood that anyone not associated with this research will discover your participation or
connect your identity with the information provided. Your identity will remain confidential, and
all data collected will be anonymized, used exclusively for this study, and reported in a summary
format and themes. Each participant will be assigned pseudonyms as identifiers.

To safeguard the collected data, I have implemented various security measures, including
but not limited to:

e Password protection for my home computer where the data is stored.

e The use of a password-protected backup source (a secure hard drive) separates from

cloud storage.
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e Password-protected secure digital files for recorded data.
e Secure storage of transcripts, memos, emails, and notes in a locked and secured
location.
e Proper disposal of all archived documents and collected data, as well as the proper
disposal and destruction of all recordings one year after the dissertation is published.
These measures are in place to ensure the security and protection of your data throughout the
research process. You can contact the Principal Investigator, Dr. Russell Korte, at
(rkorte@email.gwu.edu) (651) 647-0353, or the researcher at patsybu@gwu.edu (757) 619-0852.
QUESTIONS
Please contact Patsy A. Butler at 757-619-0852 or patsybu@gwu.edu if you have any
questions, concerns, complaints, or believe you have been harmed. For questions regarding your
rights as a participant in human research, call The George Washington University Office of
Human Research at 202-994-2715.
DOCUMENTATION OF CONSENT
If you agree to take part in this study, please retain this document for your reference in
case you wish to revisit its contents or reach out to someone regarding this study. Your interest is

greatly appreciated, and I eagerly anticipate our upcoming conversation!
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