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ABSTRACT

Women leaders often claim experiencing isolation in their careers. For almost 100 years
men have met regularly through service organizations such as Rotary, Kinsmen, and Lions Clubs
sharing fellowship and providing service to their communities, locally and internationally. Many
of these clubs only allowed men until quite recently.

Today many of these same service clubs are facing declining membership. In this study
the methodology of narrative inquiry provided the opportunity for women leaders to share stories
about their membership in a service club, notably, Rotary.

The reasons women leaders join Rotary are for international service, connecting with
other like-minded people, giving back to their communities, practicing leadership and the
opportunity to travel.

The study also looks at what happens when social capital in a community is increased and
what the likelihood and effects of decreasing social capital are in a community if the membership

in service clubs is not maintained.
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CHAPTER ONE: STUDY BACKGROUND

The Opportunity

As a business owner and entrepreneur, [ have felt the isolation of being a woman in a
male-dominated business world. In 2000 I participated in a leadership development program,
Leading Women, which really changed my life. Reflecting on this experience, I have discovered
that my participation in the program probably had more to do with my being in the Master of
Arts in Leadership and Training (MALT) degree at Royal Roads University (RRU) today than I
would have ever previously thought imaginable.

Leading Women, a six-month program, was designed to provide a practical opportunity to
create success strategies for women in leadership. Six women from diverse organizations who
did not know one another came together on a monthly basis to break down isolation, to learn
from and with female peers, to build on existing strengths, and to understand organizational
dynamics.

The program was excellent and a very emotional experience for me, and the friendship
and camaraderie that the six of us shared was powerful. The program ended long ago, but four of
us still get together a couple of times a year to share stories and support each other in all aspects
of our lives.

During my first residency of my master’s program, I experienced many of those similar
emotions and feelings of connectedness that I had with the Leading Women program. The many
wonderful women with whox;l I met and spent time during my five weeks at RRU reminded me

of how isolated I was feeling in my work, and a little spark lit inside me when I returned home. I



found myself searching for a way to connect with more women like those I had met through
Leading Women and, more recently, during my MALT residency.

Shortly before leaving for the first MALT summer residency, I had become a member of
the Edmonton Rotary Club. I had the chance to attend only a few meetings before heading off to
RRU, so I had yet to experience the many benefits of membership. After returning to Edmonton
from summer residency, I decided to commit myself to active membership in Rotary to further
develop my leadership skills. I am thrilled with the outcome: the more meetings I attend, the
more people I meet. I have made a conscious effort to connect with the female members of our
club. Many of these women are leaders in their respective professions, and I cherish the
friendships that I am developing with them. I certainly do not feel isolated any more.

As I continue to develop my own leadership skills, educate myself about the amazing
service work that Rotarians accomplish, and experience the fellowship of Rotary, I wondered,
What attracts women leaders to join service clubs? Probing questions such as Why do
women join Rotary? and What keeps them there? helped to provide answers to this question.
The purpose of this research project was to identify what the Edmonton Rotary Club could do to
attract more women leaders to grow the membership, to provide opportunities for women leaders
to demonstrate and improve their leadership skills and to increase social capital in our
community by providing the chance for more connectivity amongst our community leaders.

Service clubs such as Rotary offer an opportunity for men and women to develop
professional relationships and share their leadership skills while providing service to their local
communities. Loden (1985), an authority on feminine leadership stated, “The important task that

faces women today is that of education by example” (p. 236). Sharing their leadership skills



provides men and women Rotarians with have the chance to acknowledge, educate, and
appreciate their very different but equally effective styles.

In 1950 women comprised only 29.6% of the workforce in the United States. By 1997 the
number had increased to 46%, and, according to recent estimates, by 2006 women will account
for 59% of the workforce. Women have been successful in entering the workforce, but are still
underrepresented at the top executive levels. Less than 10% of Fortune 500 companies employ
women as CEOs (Catalyst, 1999).

“Women hold 11.2 percent of corporate director positions in Canada (476 out of 4,247
corporate directors)” (Catalyst, 2004, §1). According to Korn/Ferry International (2002),
although 66% of senior executives expect corporate boards of directors to become more gender
diverse over the next 10 years, over half of those surveyed expect little or no change with respect
to the gender of CEO positions.

Dramatic cultural changes over the past three decades have led to the emergence of a
talented pool of qualified females ready to accept leadership positions. However, men still
control the boardrooms of North America and continue to make the majority of economic and
political decisions in the world. Women must penetrate these boardrooms and rise to the most
senior levels in corporations so that their voices and opinions can be heard. Leadership that is not
representative of our society cannot comprehensively orchestrate the development of relevant
social and economic policies (Dunnigan & Reid, 1999).

Rotary offers an opportunity for men and women to share and develop their leadership
skills. Many male members of Rotary are those same men who sit in the boardrooms of the
world. Increasing women’s membership in Rotary will provide men with increased exposure to

the unique qualities that women bring to leadership. Ultimately, this may increase the number of



women in those boardrooms around the world and place women in positions where they can
influence decisions that affect society.

My reasons for doing this action research project are:

e The Edmonton Rotary Club needs to develop an action plan to increase club

membership if the club is to continue to exist and grow.

e Women leaders will share the opportunities and benefits of joining service clubs such

as Rotary.

e Ican help to raise the awareness of the talents and capabilities of women leaders by

encouraging more women leaders to join Rotary.

Not only do women benefit as individual leaders from the social interaction in service
clubs, but the service clubs also play an important role in sustaining healthy communities.
Current membership in service clubs such as Rotary is declining, and if this issue is not
addressed, then it will likely lead to their extinction. The death of these service clubs could lead
to less healthy communities, whereas active service clubs with growing memberships support
increased civic engagement and increased social capital in healthy communities.

Machiavellians would call it civic virtue (Ledeen, 1999);, American sociologist Putnam
(2000) called it social capital. Whatever you choose to call it, civic engagement by members of a
community is vital to a community’s overall health. I believe that a healthy community is integral
to economic development and that economic development is essential for a healthy community.
People do not want to live or work in communities that are unsafe or economically depressed.
Business leaders concern themselves with the level of social capital in their communities because
it economically affects their bottom line. If a community is unsafe or lacks recreational or social

services, it is difficult to attract and retain employees. Service clubs such as Rotary provide a way



for community leaders to share information and insights while contributing to the social capital
of their communities, ensuring that they are building communities where people want to live,
work, and play.

According to Putnam (2000), social scientists have unearthed a wide range of empirical
evidence that the quality of public life and the performance of social institutions are powerfully
influenced by civic engagement. Researchers in such fields as education, urban poverty,
unemployment, and the control of crime and drug abuse have discovered that successful
outcomes are more likely in civically engaged communities.

Putnam (2000) has done substantial research in the area of declining membership in civic
organizations and the effect of this issue on social capital in a community. Putnam offered the
following definition of social capital:

Whereas physical capital refers to physical objects and human capital refers to properties

of individuals, social capital refers to connections among individuals—social networking

and the norm of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. In that sense, social
capital is closely related to what some have called civic virtue. The difference is that
social capital calls attention to the fact that civic virtue is most powerful when embedded

in a dense network of reciprocal social relations. (p. 19)

If Putnam was correct and declining membership in civic organizations is leading to the demise
of social capital in communities, then it is essential that organizations such as Rotary not only
survive, but grow.

Not only do women place value on social capital, but they also have an important role to

play in contributing social capital to their communities. The Edmonton Rotary Club has an



opportunity to increase social capital in Edmonton by growing its membership and including
women leaders.

According to the literature, there are many potential solutions to address the opportunity
of developing the female membership of service clubs. Of particular interest is the concept that
there are many more men today who are practicing a leadership style that might be considered
“feminine” leadership (Yukl, 2002). For instance, if the Rotary Club was committed to marketing
its membership to women leaders, then it would be appropriate for the organization to continue
to promote women to leadership positions within the local, district, and international ranks of the
organization. By continuing to promote women into leadership positions, the members of Rotary
will be able to cite examples of where the membership has progressed from an exclusive old
boys’ club to an inclusive service club. The more opportunity that the club has to dispel the myth
that it is a male-dominated leadership organization, the better able it will be to attract potential
women leaders who are looking for an opportunity to serve their communities.

The Organization

“We all get 86,400 seconds as the clock strikes midnight and there’s no carrying over
allowed. How we spend those 86,400 seconds is up to us” (Devlyn, 2001, p. 87). In 1905 in
Chicago there were no consumer protection laws, and corruption was endemic. The only law was
that of buyer beware. A lonely, young Chicago lawyer, Paul Harris, raised in a small town in
Vermont, longed for the fellowship of his safe little community. One evening over dinner with
his friend Silvester Schiele, Harris proposed that a group of Chicago businessmen meet on a
regular basis for fellowship.

Four men attended the first meeting, but the idea took off quickly, with meetings taking

place regularly and on a rotational basis at the members’ business locations hence the name



Rotary Club. Rotary grew and expanded quickly across the globe. It was not long before the club
members changed their organization from one of business and fellowship to one of service and
became the world’s first service club. The object of Rotary has been “to encourage and foster the
ideal of service as a basis of worthy enterprise” (Rotary International, 2003c q 1). The first
service work taken on by the Rotary Club of Chicago in 1907 was the construction of Chicago’s
first public lavatory outside the City Hall. With this inaugural project, Rotary became known as
the world’s first service club.

Today Rotary is a global network of community volunteers. There are over 31,000 Rotary
clubs in 166 countries around the globe. In 2002 the total membership in Rotary exceeded 1.2
million people (Rotary International, 2003a). “Rotary admitted women for the first time
(worldwide) in 1989 and claims more than 90,000 women in its ranks today” (Rotary
International, 2003b, § 3). Of the 230 members of the Edmonton Rotary Club, approximately 25
are women.

Rotary is organized at club, district, and international levels; and the members of Rotary
are also members of the worldwide association known as Rotary International (Rotary
International, 2003b). Each club operates independently and has the ability to elect its own
officers and operate with considerable autonomy. Rotary clubs also are organized into 529
districts. A governor who is an elected officer of Rotary International leads each district.

In 2003, for the first time ever, a woman was District Governor of District 5370, which is
the district in which the Edmonton Rotary Club exists. A board of directors consisting of a
president, past president, president elect, treasurer, secretary, and eight directors govern the
Edmonton Rotary Club. To date, only one woman has served as president of the Edmonton

Rotary Club since its charter on April 1, 1916.






