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Abstract
This study examined identity construction among a purposeful sample of professional women of
Appalachian origin with particular regard to the blending of their cultural heritage in a society in
which they are often marginalized. The questions guiding the research were grounded in a
conceptual framework encompassing elements of culture, gender, leadership, and identity
theories specifically using internal colonization, social cognitive, and social identity theories.
They included the following: How do these women identify with their Appalachian heritage?
How has their Appalachian heritage influenced real or perceived feelings of marginalization and
how has that shaped their identity? Do they perceive themselves to be leaders in any capacity?
How have they blended or reconciled their professional and Appalachian identities? Participants
were asked these questions during in-depth interviews and were then invited to join other
members of the study in a focus group discussion designed to explore the findings. Common
themes which emerged from the interviews were related to culture, personal identity, social
identity, and leadership. The identity construction of these women reflected a life composition
akin to an interwoven quilt-like pattern stitched together through refocus and redefinition of their
lives based on relationships, their sense of place, their education, age, maternal influences, and
their experiences outside the region. They demonstrated a dual consciousness by actively
making choices about how they present their cultural pride juxtaposed with a keen sensitivity and
awareness about Appalachian stereotypes. The leadership aspect of their identity unfolded
through their stories of personal development and relationship to the physical region, their
families, and their community. The findings from this study prepared a solid launching pad for
future studies that will continue to inform our understanding of the Appalachian culture and the
people it represents. This study fills a gap in Appalachian scholarship regarding Appalachian
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women which has historically failed to employ an appreciative lens to Appalachian women’s
subculture. Furthermore, it is unique in that it overlaps cognitive aspects of identity with
geographical aspects of a region. The electronic version of this dissertation is at OhioLink ETD
Center, www.ohiolink.edu/etd
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Chapter I: Introduction
“When one has matured surrounded by implicit disparagement, the undiscovered self is
an unexpected resource. Self-knowledge is empowering” (Bateson, 1989, p. 5).
Some of the most amazing women keep some of the most surprising secrets.
Appalachian women, who make their lives on the periphery of central Appalachia, near
contemporary urban centers, are keenly aware of the invisible identifiers that have the potential
to stigmatize or alienate them among some audiences yet conversely, represent acceptance
among others. Whether socially or professionally, women in southern Ohio along the western
edge of northern Appalachia, interact among complex cultural stereotypes that can influence how
they identify themselves. Further, they contend with a delicate balance between acceptance
among outsiders and rejection among their own family and friends sometimes resulting in a
feeling of otherness in their lives.
In countless exchanges, I have been amazed by professional Appalachian women’s
ability to adapt in diverse settings. As scholars and everyday folk attest, the “hillbilly” continues
to be the last of acceptable prejudicial identifiers. Regretfully, it is such terms and insults that
are freely exchanged without consequence and serve to homogenize an entire population.
Professional women, particularly those whose work includes exchanges with colleagues, clients,
and customers outside the Appalachian region, are keenly aware of the stigma of being affiliated
with a marginalized culture. Frequently speaking of “wearing two hats,” they recognize that in
social and professional situations, they have experienced a heightened sense of self-awareness, or
a dual-consciousness, because of both visible and invisible Appalachian markers. This
intuitiveness often dictates what secrets to keep and what secrets to share.
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To understand this situation better, I have turned to other women in the region to explore
the extent to which they have experienced this sense of otherness or dual consciousness. More
importantly, I wanted to learn about their strategies for developing a healthy sense of confidence
or self-awareness despite the complexities they have faced in being an Appalachian woman in a
geographic area that rests on the fringe of the larger Appalachian region. This research confirms
the existence of this often unspoken aspect of Appalachian women’s lives that can represent an
empowering and liberating process of self-discovery.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this research was to explore how professional women of Appalachian
origin living in rural areas near urban centers construct their identity. This study was based on
the assumption that being a member of a stereotyped culture contributes to a dual-consciousness
which influences our interactions among insiders and outsiders of the culture and can perpetuate
feelings of both belonging and otherness.
While recognizing the vastness of the Appalachian region, this study was limited to
Adams, Brown, and Highland counties in southern Ohio because of their unique geographical
positioning as a peripheral region to central Appalachia, yet situated near Cincinnati and
Columbus. For Appalachian people residing in this area, proximity to these urban centers
represents frequent social and professional interaction among cultural groups different than their
own.
The research questions guiding this study were: How do these women identify with their
Appalachian heritage? How has their Appalachian heritage influenced real or perceived feelings
of marginalization and how has that shaped their identity? Do they perceive themselves to be
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leaders in any capacity? How have they blended or reconciled their professional and
Appalachian identities?
The Appalachian Context
Appalachia, first defined by the Appalachian Regional Development Act of 1965, was
initially described in terms related to geographical parameters (see Figure 1.1). The Appalachian
Regional Commission (ARC) was later introduced as an offspring of the Act designed to address
the socioeconomic disparities of the region. The 205,000 square mile region along the
Appalachian Mountain range consists of 24.8 million people across 420 counties (ARC, 2010).
Often divided into three sub-regions (northern, central, and southern), Appalachia spans from
southern New York to northern Mississippi. Nearly half (42%) of Appalachia is rural compared
to the only 20% of the rest of the nation (ARC, 2010).

Figure 1.1. Appalachian region, USA (ARC, 2010).
Often thought of as a homogenous region of America, Appalachia is actually quite
diverse not only in terms of the ratio of rural to urban geographic areas, but also in terms of
economic status, educational attainment, and other factors. Despite the persistently high
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concentration of poverty in the region, a 2010 ARC report indicated that the number of counties
within the Appalachian region with poverty rates 1.5 times the national average has decreased
from 295 in 1960, to 116 in 2010. The population is comprised of an increasingly aging segment
as college-age and working-age people are migrating out of the region. Residents’ educational
attainment lags behind the nation. The proportion of adults in Appalachia with a college degree
is about two-thirds of the national average (ARC, 2010). Per capita income rates in 2007 were
20% lower than the rest of the nation and, while employment growth in Appalachia from 2002 to
2007 remained competitive with the nation, the current economic recession has resulted in a loss
of the 800,000 jobs that the Appalachia region had gained since 2000 (ARC, 2010).
Employment sectors in Appalachia include mining, manufacturing, and utilities. Projected
growth sectors are health and education, personal services, professional services, and public
administration (ARC, 2010).
Appalachian culture. Beyond the geographic and socioeconomic description of
Appalachia, a consistent and unified explanation of the culture is more difficult to formulate.
Authentic portrayals exist alongside popular culture and media depictions as well as negative
scholarship that make a clear description elusive. Despite conceptions of the “other America”
(Harrington, 1962, p. xx), there exists a host of other descriptors that celebrate the heterogeneous
nature of the Appalachian region and challenges the negative connotations. The more positive
portrayals include reference to Appalachian people’s orientation toward family, music, arts, and
good cooking not to mention their hard work ethic, neighborly generosity, and strong community
ties. While less appreciative depictions suggest that Appalachian people are backward,
incestuous, uneducated, and talk with a strange accent.
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Appalachian Ohio. On the far western edge of the Appalachian region rest Adams,
Brown, and Highland counties in southern Ohio. Similar in topography to the larger
Appalachian region, this unique area rests on the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains and is
adjacent to Hamilton county (Cincinnati) to the west and near Franklin county (Columbus) to the
north. The fact that this area is a border region of the larger Appalachian area is distinctly visible
through the geography as the Appalachian foothills are a part of the horizon in some of the area
and consume the land in others, yet the socioeconomic statistics are generally consistent with
those noted deep within the region. Unemployment in Appalachian southern Ohio is well above
the national average of 9.3% (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010) and even hovers above the state
average of 10.2% (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010) at a larger 14.4% in Highland county,
12.6% in Adams county, and 10.4% (Office of Workforce Development, 2010) in Brown county.
Ironically, urban neighboring counties, inclusive of those encompassing Cincinnati (Hamilton
county) and Columbus (Franklin county), the unemployment rate is among the lowest in the
state, 9.1% and 8.3% respectively (Office of Workforce Development, 2010). Educational
attainment statistics follow a similar pattern. In the Appalachian counties of Highland, Brown,
and Adams, the percentage of the adults age 25 or older without a high school diploma is 23.7%,
25.2%, and 31.4% respectively, while the same statistic is considerably lower in Hamilton
(17.3%) and Franklin (14.3%) counties (Ohio Department of Development, 2011).
Rationale for Investigating the Question
As early as the 1970s, researchers (Borman & Obermiller, 1994; McCoy, Trevino, &
McCoy, 1994; Obermiller, 2007) began exploring Appalachian people in transition to urban
areas, particularly Cincinnati. Generally speaking, the transition from the Appalachian heartland
to peripheral urban centers revealed obvious socioeconomic challenges, social isolation, and a
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keen awareness of otherness among Appalachian people making this geographical move. This
research provides the foundation for recognizing social influences on Appalachian people and
puts in motion a more robust exploration of urban Appalachians. What is virtually absent,
however, is research related to Appalachian people who interact in both worlds.
Too frequently, ethnic, minority, and cultural groups are perceived as homogenous
despite the fact that members of a group have distinctive characteristics that display their
heterogeneity—Appalachians are such a group (McCoy et al., 1994). Appalachian scholarship
has attempted to address stereotypes using a broad approach with limited emphasis on gender or
concern for specific geographic regions outside central Appalachia (Billings, Gurney, & Ledford,
1999; Egan, 1993; Fiene, 1990, 1991; Giardina, 1999; Gottlieb, 2001; Jones, 2007; Massey,
2007; Sarnoff, 2003; Seitz, 1995; Sohn, 2003). These studies, while advancing arguments that
explain or dispel Appalachian stereotypes, are limited in their relevancy to areas situated near the
outermost edges of the geographic territory. And, only a few scholars (Borman & Obermiller,
1994; Sullivan & Miller, 1990) have explored the social consequences of Appalachian people
migrating to urban America. Further, with the exception of Devona Smith’s (2006) recent
research into the influence of critical life events as part of identity construction, little emphasis
has been paid to research involving women who successfully defy Appalachian misconceptions
through their personal and professional leadership. Lastly, only limited Appalachian scholarship
(Fiene, 1990; Gottlieb, 2001; Sohn, 2003) directly discusses perceptions of inferiority and their
implications in shaping self-identity, particularly among Appalachian women.
Researching this topic is important for the future of Appalachian women in an often
overlooked region of the area. Southern Ohio lies on the fringe of the frequently studied central
Appalachian area and is virtually nonexistent in the literature. Further, according to personal
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experience and statistics from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010), as well as the ARC report
(2010), this region exhibits characteristics that are comparable to the central Appalachian profile
including distinct accent, topography, and depressing vital statistics such as high unemployment,
poverty, and low educational attainment. The people in this region, while living on the fringe of
the larger Appalachian region yet clearly demonstrating Appalachian mannerisms, customs, and
accent, frequently find themselves interacting socially and professionally among a population
which has little understanding or appreciation for Appalachian culture. Essentially, women in
this region often find themselves interacting in two distinctly different worlds on a relatively
consistent basis. At times, this can be exhausting as these women are in a constant negotiation in
terms of what aspects of their identity may favor or harm them.
It is important to study women’s identity construction, particularly among successful
women, because of the influence they have on others in a poverty-stricken area. Awareness of
their cultural heritage and the self-confidence they model both inside and outside the region is
important because without such models, poverty, low-educational attainment, and unemployment
evolves into an acceptable norm. The result is that talent is overlooked or underdeveloped and
opportunities are lost.
Further, the timing of this research is critical in that the economic climate warrants
emerging leadership. The current economic downturn has infiltrated the region and negatively
impacted even the most stable aspects of the community resulting in record-high unemployment,
unprecedented county budget shortfalls, higher crime, and depressed morale. These conditions
exacerbate preconceived notions of backwardness, unworthiness, and fatalism. Perhaps now
more than ever in this region’s history, we need people, including young women, to rise above
these circumstances and demonstrate leadership that empowers others to do the same.
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Positionality and Interests
As a native and lifelong resident of the rural, southern Ohio Appalachian region, I share a
personal familiarity with the geography, culture, traditions, and spoken as well unspoken
perceptions related to being from and living in the area. Similar to the women I have selected to
interview, I made a conscious choice to live in southern Ohio. Like these women, my social and
professional interests and obligations often overlap with areas that are more urban than rural and
among people who have vague or misguided understandings of what it means to be Appalachian.
This positioning will allow me to have more intimate conversations with participants than might
be afforded to an outsider of the region.
My interest in this research emerged from a deeply personal level. It developed during a
time in my life when I was grappling with my own identity and my association with a culture
that is frequently stereotyped by popular media and among insiders and outsiders of the region.
Perhaps by chance or divine intervention, I was introduced to a woman’s words that ultimately
changed my attitude forever. In Bell and Nkomo’s (2001) book, Our Separate Ways: Black and
White Women and the Struggle for Professional Identity, a Black woman described the Black
and White communities in her life. She said:
Two separate drawers, two separate faces, and two separate uniforms. I get up on
Monday through Friday and I think about acting, behaving, and interacting with one
group of people where I am more formal and maintain an emotional distance. Then on
Friday evenings, I close the door to my office. The weekend is back to me, back to
family, back to being in safe territory. It’s not that I don’t do things with White folks
from time to time, but my worlds are not very integrated, they are separate and distinct.
. . . It’s just two closets: they both work and I know what to expect in both of them.
(p. 231)
This book, as reflected in the aforementioned quote, represented two profound transitions in my
scholarly interests and my life. First, this was my first introduction to other women revealing
that they feel compelled to maintain a dual-consciousness. Second, it was after this reading that
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my privilege became apparent. My personal identity struggle, while real to me, seemed
miniscule in comparison to what this Black woman described—my Appalachian identity could
be concealed at my choosing, hers could not. This epiphany sparked my interest in
understanding how women who belong to a marginalized population construct their identity.
Lastly, this research represents my contribution toward changing a thought pattern among
people who ponder their existence in the Appalachian region. Often conflicted between a sincere
love of the region and all that it represents and an internal struggle to prove one’s personal
capability or self-worth, many people in Appalachia, particularly the youth, face an identity
dilemma grounded in their choice about where to make a life. An anonymous dear friend once
commented during his struggle to accept or reject an employment offer at a well-known, large,
urban college, “the Appalachian part of me wants to take it to prove that I can be somebody,
while another part of me wants to pass because I like it here” [speaking of the rural Appalachian
college where he currently practices]. What makes this comment insightful is that this friend is a
highly accomplished academic professional who holds a doctorate and would be deemed highly
successful in virtually any environment, yet he obviously grappled with his own self-worth
despite his accomplishments. This is not an uncommon quandary among people in this area and
sadly, many people make the choice to escape the region for reasons inconsistent with their
internal passions and pleasures.
Personally, I, too, have struggled to make such decisions and, like my friend, they were
never precipitated by an earnest desire to leave the region or be a part of a different environment
but rather, a desire to prove something about my self-worth. I arrived at this research
deceptively lacking confidence in my identity, yet I now recognize that exploring other women’s
stories is a mutually empowering experience. By opening my mind to theoretical frameworks
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guiding gender, culture, identity, and leadership, I sensed my confidence rising as I understood
aspects of identity that had been indescribable or unexplainable prior to my study. I eagerly
anticipated exploring the identity of other women in the region and my hopefulness that the
research would contribute to building confidence and empowering others to untangle the familiar
angst sometimes affiliated with being an Appalachian woman was fulfilled. Without question,
Appalachian Ohio faces dire socioeconomic situations, yet none of them are irreversible. This
research, while only one small contribution to the region’s dilemmas, has the potential to
encourage a stronger sense of regional pride that ultimately influences the hardships the region
faces. We desperately need talented and capable people to stay in the area and exercise their
gifts in building our economy, educating our children, and generally making Appalachian Ohio a
good place to live. What we do not need is a community of people who perceive themselves as
being trapped or living a life based on a poor decision. John O’Brien, an Appalachian novelist
who wrote of his experience growing up in Appalachia, moving away, and then deciding to
move his young family back to Appalachia, questions himself after his teenage son ultimately
forfeited his acceptance into Cornell University. O’Brien (2001) wrote:
That summer, 1988, Cornell accepted Chris, and this became one of the complications.
Once on campus, Christopher was surrounded by bright, confident students, whose
natural assertiveness ran contrary to his Appalachian sensibilities. . . . No one was ever
rude or unkind to him, but he was intimidated and frightened every waking moment.
After an agonizing series of phone calls, he came home . . . I blamed myself for not
instilling more confidence in my son and bringing him to Appalachia. . . . I remain
convinced that being “Appalachian” was at the heart of Christopher’s difficulty on the
Cornell campus. (p. 294)
My position in this research is fueled by self-interest in that I, too, am a member of my
Appalachian community and I choose to make my life here. I want to raise my children with a
strong sense of self-confidence that is firmly rooted in unwavering cultural pride that is never
compromised by any sense of dual identity stemming from where they live.
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Scope of Literature Review
For purposes of my research interests, the scope of literature included an interdisciplinary
selection. Among this selection was work related to the history and geography of Appalachia
and social psychological and sociological studies of gender and identity. The literature related to
Appalachia included historical, cultural, and theoretical selections and encompassed both
empirical studies and literary selections. Within the cultural frame, I used intersectional studies,
which explore the relationship between race, gender, and class embedded in socially constructed
systems. The social science literature informed my conceptualization of women’s self-identity.
Lastly, the leadership framework was grounded in scholarship emphasizing relational or
frequently referred to as authentic leadership and self-leadership.
Terminology used in this study could be interpreted in a variety of ways. Consequently,
specifying the meaning of several of the broader terms is important to the full understanding of
this research. Using the word construct in the context of women constructing their identity is
implied to mean creating or forming and can be used interchangeably with the word shape. Selfidentity used in this study refers to an umbrella term for self-concept or mindset. In this
application, it could also be equated to one’s conception and expression of individuality and/or
group connectedness. Leadership in this study is interested in both self-leadership, as well as
formal leadership. Borrowing largely from Neck and Houghton’s (2006) concept of selfleadership, which includes the extent to which we control ourselves, this study couples selfleadership with a broader, more holistic conception of leadership such as that espoused by
Sinclair (2007) which represents a critical perspective of leadership that is relational and inspires
others to action in a variety of settings not limited to organizations. Sinclair suggested that
thinking about leadership in this manner positions us to consider leadership as a “form of being
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(with ourselves and others) . . . [and is] anchored to personal self-awareness and mindfulness
towards others” (p. xviii). Simply put, this conception of leadership, sometimes used
synonymously with authentic leadership, provides a pathway to some of the most influential
Appalachian women that is not necessarily based on hierarchal prestige within an organization,
but rather more concerned with ability to motivate and inspire others.
Epistemological Approach and Narrative Inquiry
Appalachia, as a cultural influence in the construction of women’s identity, emerged from
the voices of Appalachian women through the use of a qualitative research strategy. Qualitative
researchers emphasize the socially constructed nature of reality and acknowledge that there is
often a close relationship between the researcher and what is being studied as they seek to
discover “how” social experience is created (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 13). A cornerstone of
qualitative inquiry is a profound concern with understanding what other human beings are doing
or saying (Schwandt, 2003). This study explored how Appalachian women construct their
identity by using the authentic voice of such women.
Interviewing as a qualitative method. Throughout our daily lives, we talk to one
another and we use one another’s stories to make meaning. Kvale (1996) said, “conversation is a
basic mode of human interaction. . . . Through conversation we get to learn about their
experiences, feelings, and hopes and the world they live in” (p. 5). The research interview is a
specific form of conversation (Kvale, 1996). Content, involvement, and reflection all influence
the research interview (Kvale, 1996). Theoretically and methodologically, interviews are wellsuited to address my research interests. For the researcher who embraces the relational aspects
represented in constructing knowledge, qualitative interviewing represents a logical approach to
research. It is through interviews that we can explore diverse situations and begin to recognize
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where they intertwine and overlap. The interview questions were open-ended, conversational in
nature, and guided by mental probes relative to cultural aspect of identity, marginalization,
gender, and leadership.
The participants involved in this study were 10 Appalachian professional, adult women
residing in Adams, Brown, and Highland counties in southern Ohio. They ranged in age from
their late-20s to mid-60s. The interviews with these women were digitally recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and loaded into NVivo software for structured analysis. The focus group sessions
were recorded, but not transcribed. I used the interview data to identify themes, categories, and
patterns. Data were analyzed from the particular to the general and theoretical frames were used
to interpret the data. Measures of validity and reliability, including a focus group and use of a
buddy system for coding, were used during the research respectively. As a means of member
checking, the first focus group included members of the study sample who came together for a
presentation and discussion of the findings and analysis. One of my colleagues in the Antioch
University Ph.D. in Leadership and Change program served as an external check of my coded
data.
Limitations and Ethical Considerations
Because this study was an exploratory study to understand the construction of
Appalachian women’s self-identity using a small sample of participants, there was no intent to
generalize the findings. However, because I rigorously followed methodological protocol, the
study represents research that can be transferred to other populations for future exploration. In
this type of study, I was not seeking validity as used in the positivist frame, but rather
trustworthiness. In the naturalistic environment, I was mindful of criteria of adequacy and
appropriateness, the audit trail, and member checking (Rudestam & Newton, 2001). Different
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than triangulation, member checking allowed me to revisit my participants and explore whether
they saw the conclusion of the project the same way I did (Richards, 2009). For this aspect of
the research, I hosted a focus group among eight of the 10 interview participants.
The purpose of this study was to explore how Appalachian women living in rural areas
close to large urban centers construct their identity. The data was gathered through face-to-face
interviews that were recorded and transcribed, as well as focus group conversations that were
digitally recorded. Participants were protected through informed consent. A complete
application was submitted and approved by the Antioch University Ph.D. in Leadership and
Change Institutional Review Board (IRB).
Because my study involved a marginalized population, particular attention was offered to
my representation of Appalachia. As a researcher situated in the study as a fellow Appalachian
woman, I was mindful of presenting Appalachia in an appreciative manner. Fine, Weis, Weseen,
and Wong (2003) suggested, “in the hands of relatively privileged researchers studying those
whose experiences have been marginalized, the reflexive mode’s potential to silence subjects is
of particular concern” (p. 170). While I perceive myself to be privileged in many respects,
including my role as the principal investigator, I was acutely aware of how my representation of
information leading up to the study and research findings served to influence perceptions of the
Appalachian culture.
Organization of the Study
This research was intended to fill a gap within Appalachian scholarship surrounding
identity and was grounded in diverse literature representing gender, culture, leadership, and
social psychology. The questions guiding this study were framed using this theoretical analysis
and were designed to offer a glimpse of a microcosmic view within the larger Appalachian
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region. In addition to this introductory chapter, this study includes a review of the literature
(chapter 2) and an explanation of the methodological framework guiding the study (chapter 3),
study findings (chapter 4), analysis of the findings, and recommendations for future studies
(chapter 5) and finally, personal reflections (chapter 6).
In the absence of a single overarching theoretical framework to guide this study, chapter
2 represents relevant literature on the subject of Appalachian culture, gender, leadership, and
identity theory. The overarching context of this research is about the Appalachia region, so the
literature review is segmented in two distinct sections. This allows for a comprehensive
contextual review of Appalachia (section 1) to be complemented with a discussion of the
relevant literature regarding gender, leadership, and identity (section 2).
Chapter 3 is a review of the methodology that was selected for this study. Substantiating
the qualitative design of the research and then focusing on the particular research style, narrative
inquiry, this chapter discusses the pilot interview used to launch this research, as well as fully
describes the interview protocol and the method of analysis.
Chapter 4 describes the findings from the interviews and focus group data as appropriate.
After describing the study participants and the analysis of the data, emerging themes are
organized within culture, identity, social identity, and leadership.
Chapter 5 is a discussion of the findings and what they reveal about Appalachian
professional women’s identity construction. Several critical concepts emerge to describe the
complexity in identity construction among the women. Those concepts include dual
consciousness, composing a life, and leading as a way of being. In addition, this chapter
addresses the way in which this research fills a gap in existing literature and recommends future
research.
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Chapter 6 is the concluding chapter that summarizes the study and reflects on the ways in
which the study offers new ways for me to think about my own Appalachian identity and reflects
on the ways in which this study influenced me and my participants. Through the stories of other
Appalachian women, I was able to recognize more clearly the influence we have on one another
in the region. By sharing this personal reflection, perhaps others may be inspired to consider
their own identity in a new light.
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Chapter II: Literature Review
Researchers have made significant contributions to our understanding of culture, gender,
and identity, yet gains in how these concepts intersect to understand Appalachian people remains
widely elusive. Appalachian scholarship, while extensively emphasizing the sociology of the
region following the 1960s and the popular War on Poverty, has made only minimal advances in
appreciatively exploring how Appalachian people construct their identity and do so with
consideration for historical inequality and gender oppression. Virtually none of the recent
literature aptly investigates such identity construction with consideration or attentiveness to
geographical aspects such as proximity to urban areas and how this potentially results in a
conflicted identity stemming from distinct cultural differences.
The purpose of this research was to explore how Appalachian professional women living
in southern Ohio construct their identity. This study was based on the assumption that being a
member of a stereotyped and often marginalized culture contributes to an individuals’
development of a dual-consciousness that influences interactions among insiders and outsiders of
the culture and can perpetuate feelings of both belonging and otherness. This postulation is
particularly relevant when exploring the lives of professional women whose work and social
obligations dictate that they are in and out of the region and interact with a diverse audience on a
frequent basis. Specifically, I was interested in assessing the extent to which these women
experience and negotiate duality and otherness.
This research aimed to address this gap by exploring the experiences of a select group of
Appalachian professional women who are able to speak to the aforementioned assumption.
Appalachian women’s lives are diverse and cannot be adequately described by a limited
theoretical slant that might be applied by a cultural historian, a social psychologist, or even a
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feminist scholar. Consequently, the body of literature reviewed for this research represents
relevant, interdisciplinary selections from cultural studies, the sociology of identity (namely
stereotyping and stigmatization), as well as feminist and leadership literature. Further, I made
considerable use of previous research relating to other marginalized populations as it lent itself
well to establishing a framework for my study. Particularly, I drew from studies relating to race
(Bell & Nkomo, 2001) and culture (Anzaldua, 1999). Of particular interest were the few recent
dissertations that addressed Appalachian women leaders as products of culture and life events
(Smith, 2006), Appalachian culture and value perceptions among Southern women (Huskins,
2003), and stereotyping and stigmatization of Appalachian women (Dye, 2008). A selection of
scholarship that provides a critical analytic lens for studying gender, class, and cultural
disparities (Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Hill Collins, 1990) enabled me to look at structures of
inequality that informed this research. And finally, feminist literature addressing women’s
development of self and voice (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986), as well as the
interwoven and evolving nature of women’s lives (Bateson, 1989) was included.
The path by which this literature emerged included a number of searches through
academic databases. All anchored in gender (women), the searches included word combinations
representing Appalachia, culture, stereotypes, identity, and self-concept. Springing from the
deep search, ancillary searches with emphasis on feminist theory, women’s leadership, and
women’s identity were fruitful in contributing to the search process. Further, citation searching
within related work yielded abundant trails that warranted exploration. These searches occurred
in the spring of 2010 and were designed with alerts to signal new scholarship through the
summer of 2011. General parameters surrounding the datedness of the literature were
established at 25 years for most research with longer allowances for theoretical works.
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Organization of the Literature
The theoretical frameworks guiding this research emerged from literature representing
Appalachia, gender, identity, and leadership. While none of them are a perfect fit in the absence
of the others, the conceptual framework for this study is complex in that it builds from all of
these areas. It is constructed by recognizing aspects of existing theories that speak directly to the
construction of an Appalachian woman’s identity and have the potential to explain a sense of
dual consciousness that drives this study. To construct a woman’s identity, the core elements of
cultural heritage, gender, leadership, and societal expectations are interactive and interdependent.
These elements are presented within two major sections including Appalachian frameworks and
women in the region (section 1) followed by a more general review of gender, leadership, and
social psychological frameworks in the context of identity formation (section 2). In the final
section of the literature review, the two sections are brought together to discuss the complexity
surrounding the construction of an Appalachian woman’s identity. This, in turn, provided the
foundation upon which the interview questions were developed and interpreted.
Section 1: Appalachia and Appalachian Women
Defining Appalachia. Among both insiders and outsiders to the region, Appalachia
holds a variety of meanings. For some, Appalachia is a concept and for others, it is simply a
geographical region. While it is perhaps most obviously a place on the map, Appalachia is a
blend of location and conception. It includes a long mountain range with foothills that span from
northeast Mississippi to southern New York and it is a region replete with notions and
perceptions, both internally and externally constructed, about the people who inhabit this land.
With boundaries that have expanded throughout the years, the ARC recognizes 420 counties
across 13 states along the eastern portion of the greater United States. The region is further
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subdivided into northern, central, and southern domains (ARC, 2010). People are drawn to the
region for its beauty and seemingly simplistic nature. Conversely, people reject or avoid the
region because of the socioeconomic disparity which runs rampant throughout the region,
particularly central Appalachia.
The geography, while a unique aspect of the area, is only one element of a larger and
more complex equation of the region’s identity including cultural nuances, economics,
education, and family structures. Ron Eller (2008), a contemporary Appalachian scholar and
theorist, suggested that Appalachia is often perceived as a place of beauty from a geographical,
landscape perspective yet, “endures as a paradox in American society” (p. 3). Appearing as a
place of cultural backwardness, Eller claimed, “we know Appalachia exists because we need it to
exist in order to define what we are not. It is the ‘other America’ because the very idea of
Appalachia convinces us of the righteousness of our own lives” (p. 3). Essentially, the
distinctiveness of Appalachia is defined in large part by the ways in which the culture and
traditions are different than mainstream America.
Appalachian Frameworks
There are a variety of theoretical frameworks that have been constructed to understand
Appalachia. While a robust description of them is not warranted for this research, it is
imperative that a brief introduction is offered so as to establish the basic conceptual structure that
informs this research as it relates to Appalachian culture. While it could be argued these
frameworks are not essential to understanding Appalachian professional women, I would argue
that the distinctiveness of these theories plays a significant role in the construction of
Appalachian people’s identity. The adoption or rejection of a particular theory heavily
influences the way in which one conceptualizes what it means to be an Appalachian person.
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Among the theories included are the culture of poverty framework, internal periphery model, and
internal colonization.
The culture of poverty framework, which gained popularity during the 1960s, is widely
associated with scholars such as Harrington (1962), Shapiro (1978), and Weller (1965) and
emphasizes the role of the individual in a life of poverty. Essentially, this framework suggests
that people adapt to a life of poverty by resigning themselves to a life of helplessness and
dependency. The victim of poverty is blamed for the perpetuation of poverty in the region—the
individual lacks the ability to break the cycle and fails to modernize with the rest of America. As
Lewis, Johnson, and Askins (1978) suggested, “the culture of poverty model attributes regional
problems to the deficiencies of the people and their culture” (p. 1). It is from this theoretical
framework that Appalachia as the “other America” (Harrington, 1962, p. xx) gains its strength.
Despite its frequent use in popular culture, the framework fails to account for the extraneous
economic and cultural factors that contribute to a life of poverty. Perhaps it is the simplicity of
blame that holds appeal for advocates of this model.
The internal periphery model, in contrast, attempts to frame Appalachia’s history and
current poverty solely in the context of economic influences. Billings and Blee (2000) suggested
“an understanding of Appalachian poverty must explain how corporate capitalist industrialization
has fed on, rather than created, Appalachian poverty” (p. 14). As described by Plaut (1977):
The internal periphery model draws on the works of Galbraith, James O’Connnor, and
Jurgens Habermas to describe the region as a resource preserve, complete with “native”
leadership that serves the needs of the advanced industrial, resources, and recreationhungry society that surrounds it. (p. 353)
Essentially, the internal periphery model acknowledges the exploitation of a rural area and
concludes that the cultural shift is simply a by-product of economic restructuring.
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Although not absent of critics, one widely used theoretical framework is that of internal
colonization. It is through the colonization lens that the intersection of gender and class can best
be examined. Therefore, it will be considered the best fit for this study from this point forward.
Grounded in both culture and economics, the internal colonization theory attempts to explain
Appalachia’s persistent poverty and underdevelopment by suggesting that it is a result of flawed
efforts among outsiders, including political power wielders, to exploit the land and its inhabitants
for capitalistic gains and interrupt the traditional social system by attempting to assimilate
Appalachian people into mainstream America.
Eller (1982, 2008), perhaps one of the most recognized contemporary proponents of
internal colonization theory, pointed to corporate greed, political corruption, and lack of
environmental consciousness among the colonizers as the reason Appalachia continues to be a
high poverty region. Eller suggested that, as a society, we have often defined progress as
something synonymous with technological development, industrial expansion, and growth in
material artifacts—essentially, progress means modernization. For an area such as Appalachia,
which has, in many respects, rejected such a narrow definition of progress, the perception of
backwardness has become the result of a failure to modernize as defined by the rest of America.
As a result, Eller (1982) asserted:
Cast in the static role, mountain people have thus rarely appeared as conscious actors on
the stage of American history, and almost never on center stage. They are acknowledged
to exist somewhere in the background, as subjects to be acted upon, but not as people
participating in the drama itself. (p. xviii)
Other advocates of internal colonization suggest economic exploitation and cultural
denigration has served to maintain Appalachian poverty (Lewis et al., 1978). Further, and
germane to this research, is the assertion that this exploitation has resulted in shamefulness about
being Appalachian. It has been suggested that natives can and often become colonizers
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themselves. In their attempt to protect themselves, natives succumb to their dependence on large
outside interests and begin framing their peers in an even more disparaging manner than might
be done by the outsider (Lewis et al., 1978). Further, it has been proposed that as colonizers
infiltrated the area, families and neighborhoods grew more closed. Cautiousness displayed
through skepticism and a “you are not one of us, you don’t understand” attitude developed into
what Lewis, Kobak, and Johnson (1978) referred to as a form of “defensive racism” (p. 133).
This ultimately led to what is framed as “biculturalism” (Lewis et al., 1978, p. 134). This
component of internal colonization is essential to my study in that it aptly conveys the duality
experienced by many Appalachian people. Lewis et al. (1978) suggested, “mountain children are
taught early to act properly in public and be hillbilly at home. Mountain people learn to deal
with medical, welfare, educational, governmental institutions, and speak their language and use
their techniques. . . . But the strain is great” (p. 134). It is these aspects of internal colonization
which begins to speak to the tension experienced by Appalachian people in their effort to
maintain their cultural heritage in a world that seemingly rejects many aspects of that heritage.
While I have chosen to rely on the internal colonization framework because it recognizes
both culture and economics, I, too, find flaws in the theory. I reject the assertion that blame for
disparity rests so heavily on the shoulders of outsiders. This theory, despite its numerous
strengths, insinuates an image that deceitful outsiders have purposefully sought to oppress
Appalachia. While there are certainly examples of this throughout history, a more balanced
perspective is warranted. Should we choose to place sole blame on outside actors or influences,
we reveal our own ineptness toward personal responsibility. It is true that Appalachia, in large
part, has been constructed through cultural and economic influences and it is this recognition of
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dual forces that can best position research which also introduces gender and stigmatization to the
equation.
Appalachian Sense of Place: Torn Between Two Worlds
There are both positive and negative consequences to being from Appalachia and these
make “where are you from?” a rather loaded question. It becomes a question about identity. It
becomes a decision about which aspects of oneself are revealed and which ones are concealed.
A valuable framework for understanding women’s identity work includes narrative linked to
place (Taylor, 2010). Taylor (2010) claimed that “place invokes complex associations around
which people position themselves and are positioned” (p. 123). Contemporary identities of place
are fragile and based predominantly on personal interpretation—they are not imaginary (Taylor,
2010).
While the central aim of this research is not necessarily to explore Appalachian
geography, it is noteworthy to discuss the implications place has on identity. The sense of place
often connected with Appalachia is essential to the construction of identity. In two different
studies, researchers explicitly sought to relate the geography with cognitive aspects of
Appalachian identity. These are both important contributions to the field in that they attempt to
connect cognitive maps with geographical maps. It is through these studies that we can
recognize how being from Appalachia plays a crucial role in our identity construction.
In a rather dated study, yet one that would be interesting to replicate today, researchers
Ulack and Raitz (1982) examined the perceptions and images of the Appalachian region among
three distinct groups. Based on data gathered from 2,366 surveys administered to college
students representing 63 higher education institutions situated in and adjacent to Appalachia,
Ulack and Raitz explored the identity construction of people based on their proximity to the
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Appalachian region. Not surprisingly, they revealed major differences among various groups in
terms of how they perceive the region and its people. The insiders (those who literally live in the
geographic boundaries of Appalachia) tend to relate more favorably to their association with
Appalachia, citing positive social values and aspects of nature as part of their identity (Ulack &
Raitz, 1982). On the other hand, cognitive outsiders (those who technically live in the region,
but do not consider themselves Appalachian) and outsiders (those who live outside the region
and do not claim to be Appalachian) have a greater propensity to associate Appalachia with
aspects of poverty, negative quality of life, popularized stereotypes, and social isolation.
In a more recent cognitive mapping study, Towers (2005) addressed a widely held
hypothesis that outmigration of the region’s young people is, in part, because of negative
stereotypes surrounding the area. Like Ulack and Raitz (1982), Towers used survey
instrumentation. Absent of any mention of Appalachian stereotypes, Towers explored
perceptions of Appalachian youth about best and worst regions on the West Virginia map.
Surveys from 689 students revealed a close relationship between spatial patterns and
Appalachian stereotypes. Open-ended responses by the students voiced a sardonic opinion about
labeling their neighbors. Despite the fact that the survey respondents all resided in the same state
of West Virginia and all were Appalachian, students spoke of particular counties as less than
desirable. Towers concluded, “labeling their neighbors as hillbillies, they can exempt their own
corners of West Virginia from the unfairness of Appalachian stereotypes” (p. 81). Overall
however, Towers demonstrated that Appalachian stereotypes promote out-migration from West
Virginia.
People who live in the region, whether they refer to themselves as Appalachian or not,
are keenly aware of the propensity to be stigmatized by their geography. Stephen Fisher (1999),
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a contributing writer in Billings, Gurney, and Ledford’s (1999) Back Talk from Appalachia:
Confronting Stereotypes, spoke of his identity struggle related to place. He said, when speaking
of his life when he moved from a working-class, predominantly Appalachian neighborhood to
the suburbs, “I didn’t fit” (Fisher, 1999, p. 187). When he entered college at an Ivy League
institution, he said, “I learned to be ashamed of where I was from” (Fisher, 1999, p. 188), yet he
also recognized a void in his identity. Caught between the tensions of being a member of a
stigmatized group and attempting to live outside the geographical domain which fuels the
stigmatization, Fisher (1999) concluded later in his life that being an Appalachian was important.
“Claiming Appalachia has given me a place, a sense of who I am and who I want to become”
(p. 189).
To some, Appalachian’s sense of place is enviable. This, perhaps, is a paradox of the
region. In a 2008 essay review, John Inscoe explored six different literary works in which the
Appalachian geography was used to define a sense of place and a sense of being for the authors.
In three of the works, the Appalachian experience was perceived as stifling while the other three
were portrayed in a therapeutic, calming, and nurturing manner. Among Inscoe’s review was
Bob Fox’s (2005) book Moving Out, Finding Home: Essays on Identity, Place, Community, and
Class. Fox, an artist raised in Manhattan and a one-time resident of Appalachian Ohio, speaks of
his sense of place. Unaware of nature’s power to move the spirit until he moved to Appalachian
Ohio, Fox said, “the red clay hills, its people and their destiny, infiltrated my writing. In
southeast Ohio, the hills, woods, and the unchanged lifestyle taught me that place defines one’s
sense of being in the world” (p. 132).
Both the cognitive mapping studies and the excerpts from other writers contribute to
understanding stereotypes and identity with a geographical slant and contribute to our
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comprehension of how Appalachian people construct their identity. Further, they reinforce the
significance of this study, which explores the complexities of living in a region on the periphery
of the Appalachian region. While the element of place is an essential aspect of identity, to fully
understand an Appalachian woman’s identity construction, it is important for this review to turn
toward implications of gender within the Appalachian context.
Images of Appalachia
Constructions of images of Appalachian people are generated culturally in both simple
and complex ways. These images emerge from popular myths perpetuated by media, research
agendas, and discourse that is exclusionary in nature. Conveniently, Appalachia has been
situated as the other. Norman (as cited in Billings et al., 1999), contributing editor to Back Talk
from Appalachia: Confronting Stereotypes, commented to another Kentucky writer:
America needs hillbillies. . . . Mountain people are the last group in America it is
acceptable to ridicule. No one would stand for it a minute if you took any other group—
Native Americans, African Americans, Hispanics, women—and held it up as an
example of everything that is low and brutal and mean. But somehow, it is OK to do
that with hillbillies. (p. 9)
In popular media, hillbillies are depicted as unclean, uneducated, and poverty stricken. The
simplicity that many Appalachian families seek to maintain is perceived as lazy, ignorant,
incapable, and old-fashioned. Sadly, older television shows, which continue as reruns today,
such as the Dukes of Hazard, the Beverly Hillbillies, HeeHaw, and others, shape a stereotype of
Appalachian people that has, in large part, been maintained through the recent decade only to be
replaced with newer versions of the same overgeneralizations. Cooke-Jackson and Hansen
(2008) suggested “stereotyping Appalachians in entertainment media is often normalized,
leading media consumers to believe the inaccurate depictions reflect reality” (p. 187). Even just
recently (October, 2009), a Quizno’s television commercial featured a hillbilly hot tub in which
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the stereotypical White, Appalachian male, complete with a distinguishable accent, missing front
tooth, and bib overalls, designed a hot tub in the front yard of his tattered cabin using a livestock
feed trough situated over the open flame of a campfire. Creators of this distasteful humor used
Appalachian people, commonly framed as hillbillies, to sell sandwiches. It is these, and
countless other examples of exploitation that contribute to the construction of negative
Appalachian stereotypes.
Researchers and journalists, like the entertainment industry yet motivated by perhaps
more noble interests, have also contributed to the Appalachian stigma. In their effort to create
evidence needed for policy support or other bureaucratic efforts, they have been deliberate in
capturing images of Appalachian people in the most uncompromising situations. Whether it is a
large family of despondent appearing children sitting on the front porch of a secluded cabin or
distressed mothers and fathers toiling in the barnyard scattered with hogs and chickens, these
insensitive efforts have been successful in creating an image of Appalachian people that sustains
the conception of the other. During an Appalachian Women’s Conference (September, 2009),
one guest presenter spoke about her experience working with a magazine that was featuring the
work she was doing with an Appalachian foundation. The magazine publisher was insistent on
capturing her working with children who were dirty and distressed. She rejected the magazine’s
approach as insensitive and motivated by interest in perpetuating negative stereotypes.
In addition to socio-economic factors, Appalachian people are widely tormented for their
accent. I would suggest that accent is perhaps the most obvious identifier of Appalachia people
and the most difficult to suppress. In Wilkinson (1999), an African American Appalachian
woman reflected on her transition from country home life to college and described her attempt to
mask anything that could identify her as country, “I tried to mimic the people I had seen on
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television, trying to repel the ‘country’ from my voice” (p. 184). Like many Appalachian people
tormented for their accent, she said that while her experience was fleeting she still, “kept it
close” (Wilkinson, 1999, p. 185). From a personal perspective, accent has generally been one
aspect of my identity that has fueled feelings of otherness. It is usually when someone hears the
accent that my insecurities emerge and I feel like I have immediately evolved from an intelligent
woman to a peculiar sideshow. Consequently, like the woman in Wilkinson’s work, I have taken
great strides in perfecting my ability to control my accent and subsequently, use it for acceptance
among my in-group and conceal it among outsiders. Conversely, some people embrace their
accent and consider it a unique aspect of their identity. Regardless, accent represents a
distinguishable feature of the image of Appalachia.
Counter to unfavorable conceptions of Appalachian people exists an image of Appalachia
that reflects an unyielding appreciation for the land, loyalty to family, unparalleled work ethic
fueled by a desire for self-sufficiency and independence, an uncompromising personal value
system, and a sense of purpose based on relationships and faith. These depictions also contribute
to the construction of Appalachian stereotypes although less widely used among popular media,
policy makers, and journalists. Even in this more appreciative sense, perhaps other is still apt.
Flowery portrayals of happy families living on a land that is both beautiful and plentiful is as
perhaps as much of a stretch as the opposite perspective.
As a stereotype implies, there are some aspects of the stereotyped conception that may be
accurate (Leyens, Yzerbyt, & Schadron, 1994). Perhaps in the case of Appalachia, like all
stereotypes, there is some truth in both extremes. However, in the case of Appalachian culture
and other marginalized populations, the negative stereotypes appear to be the easiest to
perpetuate. As suggested by an influential social psychologist, Gordon Allport (1979), and
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explored more fully in section 2 of this literature review, “whether favorable or unfavorable, a
stereotype is an exaggerated belief associated with a category. Its function is to justify
(rationalize) our conduct in relation to that category” (p. 187). While the dichotomous images of
Appalachia could be debated indefinitely, they are offered here in a rather abbreviated form to
provide a context within which we might begin to understand Appalachian women. For, it is
within the tension of the two extremes that Appalachian people construct their identity. Thus,
the framework used in this research reflects an awareness of the spectrum of Appalachian
images.
Appalachian women: Historical identity. While the construction of gender is unique
for all women, the history and subsequent transformation of Appalachian women is particularly
engaging. Through their social and domestic spheres, we can begin to conceptualize the
intersection of gender and class for Appalachian women. These women, like many across the
world, have historically been left out of social, economic, and political participation. Virginia
Rinaldo Seitz, in her 1995 study, “Women, Development, and Communities of Empowerment in
Appalachia,” went so far as to suggest that:
Because they are women, because they are working-class, and because they are ethnically
defined as Appalachian, these people have been relegated to the margins of social and
political discourse that surrounds policymakers and scholars seeking to solve the
economic, social, and political crises. (p. 6)
In an analysis drawing from the 1990 and 2000 U.S. census data, Latimer and Oberhauser (2005)
analyzed the relationship between gender and socio-economic status within the context of
Appalachian regional development. They concluded, among other things, that women,
regardless of their location in Appalachia, are disadvantaged in educational attainment, work,
and other factors that contribute to overall economic status (Latimer & Oberhauser, 2005).
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Seitz (1995) suggested “the relationship of work, family, and community are central to a
feminist understanding of movements of social change” (p. 27). Weber (as cited in Dill &
Zambrana, 2009) suggested “arrangements of power shift and change over time and in different
cultural contexts, individuals and groups experience oppression and inequality differently
according to their social, geographic, historical, and cultural location” (p. 8). This is true for
Appalachian women. I would suggest that the historical dimensions of inequality and gender
oppression lend themselves to a clear assessment of how Appalachian women construct their
identity in the 21st century. I have selected the familial, professional, educational, and activist
domains as points from which to build a framework for understanding how Appalachian women
construct their identity in the 21st century.
In many respects, the identity of Appalachian women is replete with contradictions that
have evolved over many years. Over the course of history, we have been expected to be strong
but needy, confident but not boastful, matronly yet subservient, and intelligent but never more so
than a man. The most significant aspect of this complexity however, is the Appalachian
woman’s ability to be mindful of these contradictions and live one’s day-to-day life in
negotiation with these expectations particularly as some remain intact while others have all but
disappeared among certain spheres. In the following section, I will briefly explore Appalachian
women’s lives in specific domains that exemplify the contradictions that influence our identity
construction.
Women and families. A frequently used image of Appalachian women is that of a hardworking, overburdened yet nurturing, selfless, mother-like figure. Primarily depicted as the
person responsible for tending to the needs of the family in terms of domestic chores, gardening,
and caring for the children, Appalachian women have long been confined to a narrow frame.

32
Coupled with the implication that Appalachian families are male dominated; the Appalachian
woman is subject to an often-stereotyped gender role (Egan, 1993).
As depicted in a number of Appalachian studies (Egan, 1993; Seitz, 1995; Sohn, 2003)
women’s role in the Appalachian family is often dichotomized between an image of women as a
source of great strength, nurturance, and stability to that of an oppressed, abused, and taken for
granted individual. It is this contradiction that motivates many Appalachian scholars to more
closely examine the familial influence on Appalachian women’s role in the economy through
waged work and their activism. Particularly during the economic restructuring of Appalachia
from farming to coal mining then later from a mining industry to a service industry, we see
women’s roles and respective status changing (Maggard, 1994). Maggard (1994) suggested that
as the economic system that formed around coal production falls apart, a social transformation
ensues. Maggard (1994) asserted:
The cultural ideal of a male breadwinner who is sole supporter of spouse and dependent
children is not achievable in the emerging economy. Women are moving into paid labor,
even if much of it is low waged, and men are being displaced from those jobs that drove a
single-industry and sex-segregated economy. (pp. 30-31)
Among contemporary Appalachian families, the conflict between economic independence and
the historical role of women staying home to care for the children has placed Appalachian
women in a structural bind. Often times, it is Appalachian women’s interest in protecting their
family and providing for their necessities that leads them to defy the gender and class norms that
society attempts to place on them.
Professional domain: Women and work. A profound aspect of Appalachian women’s
challenge to patriarchy and capitalism is their involvement in waged labor. Seitz (1995)
suggested that it is within the family that we see how work is gendered and in the workplace that
we see how it relates to class and gender consciousness. Tallichet (2006) claimed men are often
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united in a common interest, which is to protect their power and use the segregation of work by
sex as a mechanism to maintain their superiority over women. Women frequently take roles in
the workplace that are extensions of their domestic role as determined by society. However, as
evidenced in several studies (Anglin, 2002; Miewald & McCann, 2004; Tallichet, 2006), when
women take on roles in traditionally male-dominated occupations, a woman’s life becomes more
complex and problematic.
Tallichet’s (2006) work, Daughters of the Mountain: Women Coal Miners in Central
Appalachia, exploring the life experience of women coal miners, offered a glimpse of the
patriarchal ideology that dominates the region. Through two months of field research including
formal and informal interviews with women coal miners, Tallichet confirmed an ideology that
“assigns a woman’s place among men” (p. 176). More broadly, the intersectional nature of her
study, which emphasizes gender, culture, and economics, reveals capitalism’s power to assign
both men and women in the work hierarchy and colonization’s power to marginalize
Appalachians socially and culturally. Grounded in a conceptual framework encompassing
gender, patriarchy, and capitalism, Tallichet aptly concluded of the women coal miners she
interviewed in this context, that they:
Attempted to fend off the controlling images of them based on gender, race, class, and
region. To some degree they succeeded. Their awareness of their own subjugation and
their development of a dual consciousness formed the basis for individual resistance as
they negotiated their individual identities. (p. 176)
In a 2002 study of women working in the North Carolina mica industry, Mary Anglin,
like Tallichet (2006), intersected gender and class to explore Appalachian working women while
also including racial implications. Employing an ethnographic/ethnohistoric methodology,
Anglin (2002) illustrated how women working in a traditionally male-dominated factory
environment, “carved out a space” (p. 3). Anglin used the mica industry as a way of illustrating
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that women’s identities are interconnected between gender, class, and ethnicity. She
appropriately suggested that her study “serves as a corrective to regional literature, whose
presentation of gendered identities is framed in terms of stereotypes and omissions” (p. 124).
Among the women employed by the Moth Hill Mica factory, Anglin observed dimensions of the
women’s lives including cultural traditions being carried into their work setting serving as
unifying forces—they formed a solidarity. This solidarity inevitably shaped their ability to
negotiate the politics of the shop floor and positioned them as something more than hired hands.
Miewald and McCann (2004), similar to Tallichet (2006) and Anglin (2002), explored the
implications of widespread economic restructuring among Appalachian women. Employing a
case study and using in-depth interviews, Miewald and McCann selected 14 women from McKee
county, an Appalachian community in the coalfields of Kentucky. Drawing from a feminist
theoretical framework, these authors suggested that our social construction of place cannot be
separated from the political and economic forces at work. With the economic restructuring
resulting from fading, male-dominated coalfields, women are taking advantage of new
opportunities in waged work. In doing so, they inherently create anxiety among men in the area
as they exert more control over their lives. Miewald and McCann asserted “the struggle is
evident in attempts by women to assert an ideal of equality in their relations with men, or to
break away from traditionally defined family formations altogether” (p. 1061). Miewald and
McCann concluded that restructuring of place, a reality for many Appalachian communities, is
intricately connected to restructuring of lives particularly in gendered social relations.
Activist domain: Women and activism. Perhaps in no other section of the literature is the
contemporary role of women more profound than in their activism. Repeated over and over is an
emerging theme that women are the anchors upon which communities rest, particularly in the
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pursuit of social and environmental justice. The literature is replete with women’s sense of
agency beyond and in addition to the domestic sphere. Further, it is this intersection that we see
women’s response to uneven economic, political, and social development.
Women’s environmental activism is portrayed in the writings of Barry (2001) and House
and Howard (2009). Barry used the theoretical lens of environmental justice to examine the
underpinnings of mountain top removal in West Virginia, while House and Howard presented a
compelling primer on the human side of environmental activism. Both share stories of how
Appalachian women have developed connections with other women and community members to
combat social injustices originating from mountain top removal and its associated challenges.
Similarly, women’s activism is vividly evident in fair labor issues, particularly related but
not limited to coal. In a comparative study based of women’s involvement in union organizing
drives during the 1970s, Maggard (1990) illustrated the position of women at this time as both
leaders who stand by their men as well as women who must protect their economic positions to
provide for their family. She summarized her research as a transformation from housewife to
activist, which reveals a “shift in gender consciousness for these women” (Maggard, 1990,
p. 95).
Lastly, we see women’s community activism in Waller, Lewis, McBrien, and
Wessinger’s (1990) description of the development of a grassroots effort spurred by a single
woman in a small, rural area of southwestern Virginia. In this woman’s attempt to deter the sale
of the community’s most important economic asset, the industrial park, she defied gender and
placed herself as an equal among people she knew did not perceive her as such. Consequently,
she saved the park from being sold and made a significant contribution toward turning her
community’s economic despair into something different.
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Appalachia is a unique region inhabited by equally unique individuals—it is far from
homogenous. The region is set apart not only because of its topography, but also the peculiar
ways in which the Appalachian people are described. The internal colonization framework
guiding this review of Appalachia informs us of the persistent poverty and underdevelopment
while also representing a lens through which we can explore gender and class and, subsequently,
develop a better understanding of how an Appalachian woman constructs her identity. For
Appalachian people, place represents a critical element in identity construction, particularly
when that place envelopes negative images. For Appalachian women, this is a compounded
misfortune in that women are subjected to an extreme stereotype not only based on their cultural
heritage, but their gender as well. Despite a long history of inequality and oppression, women
are changing the situation they have inherited. Through their role in the family, their
professional lives, and their activism, we see women writing a new chapter in history. They are
defying stereotypes while successfully maintaining and preserving the best of their Appalachian
heritage. In the following section, how Appalachian contextual elements will intersect with
contemporary gender and social psychological frameworks will be discussed in order to
complete the conceptual design of this study.
Section 2: Identity
Primarily, this is a study about identity—why it is important and how it is constructed.
Identity, while a seemingly simplistic and frequently used term, is actually quite complex when
one goes beyond the general explanation of identity as a way in which one views themselves.
Identity is heavily influenced by the ways in which others see us (Woodward, 2000). Further,
identity involves a component of aspiration in terms of who we are and how we want to be
perceived.
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Identity matters because it influences how we treat one another. It is through identity that
we begin to generate discourses about how we are similar and different from one another
(Woodward, 2000). It shapes our propensity to include and alienate and it ultimately illustrates
the interrelationship between the extent to which we have control in constructing our identity and
the extent to which it is constructed by forces beyond our control (Woodward, 2000). How one
sees themselves is not always the same as is perceived by others.
Particularly in our leadership and our social relationships, identity matters. While it is
easily recognized that women maintain multiple identities (i.e., mother, wife, professional,
student, etc.), it is not always easy to manage the extent to which others place value upon or
make judgments about those identities. This is further complicated when one’s overarching
identity is associated with a marginalized population. For example, I am not simply a mother,
wife, professional, or student; rather, I am all of these things within the context of being an
Appalachian woman. While a seemingly simplistic construction of identity, the internal and
external tensions impacting these multiple identities are worth understanding more fully and are
the basis for this study.
In the absence of a single theoretical model to inform identity construction for this study,
a variety of theories and concepts must be brought together to form the conceptual framework.
Among them include a framework for the Appalachian region, gender, leadership, and identity
theory. To understand how Appalachian women construct their identity within the context of
leadership and how dual consciousness emerges, gender itself must be clearly articulated. A
social psychological perspective is essential for understanding the extent to which membership in
a marginalized culture influences identity construction. Finally, to pull the technical elements
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together, illustrations of these concepts are introduced through the lens of other marginalized
populations including African American women and a colonized Latina woman.
The social construction of gender identity. Ridgeway (2009) stated “gender is a
primary cultural frame for coordinating behavior and organizing social relations” (p. 145). She
claimed we must all have some sense of common knowledge and, specifically, cultural common
knowledge to make sense of one another. Often times, however, our system for developing this
common knowledge is to categorize and define how things are based on contrast and difference
and, as we do this, our own sex and race become obvious. Using sex or gender as a primary
cultural frame leads to the formulation of gender stereotypes that ultimately shape behavior.
Ridgeway suggested “we cannot understand the shape that the gendered structure of society
takes without taking into account the background effects of gender as a primary cultural frame
for organizing social relations” (p. 157).
West and Zimmerman (1987) offered a perspective of gender that extends beyond the
biology of male and female and even the sociology of masculine and feminine and extends into
understanding gender as a phenomenon of everyday interaction. Their argument is that “gender
is not a set of traits, nor a variable, nor a role, but the product of social doings of some sort”
(West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 129). Further, gender is something that is done rather than just a
state of being. Gender is something that we do through the multiple roles we occupy as human
beings and, as a result, it is gender which categorizes us within a social context. The social
consequences of belonging to one sex category or another subsequently limits us from ever
avoiding doing gender.
From a sociological perspective, doing gender naturally lends itself to labeling and
subsequently any deviation from socially constructed norms is an exception. Edwin Schur, in his
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1984 book, Labeling Women Deviant: Gender, Stigma, and Social Control, offered an
exploration of female behavior framed in a deviance construct. He suggested that through
surveying gendered norms such as self-presentation, marriage, motherhood, sexuality, and
occupational choice, women’s stigmatization becomes plainly visible—women who operate
through agendas other than socially accepted norms are labeled deviant. Schur (1984) further
asserted that, “women’s vulnerability to stigmatization rests on their general social
subordination, their relatively poor power position” (p. 8). While I would suggest that women’s
power position in society has improved since Schur’s writing, his assertion that patterns of
labeling are upheld by society remains true. Society constructs gender and through such power,
society also creates inequality and sustains it through overt and covert oppression.
As elsewhere, those women who resist gendered norms continue to be labeled deviant
among many in Appalachia. An expectation exists that women will contribute to the family
through waged labor but never be an equal worker to men in the family. Consequently, the result
is a tension particularly within professional women. These women recognize outmoded
expectations of their local community yet persist in living a life that is vastly different than that
of generations before them. Unlike many of their grandmothers and great-grandmothers, these
women often work outside the home and are frequently relied upon to contribute to the family
income while also negotiating domestic responsibilities and striving to maintain some semblance
of traditional Appalachian womanhood. These multiple and conflicting role expectations are
physical taxing and emotionally burdensome. This research will explore, in part, the extent to
which practicing professionally as a female member of a marginalized subculture further
exacerbates the burden.
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A leadership framework. This study is designed to explore professional women and
consequently, leadership is considered a central element of identity construction. An important
element of this study is a conception of leadership that extends beyond commonly held thoughts
of organizational leadership in the context of organizations, hierarchies, and community groups.
Similar to Heifetz’s (1994) conception of leadership which “extends beyond a position of
authority within a social structure or as a personal set of characteristics” (p. 20), leadership in
this study is better conceptualized as an “activity” (p. 20). An often-overlooked conception of
leadership is that which is demonstrated at the personal or individual level. This research, while
not disinterested in formal leadership, is more interested in the extent to which women
demonstrate leadership in a more holistic manner—in domains less familiar to the spotlight such
as social relationships, within their families, and personally. Still grounded in the central tenants
of an individual’s capacity to motivate others to meaningful action (Burns, 1978), the conception
of leadership used in this research favors a holistic and relational style of leadership. It begins
with self-leadership and graduates to the self situated in the larger context of leading others.
Similar to Heifetz’s study, leadership in this context is viewed as adaptive work based on
learning both about others and ourselves.
Self-leadership. Presented by Neck and Houghton (2006) as the extent to which
individuals control themselves through behavior and reward strategies and cognitive thought
strategies, self-leadership operates in a larger theoretical framework of self-regulation and in a
contextual framework of social cognitive theory. Akin to a model for authentic leadership, selfleadership emphasizes leader self-awareness and self-regulation (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans,
May, & Walumbwa, 2005). While not explored in their entirety for this research, these aspects
of self-leadership are noted for what they represent to a study of Appalachian women in that they
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provide critical elements necessary to build a conceptual framework for understanding identity
construction. How we construct our identity rests heavily on how we lead ourselves. Leadership
in the theoretical context of self-regulation is important for Appalachian women in that it informs
the process of triggers and responses—when a discrepancy exists between the desired state and
reality, behavior is altered much like a thermostat (Carver & Scheier as cited in Neck &
Houghton, 2006). Like authentic leadership, which rests heavily on self-regulation, selfknowledge is gained and a deeper commitment to ones internal values, identity, and goals is
achieved through this internal regulatory process whereby leaders use external messages to make
decisions about their behavior (Gardner et al., 2005). It is anticipated that this research will
suggest that Appalachian women frequently experience incongruence between their desired
identity as leaders and the one they perceive society places upon them. Self-regulation theory
also suggests that personal confidence plays a vital role in that those who lack confidence have a
higher propensity to disengage from goal attainment all together (Carver & Scheier as cited in
Neck & Houghton, 2006). This is a particularly important element in self-leadership in that a
strong sense of self-confidence is not widely shared among marginalized populations such as
Appalachian women. This may explain, in part, why some Appalachian women who are
professionally successful and outwardly self-confident are perceived to have beaten the odds or
exceeded societal expectations.
From the context of social cognitive theory (Bandura as cited in Neck & Houghton,
2006), behavior can best be explained by the give-and-take relationship among internal and
external influences as well as personal behavior. Primarily a learning theory, social cognition
implies that we learn behaviors through observation that is heavily influenced by the
environment in which we are raised. In the case of Appalachian women who live, practice, and
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shape their identity on the margin of two vastly different contexts—Appalachia and urban
environments—internal tension is created. To present it more clearly, Appalachian women are
often raised in a manner consistent with Appalachian cultural values, yet are challenged to
function in a society that rejects many aspects of the culture. It is a classic case of mixed
messages and, in the context of identity construction, it becomes difficult to decipher which
messages one should hold dear and which ones to dismiss or even how to reconcile those they
cannot dismiss.
The theoretical aspects of self-leadership, while not in and of themselves central
components of this study, provide a cursory introduction to a concept of leadership that extends
beyond commonly conceived and widely referenced notion of leadership such as that which is
represented in organizational life. Furthermore, the theoretical elements of self-leadership reveal
important facets that connect identity construction and leadership. I suggest women, even those
who do not maintain professional roles, would be inclined to consider their identity through the
theoretical lens associated with self-leadership. In addition, for women who do lead in
professional capacities, self-leadership is a critical element of the broader context including roles
in organizations, community groups, and the like.
Leadership in structural capacities: Women professionals. Undoubtedly, one of the most
influential factors in a person’s identity construction is the extent to which they define
themselves by their work. In Elizabeth Perle McKenna’s 1997 book exploring women who
chose to leave their careers, When Work Doesn’t Work Anymore: Women, Work, and Identity, it
becomes painfully clear the extent to which women connect their identity with their leadership,
or more commonly referred to, their professional role. The study is replete with examples of
women facing the difficult decisions to stay or go and, by and large, the most complex aspect
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was determining the risks of losing their identity. In McKenna’s study, one interviewee stated in
her reflection about her decision to leave her executive position:
Part of being in the business world felt like I belonged to something too. I felt
like I belonged to the community of executives, the power brokers. I paid a price
to belong to that world and part of the price I paid was to become almost
predictable. To give up the established identity that had made me more
comfortable seemed self-indulgent at first. But I knew that the external life that I
had nicely set up for myself was limiting me. I found that there was a whole
world within me that I had left undiscovered that was asking to be explored.
There was a need to explore the universe within me as opposed to being settled in
the universe outside me. I think I began to recognize there was a façade about
what I was doing. Even though everything appeared to roll off me, my ability to
put on my executive face was not effortless anymore. The façade now felt empty
is what happened. (pp. 125-126)
Perhaps one of the most prevalent examples of gender categorization within a social
context is that of the professional leadership sphere. Here, gender difference becomes quite
obvious. While men, like the woman quoted in McKenna’s (1997) study and unquestionably
many others, establish aspects of their identity on their professional accomplishments, women
experience their role differently. Not only do they struggle to establish their own leadership
path, they also recognize the skills they bring to the workplace are often valued differently (or
devalued) than the contributions made by their male counterparts.
A widely researched topic, numerous scholars have attempted to understand and explain
women’s presence in leadership and perhaps more significantly, explore the gaps in equality
between men and women in similar roles. Despite the countless possible approaches one might
consider taking to introduce gendered leadership, I will narrow the discussion to some central
tenants most relevant to the life of professional Appalachian women; these include economic and
societal structures which perpetuate unbalanced gendered expectations, the differences among
gendered patterns of leadership behavior, and finally, an approach to leadership which liberates.
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Society and the creation of gender imbalance. The notion of gendered leadership just
entered the stage in the last 50 years. However, many years later, women conveniently only
warrant space in the final portion of most textbooks, almost as if an afterthought or a forced
inclusion, much like diversity was handled following affirmative action. While the most obvious
way to find information about women’s leadership is still looking toward the back of many
textbooks, more scholars are dedicating their study to women in leadership and, subsequently,
literature is more widely available. Through this expanded literature base, we are better
equipped to explore and understand the complexities of gender within the leadership framework.
Despite trends that indicate women are closing the gap in terms of wage equity, the slow
pace of this movement and the lack of women in positions of power and authority warrant
examination. In Eagly and Carli’s 2007 book, Through the Labyrinth: The Truth About How
Women Become Leaders, women’s leadership takes center stage as these authors suggest that the
glass ceiling metaphor which has been used to describe women’s power inequality since the
1970s is now more appropriately framed as a labyrinth. The labyrinth, symbolic of a complex
maze, frames the current tension surrounding women fulfilling traditionally male dominated
leadership roles. Eagly and Carli questioned typical gender roles such as motherhood being the
culprit for gender imbalance in executive leadership roles and dig deeper for more complex
barriers such as latent resistance to women’s leadership and organizational culture barriers. They
suggested “in contemporary highly industrialized societies, discrimination is irrational—a
distortion of democratic values and free markets. It is not in the interest of organizations to
maintain gender inequality for its own sake” (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 193). However, they
conclude that “it is unlikely that the future will bring continuous, even progress toward gender
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equality. . . . As women gain greater equality, a portion of people react against these changes”
(Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 198).
While Eagly and Carli (2007) revealed often hidden barriers to women assuming
leadership roles and frames a relatively positive outlook for continued progress toward equality, I
would suggest that professional women practicing within the Appalachian region have yet to
realize these advancements. Eagly and Carli based their discussion widely on large
organizations, including some Fortune 500. In Appalachian Ohio, these organizations are few
and far between as possibly those who might deem discrimination irrational. While women
working in Appalachia are an integral part of waged labor, anecdotal evidence suggests overt and
covert subjection to gender bias and harassment remain alive and well.
Patterns of leadership behavior. Rost (1991) asserted nearly 20 years ago that leadership
theories often dominated the literature for a specific period of time and then disappeared after
being discredited by scholars seeking to create new theories. Throughout the 20th century,
scholars studied leader traits as a way of measuring and predicting leadership effectiveness and,
subsequently, “great man” (Northouse, 2007, p. 15) theories were developed. As the name
implies, there was little regard for gender.
For a long time, assumed male attributes such as task orientation, competitiveness, and
assertiveness were thought to be indications of effective leadership (Yukl, 2002). However,
effective leadership must also reflect elements that are often associated with femininity including
strong interpersonal skills, concern for building cooperation, and trusting relationships, which are
frequently overlooked in organizational life. More recently, scholars have gone so far as to
suggest that readers of current leadership articles might conclude, “contemporary women are
well prepared for leadership and have some advantages that men do not possess” (Eagly, 2007,
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p. 1). Eagly (2007) continued that among leaders in the United States, women are touted as,
“having the right combination of skills for leadership, yielding superior leadership styles, and
outstanding effectiveness” while recognizing that women often, “come in second to men in
competitions to attain leadership positions” and are still perceived as suffering “prejudice” and
“resistance” when they occupy leadership roles (p. 1).
In a 1999 study of female design engineers, Joyce Fletcher concluded that emotional
intelligence and relational behavior often “got disappeared” in the workplace because it defies
the “masculine logic of effectiveness” (p. 91). She described the leadership needs of
organizations of the future requiring people who are able to collaborate, empower others, and
operate in a world of interdependence yet overlooking the very individuals who demonstrate
such professional qualities (Fletcher, 1999). Because such qualities are perceived as the softer
side of work and women are often the “societal carrier of relational responsibility” (Fletcher,
1999, p. 10), the work women do in their professional capacities is taken for granted and deemed
insignificant. Fletcher pointed toward less heroic and more relational leadership as part of our
solution for the future. This message could be more inviting to women seeking leadership roles.
Contemporary leadership theories, particularly transformational leadership theory (Burns,
1978) and complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007), lend
themselves to the aforementioned skills that are more feminine, yet many organizations continue
to favor the more charismatic leadership style presumably possessed by men. Both
transformational leadership theory and complexity leadership theory suggest an adaptive
component consistent with Heifetz’s (1994) concept of adaptive leadership that implies the
necessity for interactional relations and interdependence associated with women’s interactional
styles. Eagly (2007) explored this through the lens of female advantage and disadvantage and
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suggested that research has established a mixed picture in modern-day leadership. Essentially,
women in leadership roles is the best indication of such transformation (Eagly, 2007).
Leadership that liberates. Leadership that moves beyond conventional wisdom of great
man theories or skill sets that are presumed natural for men to possess represents a more
sustainable way of working and living. Although not gender specific, an appealing alternative to
thinking about leadership was presented by Sinclair (2007). This alternative is attractive not
only because it frames leadership in a gender neutral manner but more importantly, it embraces a
person’s whole being and is not limited to leadership within the confines of organizational life.
Sinclair suggested “leadership as a practice and body of thinking need to be liberated from itself”
(p. xix). Further, she asserted “good” leadership seeks to support people (Sinclair, 2007, p. xix).
Sinclair’s (2007) concept of leadership is particularly important to Appalachian women
because it is grounded in the idea that leaders must be acutely conscious of power relations.
Moving beyond power as a managerial contingency, Sinclair suggested we must challenge
traditional ways of thinking about power and replace them by conscious efforts to disrupt the
status quo and challenging oppressive conditions. This may, more attention will be paid to the
emotional and relational aspects of our leadership (Sinclair, 2007).
Finally, aspects of Sinclair’s (2007) concept point directly to the importance of identity
work. She put forward the conclusion that:
As leadership has gained currency and popularity as an idea, it has also become
commodified. . . . As part of this process, people face pressures to produce the “right”
leadership identity: confident and assertive, or in other circumstances, perhaps, reliable
and without weakness. (p. 131)
An alternative to the constraints such identity pressures introduce, Sinclair (2007) advised that
leaders must develop a “wider and more critically informed understanding of identity formation”
(p. 139) so that they can navigate identity pressures more mindfully. This implies that identity is
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not authored in a vacuum, but is rather constantly evolving under the pressures of society, power
relations, and inner perceptions of how our identity is received by others (Sinclair, 2007).
Perhaps most relevant and important to this study is Sinclair’s assertion that “by stepping back
from the process of reactive identity search, we move towards untangling ourselves from the
desire to ‘be someone’” (p. 143). This aspect of Sinclair’s concept of leadership represents
direct implications for Appalachian women’s identity construction.
Summary. Leadership, as discussed in the context of this study is complex in that its
inclusion is not methodical in terms of staying within common boundaries of leadership style,
behaviors, or application. Rather, it is a weaving of various aspects of leadership including
gender imbalance, leadership style, societal constructs, and cognition that contribute to identity
construction. Particularly relevant to this identity study is the concept of self-leadership. It is
from this conception of leadership that we begin to appreciate the interplay between society and
the individual and the influence of self-confidence. To avoid losing the commonly discussed
perspectives of formal leadership such as that which is demonstrated in an organizational
context, I have briefly introduced the gendered perspective and discussed the societal creation of
imbalance. Lastly, this section concludes with a more holistic view of leadership (Sinclair,
2007) that seemingly marries the first two components of this section, Appalachian culture and
gender, and represents a segue into the social psychological framework.
Social psychological framework. Leading social psychologist Brenda Major and her
colleague Collette Eccleston (2005) suggested that rejection and exclusion are an “inevitable part
of social life. Everyone is rejected or left out by others at one time or another” (p. 63). This
assertion, while seemingly unremarkable, carries significant implications for an individual’s
identity construction. Built on the assumption that our human predisposition is to be in
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relationship with other people, these relationships represent boundaries in terms of who is
included and who is excluded (Abrams, Hogg, & Marques, 2005). The social psychology field is
important because it offers the theoretical framework for understanding why people become
insiders or outsiders and further, it offers some useful explanation of how people respond to such
classification (Abrams et al., 2005). Particularly in this study about a marginalized subculture,
the concepts addressed in social psychology are imperative to understanding how individuals
utilize feelings of belonging and otherness to construct a self-identity.
Throughout the literature review to this point, social psychological concepts including
stereotypes, stigmas, and social identity have been mentioned or alluded to, but not thoroughly
explored to the degree necessary for understanding their implication in women’s identity
construction. In the next section, these concepts will be addressed solely to provide a framework
for understanding Appalachian women’s identity construction.
Stereotypes. Leyens et al. (1994) noted that there are numerous definitions of stereotypes
as diverse as those who created them. In their work and for my own, I will adopt their general
definition that stereotypes are “shared beliefs about personal attributes, usually personality traits,
but often also behaviors, of a group of people” (Leyens et al., 1994, p. 11). In Spears, Oakes,
Ellemers, and Haslam (1997), stereotypes were further described as playing a “crucial role in
guiding explanation and attribution process” (p. 27). In short, people integrate these pieces of
information to come up with a coherent story about a person or group of people—essentially,
stereotypes help people make sense of others. A competing definition of stereotypes offered by
influential psychologist Gordon Allport (1979), suggested that a stereotype is an exaggerated
belief associated with a category which serves to justify conduct in relation to the stereotype. It
is within the intersection among these definitions and Allport’s assertions about favorability and
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unfavorability that a framework for understanding stereotypes in the context of Appalachian
women emerges. This cross point incorporates Allport’s notion that individuals are placed at a
disadvantage when beliefs about a group are misapplied to individuals that do not fit the group
stereotype such as is the situation for many Appalachian people. A doctoral candidate from
James Madison University said of a widely held understanding among Appalachian people:
As an Appalachian women [sic] myself, I think few Appalachians would disagree that
there exists the stereotypical “redneck” and religious extremist, although those of us who
are more intimately familiar with the culture understand that they are more the exception
than the rule and question whether the proportion of individuals is any higher among the
Appalachian culture than it is in other rural cultures in the United States. (Huskins, 2003,
p. 5)
This intersection between Allport’s (1979) work and current writings about stereotypes
and the nature of prejudice are particularly relevant to any individual or group that has been part
of a collective negative stereotype, such as with Appalachian people. As described in the first
section of this literature review, Appalachian people have long been targets of ridicule,
inappropriate and hurtful humor, and a grossly inaccurate overgeneralization among mainstream
media and regretfully, in some cases, the United States government. “Ignorant, lazy,
uneducated, incestuous” (Cooke-Jackson & Hansen, 2008, p. 187), and other derogatory
descriptors leave Appalachian people feeling marginalized and are used too frequently within the
modern-day United States. Despite these stereotypes, all Appalachian people do not fit this
profile and I would suggest the vast majority do not. For this reason, research such as the current
study that works to dispel negative stereotypes through evidence becomes increasingly important
in Appalachian people’s resistance to popular, yet generally inaccurate beliefs about them.
Stigmas. It seems fitting to discuss stigma in the context of this work considering
stigmas are closely related to negative stereotypes. In simplistic terms, stigmas generally refer to
a mark or sign of disgrace (Major & Eccleston, 2005). Erving Goffman (1963), a widely cited
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sociologist, defined stigma as an attribute that severely discredits a person and reduces the
person to a discounted human being. Goffman distinguished among three categories of stigma
conditions that include blemishes of individual character, abominations of the body, and tribal
stigmas. The latter category is based on one’s membership and is most often applied to a
despised racial, ethnic, or religious group (Major & Eccleston, 2005).
It is important to note however, stigmas do not reside in the person but rather in the social
context (Crocker, 1999; Major & O’Brien, 2005). With stigmatization, the negative evaluations
or stereotypes are widely shared and well known among members of a culture and often become
the basis for avoidance of the other (Major & O’Brien, 2005). Crocker (1999) argued that the
consequence of stigmatization is directly dependent on the social context and what that context
means for the stigmatized person.
In a 2008 dissertation study investigating the stereotyping and stigmatization of
Appalachian women through their narratives, Dye concluded “Appalachian women are viewed
differently than other women and can be viewed as embodying positive stereotypes” (p. 60).
Essentially, her research revealed that despite the many negative stereotypes, the women enjoyed
certain aspects of being labeled Appalachian such as being “family-centered, religious, or
connected to the earth” (Dye, 2008, p. 58). She continued by suggesting that Appalachian
women also have a variety of experiences that they must deal with in coming to terms with a
stigmatized identity. Throughout her interviews with Appalachian women in the western sphere
of the Appalachian region, Dye observed the dimension of concealability and controllability as
very relevant to their experience.
Similar to Crocker and Major’s (1989) study exploring the self-protective properties of
stigma, Dye (2008) found that Appalachian women who view their stigmas as controllable might
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strive to escape the stigma, whereas those who feel as though they are unable to avoid the stigma
fight against it. Interestingly, in Dye’s exploration of women who chose to move away from
Appalachia and escape the culture in which they were stigmatized, the women reported a more
favorable connection with Appalachia, implying that the distance they had established afforded
them a perspective that would not have been available had they stayed within Appalachia. While
a seemingly contradictory observation in Dye’s study, I can attest to the accuracy of this
statement from my experience moving away from Appalachia for a few years and ultimately
returning. It was not until I deliberately distanced myself from the area that I began to appreciate
and accept what it represented in my life. Dye asserted that those women who “tried to escape
their identity by leaving” viewed their identity as uncontrollable and perhaps, “may be working
toward a positive conception of themselves” (p. 57). Dye concluded that those interview
participants who left the region “related stories of realizing that their identity was part of them
and made them different from other individuals” (p. 58)—almost as if to imply that they were
able to appreciate their Appalachian heritage but only from a distance. Although not explicitly
discussed, Dye’s study implies the shift could be connected to their age or stage of psychological
development. She discussed junctures in these women’s lives ranging from when they were
raised, to when they moved away, to the present. From a social psychological perspective, it is
the notions of concealability and controllability that move this discussion toward social identity
theory.
Social identity theory. Social identity theory, first introduced by Henri Tajfel (as cited
in Robinson, 1996), provides insight regarding an individual’s perceived ability to control their
association with stigma (Turner, 1996). It focuses on the interactive nature of our personal
identity with that of others. How do we communicate with others? How do we present
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ourselves to others? And, how do we think about others? And, overall, how do we do these
things in different contexts? Essentially, social identity is our way of forming group
membership. One of the most popular frameworks in which social psychologists theorize about
intergroup relations, “social identity theory describes how a self-enhancement motive, the
categorization process, and social beliefs about intergroup relations work together to produce
characteristic group behaviors that have specific context-dependent forms” (Hogg & Abrams,
2001, pp. 91-92).
According to social identity theory, the self-concept is comprised of a personal identity as
well as a social or collective identity and is often defined in relational and comparative terms.
This theory suggests that social interaction among people varies along a continuum based on
extremes of interpersonal and intergroup behavior and becomes a contributing factor in identity
construction. In turn, perception of these interactions becomes a critical facet of identity
constructions because it leads to the tendency to exaggerate differences (Turner, 1996).
Kaiser, Vick, and Major (2006), in their study of prejudice expectations and cues that are
threatening to social identity, suggested “members of stigmatized groups develop belief systems
about being devalued and these expectations cause them to become especially alert or vigilant for
signs of devaluation” (p. 332). These belief systems are articulated through stories of many
marginalized populations and, while research on Appalachian people, particularly professional
women of Appalachian origin, are new to this realm, there is a more robust history of scholarship
among other marginalized populations such as Black and Latino populations that informs this
research.
Borrowing from race studies. As previously mentioned, a person’s professional role is
often tied to their identity construction. Although research is emerging with emphasis on women
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occupying professional roles, scholarship that joins concepts of female gender and membership
among a marginalized population remains widely untapped. This study is aimed at
understanding at their intersection both the gender and cultural marginalization components of
identity construction and widely references Bell and Nkomo’s (2001) study of Black and White
professional women.
In their book, Our Separate Ways: Black and White Women and the Struggle for
Professional Identity, Bell and Nkomo’s (2001) juxtaposed the career and life experiences of
Black and White women to demonstrate how the combined effect of race and gender influence
not only career identities, but also the path by which Black and White women enter corporate
America. Using a narrative inquiry approach, Bell and Nkomo ground their study in a
conceptual framework that responded to omissions they saw in managerial literature while
building on insights from other scholars who study race, gender, and class. I refer to this as an
intersectional framework based on the writings of Patricia Hill Collins (1990) and Bonnie
Thornton Dill and Ruth Enid Zambrana (2009). Such a framework explores the overlapping
nature of race, class, and gender as a means of providing a more robust understanding of the
nature of dominance, subordination, and inequality. Similar to Dill and Zambrana’s assertion
that “both individual and group identity are complex—influenced and shaped not simply by a
person’s race, class, ethnicity, gender, physical ability, sexuality, religion, or nationality—but by
a combination of all those characteristics” (p. 6), Bell and Nkomo suggested, “in a woman’s
identity, these core elements of gender, race, and class are interdependent, interactive, and
dynamic, rather than independent and static” (p. 17). Essentially women rarely fit neatly into the
groups in which they are placed.
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Bell and Nkomo (2001) produced many insightful findings about the experiences of
Black and White women’s struggles to build a professional identity. Particularly for Appalachian
women, the notion of “living in two worlds” (p. 230), is perhaps most intriguing. Bell and
Nkomo asserted that one of the sharpest differences among Black and White women was Black
women’s “bicultural sensibility” (p. 231). Similar to Lewis et al.’s (1978) conception of
Appalachian people’s sense of biculturalism, Bell and Nkomo (2001) wrote:
Always acutely aware of their Blackness, they developed a rich sense of racial identity—
a richness that they carry into the White world. But by necessity, they also developed
separate roles that allow them to move comfortably in the White world—a set of
behaviors that White people accepts and that serves to reduce tension with White people.
(p. 231)
A similar sensitivity, while based on cultural factors as opposed to race, relates to the
experiences of White Appalachian women. Particularly those living on the edges of Appalachia
and frequently interacting with people from cultures different than their own, Appalachian
women are familiar with moving between worlds.
While the experiences of African American and Appalachian women are not the same,
Bell and Nkomo (2001) illustrated the concept of duality that I suggest infiltrates the lives of
professional Appalachian women. Above all else, however, it more aptly heightens awareness
that some populations have the luxury of masking or disguising their affiliation with a
marginalized population while others, such as Black women, do not.
Borrowing from cultural studies. Anzaldua (1999) wrote:
I am a border woman. I grew up between two cultures, Mexican (with a heavy Indian
influence) and the Anglo (as a member of a colonized people in our own territory). I
have been straddling that tejas-Mexican border, and others, all my life. It’s not a
comfortable territory to live in, this place of contradictions. (p. 19)
In her 1999 book, Borderlands: The New Mestiza, Anzaldua spoke of her existence about living
a life on the borders, “keeping intact one’s shifting and multiple identity and integrity” (p. 19).
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Like the life she described on these borderlands, she wove this element into her writing and
literally switched from English to Castillian Spanish to North Mexican dialect to Tex-Mex to
Nahuatl, and in some cases, a mixture of all of these. Similar to Bell and Nkomo’s (2001),
Anzaldua (1999) discussed the challenges that Chicanos and other people of color suffer for
rejecting attempts to acculturate. Anzaldua said, “this voluntary (yet forced) alienation makes
for psychological conflict, a kind of dual identity” (p. 85).
In addition to the similarities related to identity switching, Anzaldua (1999), like many
Appalachian scholars, spoke about the influence accent plays in the lives of people on the
margins. She says that because her language is used against her people by the dominant culture,
they, in turn, use their language differences against each other. Anzaldua reflected:
Chicana feminists often skirt around each other with suspicion and hesitation. For the
longest time I couldn’t figure it out. Then it dawned on me. To be close to another
Chicana is like looking into the mirror. We are afraid of what we’ll see there. Pena.
Shame. Low estimation of self. In childhood we are told that our language is wrong.
Repeated attacks on our native tongue diminish our sense of self. The attacks continue
throughout our lives. (p. 80)
Summary. Studies emphasizing the role of race and culture contribute well to the
framework that will be used to study Appalachian professional women. The conception of
duality, framed originally by W. E. B. Du Bois (as cited in Blight & Gooding-Williams, 1997)
and illustrated by Bell and Nkomo’s (2001) study of women’s professional identity as well as
that of Anzaldua’s (1999) auto-biography about life on the borderlands Mexico and America,
captures the essence this research exploring Appalachian women’s identity and ties in the social
psychological elements discussed throughout this literature review. While replete with distinct
differences related to skin color, language, history of marginalization and the like, both studies
informing this research allude to the notion that members of these groups are often propelled to
define themselves through the lens of a cultural dominant force.
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Dual consciousness is a concept that defines how individual estrangement is perpetuated
by the pressure to examine oneself based on perceptions of others (Blight & Gooding-Williams,
1997). As illustrated in the select examples from race and culture studies, the notion of double
or dual consciousness remains a challenge for researchers today and is highly relevant to
populations other than African Americans. The danger in this duality is the temptation to
conform ourselves into the image or identity that we perceive to be more socially accepted.
An Appalachian Woman’s Life Construction
Grounded in essential cultural and gender frameworks (section 1) coupled with the social
psychological elements of identity and self-leadership (section 2), a conceptual framework to
understand Appalachian professional women’s identity can emerge. The use of a dual
consciousness concept sheds light on the complexity that many Appalachian women face in
constructing their identity. Contributing an admittedly biased viewpoint, I was eager for this
research to inform some personally perplexing and intriguing aspects of being a professional
Appalachian woman. Specifically, I was interested in this place we call Appalachia. I want to
understand why self-confidence is an unusually fleeting attribute among so many people,
particularly women in this region. And perhaps most importantly, I want to know why, at times,
I feel separated from my cultural roots. To what extent have changes in accent, preferences for
entertainment, and leadership ambition positioned me as an outsider among my own culture yet
not quite afforded me entry or a feeling of acceptance outside the culture? Because I have
experienced a duality in constructing my own identity—at times feeling like both an insider and
an outsider among fellow Appalachians, I was interested in revealing how these forces play out
in the lives of others.
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Through life experiences, women are presented opportunities to construct meaning and it
is through this construction that one’s destiny unfolds. Identifying with a particular gender or
cultural heritage oversimplifies what it means to be an Appalachian woman. A more holistic
construct of one’s identity, requires a critical look at the systems used to make meaning in
woman’s life as well as an examination of influential forces weighing on these women (Belenky
et al., 1986).
There are women who fall somewhere in between—middle-dwellers one might say.
These are often the women who know the stereotype well, yet defy the most negative aspects of
it. They value many facets of being an Appalachian woman yet are keenly aware of the
prejudices often associated with Appalachia. They are mindful of using their heritage as they
manage their identity construction, but they are also often keenly aware of how any deviation
from traditional Appalachian constructs differentiates them from fellow Appalachians. From one
situation to another or on a moment-to-moment basis, they are often faced with a duality of
choices during their day-to-day interactions.
As suggested by Sinclair (2007), leaders must strive for meaningful understanding of
their identity formation as it is influenced by perceptions of others. Identity is not created in a
vacuum, but rather evolves based on societal pressures, power relations, and inner perceptions.
Consequently, professional women of Appalachian origin, especially those who work near or in
urban areas, often strive to understand the underlying factors influencing their identity
construction as they bridge the worlds of their Appalachian culture and professional
environment. As they do so, social psychological factors such as stereotypes, stigmas, and
prejudice are active within their identity development.
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An illustration of identity formation among Appalachian girls is relevant to this
discussion. As children, many young Appalachian girls are guided toward teaching careers.
This makes sense for various reasons. Many mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and cousins pursued
similar aspirations and predominant thinking maintains—“if it worked for them, it should work
for you.” Further, if the young girl has any desire to stay near her family, which is a strong
cultural influence, teaching represents positive employment prospects with the guarantee of a
living wage and benefits. This is particularly important as opportunities outside education in a
rural Appalachian area are grossly limited unless there is a willingness to commute long
distances. Quite frankly, becoming a teacher fits the perfect mold for a comfortably
compartmentalized life. Further, it contributes to the maintenance of the Appalachian status
quo—the wife contributes to the family income, tends to the children before and after school,
stays home with them in the summer, and generally maintains a life and career that would not be
perceived as strong competition to a supported patriarchal system.
This defined destiny, while growing obsolete in modern day Appalachia, is a
generalization, yet an eerily accurate perception of a destiny pushed on many young Appalachian
women, particularly up until the mid-1990s. While not presented to undermine the importance
or value of teaching careers or to imply that those who choose such paths are overly simplistic or
lacking ambition, this illustration is offered to capture the essence of a number of intertwined
forces that influence a professional Appalachian woman’s self-identity. Within this illustration,
there are messages about gender, power, relationships, and identity within the context of a
cultural region. This particular example is offered because it is illuminates messages received by
Appalachian women that contribute to their identity construction.
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For some Appalachian women, particularly those aforementioned middle-dwellers, the
teacher aspiration works well up until the point that one’s developmental stage in life begins
favoring exploratory independence and recognition of a wide world beyond Appalachia becomes
apparent. This is also the time that some women develop a mindfulness of the varied aspects of
their lives including their real and perceived roles, the influence of their upbringing on their
present and future, and their capability in creating a unique life. When women begin to realize
that their lives are defined by more than one element such as their gender or their cultural
heritage, a predetermined destiny is not as comforting as it once was. As suggested by the
women McKenna (1997) interviewed about their work and identity, our values evolve over time.
Using a sailing metaphor, McKenna spoke of professional women in the mid-point of their lives:
So, without map or precedent, this generation of women is setting sail through turbulent
waters where we hope to find the freedom both to work and enjoy our friends and
families without penalties. Our ships, however, are made of old lumber; we can’t change
the fact we constructed them with the values and assumptions installed when we were
girls. They act as silent navigators who invisibly seek to steer our course and judge our
progress. In order to see clearly, we have to understand their encrypted instructions to us.
(p. 40)
This metaphor speaks vividly to the identity struggles women face as they make meaning of the
congruency between the scripts they have been told, the decisions they make, and the lives they
lead. Particularly for the Appalachian middle-dweller who chooses a career out of the ordinary
or one that requires substantial time away from home, the influence of culture and gender scripts
influences how a woman describes herself. The potential for incongruence surfaces here. Fears
of being perceived as rising above one’s ability, as arrogant, or as a wishful dreamer haunt some
women as they pursue lives outside traditional gender and occupational roles. Consequently,
Appalachian women are faced with a decision point when choosing their career and sharing their
professional life with others.
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Conclusion
The literature that contributes to the conceptual framework for this study consists of
diverse categories that include the Appalachia region, gender, leadership and identity. Drawing
from this literature, professional women’s identity can be influenced by cultural underpinnings,
gender imbalance in leadership expectations, and marginalization resulting from stigmatized
identity association. Identity construction among women in this study is further complicated by
the unique geographical location in which they live and practice—just barely in the larger
Appalachian region yet positioned near larger, urban areas. Consequently, it is this element that
differentiates this study from other studies relating to Appalachian women, yet it also limits its
generalizability across the region.
Bateson’s (1989) concept of composing a life, the shaping and creation of our lives
through continuous refocus and redefinition, speaks to the necessity of shaping our identity as we
live our lives. Pre-defined destinies are replaced with complexity, competing demands, and
improvisation. Bateson’s conceptual framework informs research on Appalachian women’s
identity construction because it enlightens the ways in which we can think about our lives—not
as separated, disjointed spheres but as an interwoven quilt-like pattern. The current literature is
replete with examples of research in which women are studied based on a single aspect or stage
of their life. What the field needs is a more holistic approach. In the case of Appalachian
women, we need an approach that embraces cultural influences, gender, and stigmatization,
within the context of a life—not just one component of that life as depicted in Figure 2.1.
Belenky et al. (1986) suggested that our assumptions about knowledge, truth, and
authority “affects our definition of ourselves, the way we interact with others, our public and
private personae, our sense of control over life events, our views of teaching and learning, and
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our conceptions of morality” (p. 3). This is integral to understanding the life construction of
professional Appalachian women’s identities in that there is as much going on behind the scenes
as there is represented on the surface. Behind every decision, every choice, and every move
throughout an Appalachian woman’s life, there exists an awareness of one’s Appalachian
heritage and its many implications.
Similar to other marginalized populations previously mentioned, Appalachian
professional women are often caught in a paradox of identification. If we are Appalachians, can
we be recognized as capable, deserving, and competent among those outside the region? If we
are professionally successful and defy the negative stereotypes, can we be accepted among the
Appalachian majority? To what extent do we feel compelled to modify our identity to be
socially accepted?
Like Bateson (1989), this research is grounded in looking at the lives of women I admire.
Through their narratives, I use their voice as a source of empowerment for other Appalachian
women. The interview protocol for this study was been guided by the literature contributing to
this review. In the next chapter, the narrative methodology contributing to this research is
discussed.
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Figure 2.1. Theoretical frameworks illustration (diagram illustration of the overlapping
theoretical frameworks and concepts contributing to a conceptual framework used to study how
Appalachian women construct their identity).
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Chapter III: Methodology
It would not be totally inaccurate to claim Appalachian women, similar to other
marginalized groups, have a heightened sensitivity to perceived perceptions of inadequacy. One
might go so far as to say there exists an ever-present sense of defensiveness. Women across the
globe and, even in Appalachian Ohio, strive to fulfill expectations, both self-imposed and
socially constructed, which stretch emotional, intellectual, and physical capacities beyond
realistic expectation—trying to fulfill many roles and anticipate how acceptance or rejection will
occur in each one. Existing literature contributes to understanding particular aspects of women’s
lives such as those played out in spheres of domestication, friendship, professionalism,
motherhood, and the like; however, these domains are largely considered independent of the
larger context of life. In her work, Composing a Life, Bateson (1989) suggested:
Dissection is an essential part of scientific method, and it is particularly tempting to
disassemble a life composed of odds and ends, to describe pieces separately.
Unfortunately, when this is done, the pattern and loving labor in the patchwork is lost.
(p. 10)
While a simplistic approach might embrace single aspects of one’s life such as their career, or
their view on motherhood, a more holistic view is possible. In this study, designed to explore
how Appalachian women living in southern Ohio construct their identity, the account of women
in this region informs our understanding of the influence of Appalachian heritage in our identity.
Consistent with the Bateson metaphor, the sewing together of aspects of our lives using
Appalachian thread, allows us to patch together the quilt of our life.
Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore how Appalachian professional women living in
southern Ohio construct their identity. Particular emphasis was placed on the extent to which
they experience feelings of duality or double consciousness regarding their perceived acceptance
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among both insiders and outsiders of the region. Through narrative inquiry, using interviews as
the primary data gathering method, key aspects of Appalachian women’s identity construction
was explored. Specifically, I was interested in the experiences of women from southern Ohio
(Adams, Brown, and Highland counties) who frequently interact socially and/or professionally
among people outside the most western edge of the Appalachian region.
In this research, I was curious to discover how Appalachian women’s leadership has been
influenced by real or perceived marginalization stemming from their association with the
Appalachian culture. I was curious to know to what extent they distance, or have distanced
themselves from the Appalachian aspect of their lives and in what circumstances they think this
is necessary for acceptance. Further, I wanted to know how these women experience rejection
from their in-group as a result of their interest or ability to associate or relate with people outside
the Appalachian community. The research questions guiding this study were: How do these
women identify with their Appalachian heritage? How has their Appalachian heritage influenced
real or perceived feelings of marginalization and how has that shaped their identity? Do they
perceive themselves to be leaders in any capacity? How have they blended or reconciled their
professional and Appalachian identity? Within these overarching questions constructed by a
review of literature encompassing culture, gender, leadership, and identity, emerge more specific
questions designed to capture stories about their life and the details of how they make meaning
of it all. Bruner (2002) said:
In effect, there is no such thing as an intuitively obvious and essential self to know, one
that just sits there ready to be portrayed in words. Rather, we constantly construct and
reconstruct ourselves to meet the needs of the situations we encounter, and we do so with
the guidance of our memories of the past and our hopes and fears for the future. (p. 64)
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Qualitative Inquiry
Qualitative researchers emphasize the socially constructed nature of reality and
acknowledge the close relationship between the researcher and what is being studied—they seek
to discover “how” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 13) social experience is created. A cornerstone
of qualitative inquiry is a profound concern with understanding what other human beings are
doing or saying (Schwandt, 2003). This study was based on understanding how professional
women of Appalachian origin construct their identity based on data collected using women’s
authentic voice.
Recognizing that personal experiences originate from the intersection and overlapping of
many different elements, bricolage is a term used within qualitative research because it
represents the creation of something using the variety of resources available (Denzin & Lincoln,
2003). Similar to a quilt maker or a person who pieces material together, a qualitative researcher
is often viewed as a bricoleur (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003)—stitching, editing, and putting pieces
of reality together, by using different voices, perspectives, points of view, and so forth. This
creates a reciprocal relationship between the reader and the writer; the writer creates an
interconnected story much like a quilter pieces material together to create a quilt. It is a mere
irony that literal quilt making is an authentic Appalachian craft. Strangely, this metaphor of quilt
making invokes a comfort for me regarding the fit between me, my research, and my method of
inquiry.
The product of the interpretive bricoleur’s labor is a complex, quiltlike bricolage, a
reflexive collage or montage—a set of fluid, interconnected images and representations.
The interpretive structure is like a quilt, a performance text, a sequence of representations
connecting the parts to the whole. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 9)
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Narrative Inquiry
Started in an effort to explore different ways of thinking about her own life, Bateson
(1989) sought to see the pattern of a whole life by looking at the lives of other women she
admired. Her motive was not to choose a representative sample, but rather incorporate
conversations among these women whom she admired and incorporate her own personal
reflection. Throughout her work, Bateson used the multiple commitments as well as temporal
beginnings and endings among women to reveal an emerging pattern that shape a life. She said:
Storytelling is fundamental to the human search for meaning. . . . Each of these women is
engaged in inventing a new kind of story. Not only is it impossible to know what the
future holds for them, it is impossible to know what their memories of the past will be
when they bring them out again in the future, in some new and changed context. (p. 34)
Bateson’s (1989) work held particular appeal for me as I embarked on this research
designed to explore the lives of Appalachian professional women. By clearly selecting
professional Appalachian women, my desire, similar to Bateson’s, was to reveal how the whole
life of an Appalachian woman influences her identity construction. It was not enough to simply
ask what influence gender, culture, or leadership have in the construction of a woman’s identity,
I needed to understand how these elements were intertwined and overlapped within the context
of being an Appalachian woman. Narrative inquiry was the path by which such understanding
was revealed.
Narrative inquiry, heavily influenced by the work of John Dewey, one of education’s
greatest thinkers, suggests that experience is both personal and social (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000). “People are individuals and need to be understood as such, but they cannot be understood
only as individuals. They are always in relation, always in a social context” (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000, p. 2). Furthermore, Dewey (as cited in Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) also
suggested that experience is based on a continuum; one grows off of another and consequently,
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we are concurrently thinking about the past, present, and future in both our personal and social
situations and settings. It is the contextual and continuum elements of narrative inquiry that are
particularly meaningful for this study because experience is shaped not only by the individual
woman within the scope of the present, but the culmination of that woman’s past, present, and
anticipated experiences within the social context of a marginalized culture. Consequently, this
research honored the dimensions of narrative inquiry in terms of the time continuum (past,
present, future) and the interaction between individual and society (social context) and place
(situation).
Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) highlighted four critical turns in narrative inquiry which
further support this selected form of inquiry for research designed to understand the construction
of Appalachian women’s identities. Among them include the relationship between the
researcher and the researched (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Particularly in a study of this nature,
one in which the researcher shares many commonalities with the participants, this turn from
realist and positivistic (objective) researcher to more of a subjectivist interpretation of
understanding honors the unique relationship that I shared with my participants. Perhaps most
important however, it is this turn that honors the ability of the researcher to remain objective
while maintaining a closeness with the participants that permits “valid” and “generalizable”
(Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007, p. 12) interpretations in their research projects.
In their study of Black and White professional women practicing predominantly in a
White dominated world, Bell and Nkomo (2001) were successful in capturing the value of the
particular, yet using it to provide a deeper and more meaningful understanding of the lives of
women in White corporate America. Similar to Bell and Nkomo’s study, this research was
designed to investigate the identity construction of a small sample of Appalachian professional
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women and its purpose was not to generalize across the culture. Yet, it was expected that these
particular narratives would contribute to a better understanding of these women’s experiences
within a specific time and context. This power within narrative inquiry would allow the stories
of these women to contribute to richness in this research that would otherwise be lost in a more
positivistic research framework (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007).
Through the perspective of multiple roles and commitments at different times of our
lives, it becomes evident that our lives evolve from day-to-day—there is nothing static. Our past
influences our present and future in both personal and social settings. Bateson (1989) suggested
that within individual works of art (the mosaic of our lives), there is “a comment about the world
outside the frame” (p. 17). The narrative inquiry framework guiding this study was designed to
contribute to an understanding of how the identities of Appalachian professional women are
constructed through the stories of their life experiences, their feelings, perceptions, and emotions
during different experiences, and the influence Appalachian heritage has had on this
construction. It was anticipated that we would also learn about the world outside of Appalachia.
My responsibility as a narrative researcher was to be mindful of the many narratives at work
within the inquiry space. I expected to find intersections and reveal emerging narrative threads
through the stories that are shared with me—I expected to create a new story and that is exactly
what happened.
Interviews
Interviews are one way of capturing people’s stories and stories are a way of knowing
(Kvale, 1996; Seidman, 2006). Interviews are not usually used to get answers or test hypotheses,
but are rather a way of expressing interest in understanding the lived experience of someone and
making meaning of that experience (Seidman, 2006). Kvale (1996) said, “conversation is a basic
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mode of human interaction. . . . Through conversation we get to learn about their experiences,
feelings, and hopes and the world they live in” (p. 5). Interviewing is one form of conversation
and is the primary data gathering method for this study.
As “a construction site of knowledge” (Kvale, 1996, p. 42), the interview offers a
platform from which we can understand experiences. Here, among the voices of a small group
of Appalachian women, their stories about being associated with a marginalized culture emerged.
As a researcher who embraces the relational aspects represented in constructing knowledge,
using qualitative interviewing represented for me a logical approach to studying Appalachian
women. It was through open-ended, in-depth interviews that I was able to explore diverse
situations, such as those relating to culture and gender, and begin to recognize where they link
and overlap, as interpreted by Hill Collins (1990) and Dill and Zambrana (2009) in their writings
about African American women.
Ethical considerations of the interview. Reissman (2008) suggested “the goal in
narrative interviewing is to generate detailed accounts rather than brief answers or general
statements” (p. 23). By framing the interview as a conversation, I was able to facilitate the
conversation by applying general rules of conversation such as turn-taking and handling
transitions (Reissman, 2008). Recognizing the influence of interaction between the interviewee
and myself, I relied on explicit rules designed to address the moral implications of the interview.
A complete Institutional Review Board (IRB) application and informed consent form were
submitted as part of the proposal for this research.
Despite the strength interviewing represents to understanding the experiences of these
women, I also recognized the limitations. For my particular research, I recognized two obvious
limitations to the interview process. First, the interview itself can be intimidating for both the
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researcher and the participant. The presence of a recording device and note taking can be
uncomfortable and could limit the conversation. Second, and perhaps more critical, is the
influence I played in making meaning of the interview. Corbin and Strauss (2008) suggested that
despite much of a researcher’s emotional responses occurring on an unconscious level, the
reciprocal influence between the researcher and the participant can manipulate the data collection
and interpretation. Because I am an Appalachian woman and the research holds such deep
personal meaning, I was highly sensitive to this limitation and I designed the study to include
appropriate safeguards which permitted me the liberty of building rapport with my participants
while demonstrating an acute mindfulness about the interview process. My strategies to mitigate
these limitations are addressed later in this chapter.
Pilot Interview
Particularly when using interviews as the primary data gathering method within a study,
the researcher must be attentive to representation, voice, and text when representing the story of
the research participant and avoid replicating the views of the researcher (Olesen, 2003). In
conversations leading up to the dissertation, the exchanges I shared with other professional
women of Appalachian origin were highly interactive—a relational and reciprocal exchange of
similar stories. I was fully present in the conversation and the dialogue seemed mutually
gratifying.
In preparation for the dissertation research, I constructed and pretested my interview
protocol and study questions. The purpose was to help me gauge my own ability to balance my
voice with that of my participant and to test the utility of my proposed questions. I selected an
acquaintance of mine who grew up in rural Appalachia and now lives in a more metropolitan
Appalachian area. I wanted to be careful in my pilot interview to choose a woman who would be
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at an arm’s length from me and not one whose stories I knew intimately. I knew some
observable things about the woman I selected for my pilot interview such as her place of
employment and the fact that she frequently interacted with people outside the Appalachian
region, but I did not know her life-story in any detail. I perceive her to be a confident and selfaware individual who is well spoken, presents herself professionally, and generally seems quite
adept in interactions with others.
The development of my interview questions was based on my review of the relevant
literature, my own curiosity, and the experiences of Appalachian women in similar contexts.
The interview took place in my home and lasted approximately an hour. It was audio-recorded
and transcribed. After reviewing the transcript for accuracy, a copy was given to the participant
as an added measure of accuracy.
Pilot interview observations. The pilot interview data was consistent with what the
Appalachian literature often alludes to in terms of people’s identity—a noticeable sense of
otherness. Despite her outward appearance of confidence, this woman was not hesitant in
admitting that she thought Appalachian people are different and that we are perceived quite
differently by others. At several junctures, she was deliberate in acknowledging her pride in
being from the region. Yet, similar to informal conversations with other Appalachian people, it
was communicated with a hint of insecurity and an obvious sense of duty. Further, she spoke of
her mindfulness about self-presentation in particular situations such as those among people
outside the region. Particularly in her professional capacities, she offered a glimpse of her
awareness that her accent set her apart from the business people she encountered who were from
other geographic regions in America. During the unrecorded post-interview period, my notes
confirm a degree of dual consciousness because she said that within her professional sphere she
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is most aware that she “wears two hats.” She attributed her ability to carry herself confidently,
despite her surroundings, to a lifetime of travelling and exposure to places and environments
outside the region. She asked “had I stayed working for a small company in Adams County like
I was . . . would I be the way I am now? Absolutely not!” Further, she also noted that what I
perceived as confidence was years in the making—she noted that it was not until her early 30s
that she began getting comfortable in her own skin.
While the pilot interview helped me explore an Appalachian woman’s sense of duality
and occasionally demonstrated otherness, perhaps the most revealing aspect of the pilot
interview was the manner in which my participant identified herself as an Appalachian woman.
This is critical because she rarely used the term Appalachian, yet it was implied throughout.
When asked if she identified herself as an Appalachian woman there was an implication on my
part that she would know what I meant by the term Appalachian. While she seemed comfortable
fielding the question based on an implied understanding, I noticed later that she was more
comfortable framing herself as a “country” person and referred predominantly to the place rather
than the culture. For example, following the initial question about Appalachian identity, she,
rather disjointedly concluded a statement with “but I think that definitely identifies me as being,
you know, [hesitation] an Appalachian person.” In this response, it was clear, she was trying to
accommodate my terminology rather than using her own—“Appalachian” did not resonate with
her based on her verbal pause, but she understood what I was asking as evidenced by the nature
of her response.
Recognizing her awkwardness in using the term, she continued in the same line of
questioning to refer more to Appalachia as a sense of place, being country versus urban, rather
than a cultural aspect of her life. She said, after acknowledging that she has friends in
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Cincinnati, “I feel some sense that we’re [implied Appalachian people] more caring, more down
to earth, easily satisfied, easily entertained because we didn’t have everything growing up that
someone in the city would have . . . our needs are a lot less.” Continuing along the same thread
of questioning, she referred to country in several responses saying, “the country is a great place
to raise kids,” “I’m proud to be from the country,” “I have more confidence even though I’m
from the country.” It was quite apparent that country was an easier, more comfortable
framework for her to use rather than Appalachia.
While I was somewhat perplexed regarding the terminology difference immediately
following the interview, it made more sense in the days and months following our conversation
as I had time to reflect on the incongruence between my language and that of my interview
participant. Perhaps further confirmation that narrative inquiry is the most appropriate method
for this study, I considered my mental framework that I brought to the interview and it was here
that I realized the reason for my initial surprise. I am an education administrator for a local
community college frequently analyzing demographic data and writing technical reports where
the Appalachian distinction is a critical component of my work. Often, there is generally some
difference, favorable and unfavorable, associated with the geographic and demographic
separation—serving an Appalachian population is often a favorable situation when seeking
funding and consequently, my use of the specific term is more comfortable and natural. In my
work capacity, I use the word Appalachian quite frequently, but in reality, many people from the
Appalachian counties in southern Ohio are more inclined to simply use the word country or some
similar construct. I know this as a native to the region, but failed at that time to consider how it
would impact my research. Perhaps I should have thought more carefully about this considering
that even my husband commented at the onset of my research, “but, we aren’t Appalachians.”
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Even at that early juncture it was apparent that the word Appalachian was a misunderstood
concept and that people frame their association or disassociation with the culture using a variety
of labels. Consequently, I added a line of questioning that explored my participant’s conception
of the label Appalachia and made certain that whatever terminology they use legitimately
implied Appalachia.
Overall, the pilot interview helped me confirm that I was on meaningful path and that my
study was grounded by something more than my personal perception. Further, the nature of the
conversation was natural and flowing because my interviewees often addressed major elements
of my questions before they were asked which allowed me to inquire more deeply than I had
anticipated.
Pilot interview implications. As a result of the pilot interview, I made minor
modifications to my interview questions. First and foremost, I added a line of questioning that
invited the participant to explain their personal conception of Appalachia. Other areas where I
planned to expand my questioning included a deeper exploration of the participant’s professional
background and current role, as well as the influence that role models have had in their lives and
the extent to which they perceive themselves to be models for other Appalachian women.
Lastly, as a result of the pilot interview and the extent to which the conversation following the
recorded portion informed this study, I attempted to take a more conversational approach with
my interview participants. During the pilot interview, I was so preoccupied with protecting the
objectivity of the interview, I did not fully engage with the participant—it was somewhat stiff
and felt more like a systematic question and answer exchange. When the recorder was stopped,
we talked freely and casually and it was here that the essence of the study truly emerged. Not
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only did the participant speak of “wearing two hats” [duality] she also spoke about her ability to
transition herself, particularly her accent, to suit her perceived needs of the environment.
Participants in the Study
McCracken (1988), in his discussion of quality control, suggested that interviewers must
be mindful of the relationships they have with their participants. McCracken (1988) said:
The most obvious danger is that the respondent who is given the terms and objectives of
research is not likely to give fully spontaneous and unstudied responses. The respondents
may prove overhelpful [sic], and try to “serve up” what he or she thinks is wanted. (p. 27)
Because my research is personal and my interviewees represent the same culture as mine, I was
mindful to select participants that I was certain would offer their genuine and honest accounts of
their life.
The participants involved in this study represented a purposeful sample of professional
women of Appalachian origin. This sampling technique was used because it was well suited to
study the experience of a specific population. Because hypotheses were not being tested and
there was no intent to generalize to a broader population, this purposeful sample afforded me the
opportunity to present the experience in a compelling and detailed manner that allows readers to
connect to their experience (Seidman, 2006). The study participants were adult women residing
in Adams, Brown, and Highland counties in southern Ohio and range in age from early 20s to
mid-60s. There were no pre-established criteria related to marital or parental status. Expecting
to reach saturation somewhere between 10 to 15 interviews, information saturation was reached
after 10 interviews. Participants were selected based on their authentic Appalachian heritage.
The participants must have held or have retired from gainful employment. They were selected
by virtue of their social and/or professional interactivity outside the Appalachian region in more
urban environments and an observable level of self-confidence including social astuteness and
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their ability to demonstrate independence. I sought women who appeared comfortable in social
and professional interaction. It was expected that they would have an ability to conceal their
Appalachian accent, but it was not a requirement for selection. In addition to their professional
roles, I selected women who also led in unconventional capacities such as in their family systems
and through their day-to-day interactions with other people. I had a keen eye toward selecting
women whose leadership was anchored in self-awareness and mindfulness toward others, as
suggested in Sinclair’s (2007) description of leadership as a “form of being (with ourselves and
others)” (p. xviii).
Handling the Data: Narrative Analysis
In contemporary narrative inquiry, there are multiple analytical lenses with which the
researcher can approach empirical data (Chase, 2005). In addition to interviews as a distinct
discourse, narrative researchers also view the narratives as verbal action that has the potential to
explain, defend, complain, confirm, or challenge the status quo (Chase, 2005). Narrative
researchers recognize the social resources and circumstances and view the particulars as a lens
from which to attend to similarities and differences across settings and perceive the narrative as a
socially situated interactive performance (Chase, 2005). Lastly, in the field of narrative research,
researchers are able to view themselves as narrators as they make decisions about the data
(Chase, 2005).
In my study, data were created primarily through the interviews and the field notes
related to them. As recommended by Richards (2009), data should be accurate, contexted, a
“thick description” (p. 57), useful, and reflexive. To fulfill this recommendation, time, effort,
and attention were paid toward writing and maintaining notes throughout the process.
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Particularly in a project in which multiple interviews were conducted, it was important to be able
to connect items that were of particular importance.
As the project progressed, looking at data, interview by interview, was replaced with a
view of overarching themes and ideas (Richards, 2009). Coding allowed me to capture all of the
data and begin to see it from a more comprehensive level. According to Corbin and Strauss
(2008), coding is pulling concepts from raw data and massaging them in terms of their properties
and dimensions. It was suggested that coding begin soon after the first interview (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008) and I followed this recommendation. Richards (2009) suggested three phases of
qualitative coding and says that most projects will require all three. First, the data were coded
descriptively. Essentially, specific details such as gender, age, and profession were sorted.
Second, topic coding involves identifying what is being discussed. Sometimes referred to as the
“hack work” (Richards, 2009, p. 96) of the qualitative researcher, this type of coding meant
applying labels related to particular subjects. Lastly, analytical coding reaches the depth of
answering questions—it comes from interpretation and reflection on meaning (Richards, 2009).
Generally perceived to be the hardest coding, analytical coding was the most exciting, as new
ideas often emerge at this level (Richards, 2009). For my project, I chose to organize the data
and conduct my analysis with the assistance of software (NVivo) designed for this purpose.
Reliability and validity. The last major aspect of qualitative research is recognizing the
reliability and validity of the data. Generalizability, the other component of scientific integrity,
is not addressed here because the nature of my study does not readily lend itself to
generalizability. Described by Kirk and Miller (1986) from a positivist perspective, “‘reliability’
is the extent to which a measurement procedure yields the same answer however and whenever it
is carried out; ‘validity’ is the extent to which it gives the correct answer” (p. 19). According to
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Kirk and Miller, these concepts are also relevant to qualitative observations but there are
exceptions to both. Validity in the qualitative sense is a question of whether the researcher sees
what he or she thinks he or she sees and cannot necessarily be measured to a particular decimal
point (Kirk & Miller, 1986). Similarly, reliability in qualitative work depends on explicitly
described observational procedures but does not necessarily occur in a laboratory under
controlled settings (Kirk & Miller, 1986). To mitigate reliability and validity concerns, I
employed focus groups as a means of member checking and worked with an academic colleague
to minimize researcher bias by having her check my coding structure and process.
Validity is often checked through either triangulation or member checking (Richards,
2009). Focus groups in this study were used as a form of member checking. While introduced
as a validity check for the research, I was open to using the focus group as a source of new data.
Focus groups, while a valuable component of this research, also represented some limitations
when used alone. Although I did not perceive this to happen, it was quite possible that voices
would be lost because of self-consciousness or that the participants join in groupthink where
stories begin to overlap and converge by nature of the group environment. However, when
coupled with individual interviews as a primary source of data collection, focus groups
represented a solid form of member checking. Further, considering the nature of this study, I
expected that a focus group would be a rewarding and fulfilling experience for these women to
meet one another and learn from one another’s experience and this assumption was solidly
confirmed.
A report was produced and reviewed by the participants who were available to join the
focus group (see Appendix A). Because participation in the focus group compromised
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anonymity among participants, the protocol submitted to the IRB reflected this component and
was addressed in the interviews and reiterated prior to the focus group.
Reliability checking: Buddy system. To build reliability into a study, “depends
essentially on explicitly described observational procedures” (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p. 41). Using
buddy system of coding is one practical approach to building reliability and one that proved
fruitful in this study. Through these external checks, I was able to learn from different
interpretations of the data (Richards, 2009).
Limitations
Early in the doctoral program, we were encouraged to consider methodological fit
between the question being asked and the design of the project. An element of fit also includes
the researcher. Described by Kleinman (2007), “we are the ‘instruments’ of research . . . so we
had better know ourselves well” (p. 1). Bentz and Shapiro (1998) suggested, “research is always
carried out by an individual with a life and a ‘lifeworld,’ a personality, a social context, and
various personal and practical challenges and conflicts, all of which affect the research” (p. 4).
These authors agreed that research is linked to the researcher. As such, it would have been
negligent to ignore the limitations that I, the researcher, represented to this study. I am an
Appalachian woman and I have repeatedly noted this research holds deep personal meaning for
me. Consequently, I maintained a heightened sensitivity to my presence within the research. To
mitigate this limitation, I handled the data with meticulous care, I used an authoritative voice that
distinguished my presence from the stories of the participants, and I employed structured
analysis of their narratives to identify themes and present their voices in my findings. Further, I
incorporated meaningful measures of validity and reliability checking. While acknowledging
this limitation, I also perceived this intimate connection to be a strength of the study. Not only
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did this broaden access to interview participants, it also positioned me to offer a perspective that
enriched the research. Because this study was an exploratory study to understand the
construction of Appalachian women’s self-identities using a small sample of participants, there
was no intent to generalize the findings. Analysis and interpretation of narrative data is, by
nature, subjective.
In addition to the subjective pressures involved with interviewing, other limitations of
interview methodology are concerned with scientific rigor. Kvale (1996) suggested that some
critique interviews as lacking in hypothesis, incapable of generalization, and too person
dependent. While some of these arguments have been addressed earlier in this chapter, an
overarching mindfulness regarding the purpose of the study naturally explains why the strengths
of the study outweigh the limitations. The purpose driving this research was to use conversation
as a vehicle to make meaning of women’s identity construction. Maintaining an open mind
regarding the limitations of interviewing and consistently questioning my own presuppositions
served to strengthen my chosen methodology (Kvale, 1996).
The results, conclusions, and implications forthcoming were balanced with the limitations
of the study. The findings were limited to a purposeful sample of women living and practicing
professionally in a specific region of southern Ohio situated along the western edge of the larger
Appalachian region. As previously stated, there was no intent to generalize, but rather use the
findings to understand how some Appalachian women construct their identity. The data and
analysis are situated in the experiences of the participants, as well as the researcher. Our life
history, our professional practice, education, and other variables including our Appalachian
heritage have presumably impacted the thoughts and responses contributing to this study.
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Chapter IV: Findings
The purpose of this study was to explore the ways in which Appalachian professional
women in southern Ohio construct their identity. Grounded in both experience and interactions
leading up to the study, personal interviews and follow-up focus groups were the primary means
of data collection. These discussions, both one-on-one and within a group setting among a
purposeful sample of women from the area, served to inform how these women negotiate
marginalization, how they identify with their Appalachian heritage, and how they blended or
reconciled their professional and Appalachian identities.
As discussed in the previous chapter, data were gathered through two avenues. First,
face-to-face interviews were conducted with 10 different women from the region. Following the
personal interviews, those same women were invited to a focus group where the emerging
themes were revealed to them and they were encouraged to offer new insights, as well as
validating the findings. Although not a central source of new data collection, a second focus
group was introduced to incorporate the voices of women whom I have considered trusted
advisors since the inception of the project. This small group represented the women who would
have been ideal interview candidates however, for quality control purposes (McCracken, 1988)
they were excluded due to the extensive nature of conversations we had shared prior to the
study’s commencement. Including them as interview participants would have been problematic
in terms of capturing spontaneous responses. Despite this, inviting their voices to the study was
important for me personally and ultimately represented yet an additional sounding group from
which the data might be further validated.
As the data will support, the study provided insight into how Appalachian women
professionals describe themselves and explored the complexities of shaping an identity as a
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member of a marginalized population. The interviews often yielded more than just data for a
research study; they represented deep, meaningful opportunities to create community. The
interviews with those I knew well provided deeper insight into personal confidence, family
relations, our perceptions of acceptance, and interesting conceptions of Appalachia. Among the
participants who were less familiar to me, meaningful connections emerged spontaneously that
will undoubtedly lead to lifelong friendships. In many situations, gratitude was expressed
repeatedly for having the opportunity to pause for the kind of reflection necessary to answer the
interview questions. More often than not, these women simply had not thought deeply about the
implications that their Appalachian heritage has had on their identity development. Further, they
seem to derive a genuine pride in having been selected for such a study.
Participants in the Study
The participants in this study represented a purposeful sample of Appalachian
professional women living in the southern Ohio area. The criteria for their selection were
flexible beyond being adult women who share an authentic Appalachian heritage. They were
selected, at my discretion, by virtue of their social and/or professional interactivity outside the
Appalachian region. Further, based on my personal perception, I selected women who
demonstrated an observable level of self-confidence including social astuteness and
independence.
At the beginning of the study, an initial list of 25 potential participants was narrowed to
10 to 15. An attempt was made to balance the number of women representing the southern Ohio
counties of Adams, Brown, and Highland counties in southern Ohio. The balance of geographic
representation, while present among the larger list, did not play out well once the list was
narrowed to those women whose stories I thought would best inform the research purpose.
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Further, among the selected participants, two had migration patterns that included childhood in
one county and adulthood in another. Ultimately, I had six participants from Highland county,
one from Adams county, two from Brown county, and one, unbeknownst to me, technically from
Ross county, which is an Appalachian county neighboring Highland county. Although this
exception caused some initial concern because it did not fit into my previously stated criteria, I
elected to include her for specific reasons, not the least of which was the depth and richness of
the interview. She identified herself as a Highland county person, she grew up in Highland
county, she practices in Highland county, and her residence, while technically in Ross county, is
commonly referred to as part of Highland county. In her introduction she even stated, “I am
from Ross county . . . which is just across the county line” (Josephine).
Other efforts to balance the participant selection included being mindful regarding age
and professional service area. To answer the study questions, it was imperative that the
participants had enough experience from which to reflect and therefore, I was careful to select
women who represented early to mid-life development. The ages ranged from 29 to 65. In
addition to life development stages, I deliberately selected participants who represented a variety
of occupational roles. Ultimately, the study represented a good balance between education,
health-care, professional, and business sectors.
The ethnicity of the participant pool was regretfully homogenous. Although not
deliberate, the 10 participants were all Caucasian women. Despite the richness that may have
been introduced to the study through diversity, the homogeneity of this study is consistent with
the lack of diversity in the region. The communities used in this study also experience a White
majority in the range of 95 to 99% of the total population (Ohio Department of Development,
2011).
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Table 4.1 offers a snapshot profile of the interview participants including their pseudoname, age, field of professional practice, education level, and county of residence. Although not
identified in the table, nine of the 10 were married women and eight of the women were mothers.
Of the two who were not mothers, one was expecting her first child. For participant privacy, age
is classified by early-life (25-30), mid-life (31-50), and later-life (51-65).
Table 4.1
Interview Participant Profile

Pseudonym

Age

Professional Sector

Education Level

County of Residence

Allison

Early-life

Healthcare

Bachelors

Highland

Bobby Jo

Early-life

Education

Bachelors

Brown

Gertrude

Mid-life

Consulting

Masters

Adams

Jane

Late-life

Private Practice

Professional

Highland

Jesse

Mid-life

Health care

Associates

Highland

Josephine

Late-life

Business

Bachelors

Border County

Olivia

Late-life

Education

Bachelors

Highland

Sarah Lynn

Late-life

Consulting

Bachelors

Brown

Scarlet

Mid-life

Social Service

Masters

Highland

Victoria

Late-life

Healthcare/Education

Doctorate

Highland

Despite my attentiveness to the nuances among the attributes collected for each participant, there
were few that warranted lengthy mention. There were far more similarities than differences.
With the exception of participant age, which is discussed fully later in this chapter, I did not
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recognize significant anomalies that warranted in-depth analysis. Even among the two
participants who were not mothers and the one unmarried woman, there were no triggers in the
interview that clearly set them apart.
Focus group participants. The primary focus group for this study included the original
interview participants (see Table 4.1). Formation of the second focus group (see Table 4.2)
however, was far less structured than the selection of the interview candidates who comprised
the main focus group.
Table 4.2
Second Focus Group Profile

Age

Professional Sector

Education Level

County of Residence

Late-life

Education

Bachelors

Brown

Late-life

Retired

PhD

Highland

Late-life

Consulting/Retired

PhD

Brown

Late-life

Education/Consulting

PhD

Ross

Late-life

Education

Masters

Highland

Late-life

Education

PhD

Adams

As mentioned, the second focus group represented women who I considered trusted advisors in
terms of their involvement in my study. These women could easily be considered mentors for
me in one capacity or another. They each represented professional excellence in their chosen
field and an undeniable sophistication that easily impresses those, particularly other Appalachian
women, with whom they have contact; by any account, they are the epitome of successful
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Appalachian women all holding higher education degrees, a reputable career history, and
reputable social status in their respective communities. These were the women that helped me to
process the idea of studying Appalachian women’s identity construction by sharing their own
experiences of balancing and blending their Appalachian heritage with their professional
obligations and interactions outside the region. These women were included in the study
primarily to deepen my understanding of the interview and focus group data from the interviews,
assist me in articulating the study’s relevancy in the scholarly world, and to help explore areas
for future research.
Interviews and Focus Groups
All of the participants were informed of their selection via letter. Upon confirmation of
their interest, a mutually agreeable meeting time was arranged. Four interviews were conducted
in a private residence and six took place in a private office or meeting room space. Each
interview followed the same protocol including review of informed consent, a reminder that the
discussion would be recorded, followed by questions outlined in the approved interview guide.
Based on my experience with the pilot interview, I reserved a 60-minute timeframe for each
interview. This time allotment, depending on the conversational sidetracks that we shared, was
appropriate for nearly every interview with some going slightly longer and others a few minutes
short of an hour.
Of the original invited participants, only one failed to respond after repeated follow-up
attempts and was subsequently replaced with a referral from a trusted personal advisor who has
been following my research. Following each audio recorded interview, a personal, hand-written
thank you note accompanied the professionally transcribed interview and invited the participant
to review the transcript for accuracy and provide any clarifying information. No participants
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offered any changes to the interview transcript but, interestingly, through conversations
following the interview, several women revealed a self-conscious tendency to attack their own
ability to communicate well saying things such as, “I can’t believe I talk like that” or “I sound
like I’m from Appalachia.”
Following the interviews and subsequent data analysis, the participants were then invited
to join in a focus group conversation at a later date where the main themes from the findings
were presented to them. This represented an opportunity for the participant to reflect on the
findings and share their reactions, and the discussion also ended up being a meaningful
community building opportunity. The focus group was held in my home over a light brunch and
was audio-recorded but not transcribed. The participants were notified at the point of entry into
the study that they would be asked to participate in the focus group and meet the other women.
Surprisingly, this element of the research sparked keen interest among all of the women. Several
of the women who were interviewed in the early stages of the data collection period actually
followed-up prior to the conclusion of the personal interview period to make sure they had not
missed the opportunity to participate in the focus group. The focus group, constructed as a
measure of trustworthiness within the study, served its purpose well. It provided an avenue to
expand the interview data in some areas where I thought the personal interviews had gaps,
particularly gaps related to the exploration of the women’s conception of leadership and their
own self-leadership. While there were no new emerging themes stemming from this focus
group, real new data that emerged in this area, the focus group proved a fruitful sounding board
to help me make meaning of the data I gathered from the interviews.
The tone of the first focus group (original interview participants) was welcoming and
conversational and I sensed no inhibition among the women in terms of sharing their thoughts,
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ideas, and perceptions. I provided the participants a summary sheet (see Appendix A) including
the themes that emerged from the dominant categories guiding the study including their
conception of Appalachia, the ways in which they identify themselves personally within social
constructs, and their identities as women and as leaders. Because I identified a noticeable gap in
the data regarding leadership and to some extent, the conception of gender, I used the focus
group to help expand on this area by prompting questions about their conception of leadership
and their thoughts about what it means to be a woman leader in Appalachia. Specifically, I
inquired about their thoughts of how leadership is framed within American society and what
implications this has on their own identity and leadership behaviors. Further, I challenged them
to think deeply about their leadership in their profession as well as in their everyday life. Lastly,
I asked them to consider the notion of gender imbalance and the extent to which this shapes their
leadership. While posed as questions to assist me in developing the leadership component of the
study more fully, the women gravitated toward other concepts in the study such as the use of the
term hillbilly and their processing of the overarching concept of dual consciousness. While they
did offer some additional insight into leadership, it did not necessarily unfold in the way I
expected and consequently, yielded minimal additional data about leadership, but rather helped
me clarify my thinking and understanding of the data that had emerged during the interviews.
By the conclusion of the focus group, it seemed apparent that leadership, much like the way they
described other aspects of their identity, is an intertwined element of their existence. It is not a
standalone topic, but rather woven into their being.
The second focus group among my selected advisors was carried out in a manner similar
to the first focus group. Held in my home during the dinner hour, these women also maintained
a cordial and relaxed atmosphere. Like the focus group with the interview participants, these
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women also expressed sincere appreciation for being recognized as a member of my circle of
trusted advisors. Upon arrival, I informed them of their rights as interviewees under the rules of
informed consent and opened the conversation using the same handout (see Appendix A) that
was prepared for the first focus group. While incorporated as an additional measure of
trustworthiness, the design of this focus group was directed toward articulating the “so what” of
the study. I challenged them to think along with me about the study’s implications. Further,
capitalizing on their high educational levels (four of the six women held Ph.D. degrees), I asked
for their thoughts regarding future research. While no new data emerged from this focus group,
the discussion we shared helped me to frame my final reflections and ideas about future research.
Narrative Analysis
Chapter 2 presented a conceptual framework to guide the methodology for this study.
Within this framework, the interview questions were shaped around the core components of
culture, identity, gender, and leadership. Ultimately, these overarching theoretical frames served
to inform the basic structure of coding.
As interview transcripts would arrive from the transcription service, I would read the
transcript and compare my cursory review with the field notes and the interview journal entries I
had maintained throughout interview period. Once all of the transcripts had arrived in digital
form, I loaded the transcripts and interview journal into NVivo software for structured coding.
During this level of review, I followed an open coding process that is often associated with a
grounded theory methodology. While not necessarily consistent with the analytic analysis that I
eventually did, I found this free flowing style interesting and engaging. At the conclusion of this
first round of coding, I had 78 codes representing the detailed ideas and themes that emerged as I
began really immersing myself in the transcript content.
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The next phase of coding involved a more focused look at the frameworks guiding the
study. Prior to this round of coding, I developed a new coding framework using a hierarchal
structure inclusive of tree (parent) nodes at the top of the structure and child nodes below the
parent. The conceptual framework coupled with the earlier free coding provided for a wellconstructed coding framework, but was not limiting in terms of emerging themes. The NVivo
software represented the flexibility for me to move and merge codes into different themes so the
coding structure made sense. For example, age, ambition, spiritual faith, and maternal influence
surfaced as codes that were pulled together as personal development, which supported the
overarching theme of self-identity. Following the coding of each interview within this
framework, I reviewed the coding structure and reflected on the stages of its development,
thinking critically about any additions or merging that may have transpired as I progressed
through the transcripts. I purposely selected three of the richest interviews to code early in the
process so that the majority of new codes might emerge earlier rather than later. This proved
fruitful in that, by the last half of the coding process, there were virtually no new codes emerging
and those that I thought were new, actually fit in some of the existing code structure. Following
each coding session, which never included more than two interviews at a time, I would spend
time reflecting on codes and double-check that I had been open and receptive to new codes and
emerging themes. My sense is that the exhaustive work I had done in the early stages of my
coding work actually helped shape the more structured analysis.
Despite the redundancy in visiting the transcripts, I felt that it was important to check my
coding to make sure that I was not missing something or I was reading from differing frames of
mind that would leave me susceptible to glaring omissions of discoveries that should have been
captured. To check my work, I turned to a colleague within the Ph.D. program to review my
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coding and make certain it was logical and comprehensive. I sent her my entire NVivo file,
including the coding structure, and asked her to check my work for consistency. Constructed as
a reliability measure within my methodology, I found this strategy to be a wise choice. This
peer-checking mechanism provided validation that I had done a thorough job of coding, yet it
also alerted me to some aspects of leadership that were embedded in responses I had not
necessarily been receptive of in my own coding.
Findings
The data captured to explore how Appalachian professional women construct their
identities were guided by a conceptual framework grounded in the literature that included
culture, identity, social identity, and leadership with gender as a central element interwoven
within all of these areas. Within each conceptual area just listed the data are organized into
themes. The themes within culture are: (a) sense of place, (b) community, (c) work ethic, (d)
conception of Appalachian women, and (e) images of Appalachian people and the hillbilly.
Within the component of identity, the themes are: (a) framing ourselves around the stereotype
including accent and education, (b) personal development including age, ambition, maternal
influence, spiritual faith, and value of external experiences, and (c) confidence. Social identity
includes the following themes: (a) stigmas and our response, and (b) acceptance and adaptation.
Lastly, within the leadership component, the themes are: (a) the identity work of leadership, (b)
authentic leadership, and (c) self-leadership.
The themes represent many commonalities among the women although each woman’s
story held its own uniqueness. The manner in which these stories unfolded was consistent with
Bateson’s (1989) concept of composing a life which embraces the interwoven aspects of cultural
influences, gender, and stigmatization within the context of a whole life—not just one
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component of a life, such as professional identity, status as a mother, wife, widow, divorcee, or
other attribute. Certainly these components influence each individual life however, for purposes
of this study none of them emerged as a significant part of the women’s stories. Essentially,
none of the women used such roles as a single frame for their story, and while attentive to the
probability that changes in these roles could likely change their story, making assumptions about
how it may change would be nothing more than a personal hunch. I considered the themes
emerging from the data just as I had done when reviewing the literature and I looked for data that
directly and indirectly implied a sense of dual consciousness. These data supporting this search
for a dual consciousness will be presented in the second half of the chapter.
Culture. Appalachia has been framed within this study as both a construct and a
geographic region. Throughout history, people have used a variety of models to describe
Appalachia and the people who live in the region. The women in this study have used
descriptions consistent with both favorable and unfavorable conceptions of Appalachia that are
widely cited in scholarly work and popular culture media. Inclusive of a strong sense of place,
the women also speak about their conception of the Appalachian woman, their sense of
community, the enviable work ethic of Appalachian people, and the less favorable portrayal of
Appalachian people as hillbillies, hilljacks, or rednecks. They discuss these ideas in terms of
both how they view themselves as well as how they think others perceive them.
Sense of place. In Appalachia, perhaps not unlike other geographic regions with strong
indigenous cultural influences, one’s sense of place is intertwined with their identity. It is within
the exploration of place that, regardless of the participant’s guiding frame about the region, they
are fully aware that Appalachia is distinct and their identity is intricately tied to the region.
Gertrude noted:
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Place is so important, this belonging to a place. And I think when I introduce myself it’s
almost as if that’s my definition that I live in. I’m connected to the earth. I live in this
valley. I love this house. I love these hills.
She went on to say:
But I was at Ohio State this summer taking an art class, and I felt so out of place. And
my problem was as I tried to explain to the people in the class who did not get it that I felt
like I was living in a dream because I would pass people on the sidewalk and they
wouldn’t look at me. Not that I need to be looked at, but we couldn’t make eye contact.
It was like I was in a weird movie. So I think place is so important because this is where
I belong. This is where I fit. So I often tell people that, but I also find people are more or
less uninterested. (Gertrude)
Another participant expressed a deep connection to the place by saying, “Will some leave and do
very well, absolutely, but will they come back to visit, yeah they’ll miss it and they may try to
find some place out there that is similar to this” (Olivia). Yet another stated:
I think that if you have an appreciation for all of the things that matter at the end of the
day or at the end of your life, and it’s almost like I’m criticizing other places and I’m not.
It’s just that I think, demographically, we’re in an area that allows an appreciation for the
things that will matter when it’s all over. (Bobby Jo)
Still another participant spoke so passionately about this undeniable sense of place that she
contemplated purchasing her childhood homestead later in life. She said:
I thought seriously about going back and trying to buy the farm back . . . I feel that
connection now. I didn’t before. When I was younger I did not feel it. But I think it’s
from my father because my father always wanted to go back. That was his roots, that
was his home, he always wanted to go back, and he never made it back. I don’t know if
that’s part of it or if it’s a place that is so isolated that if you wanted to get away from
everything in the world all you need to do because there’s no road back to it. You have
to go through the creek bed to get back there. There’s no road. (Sarah)
Other conceptions of these women’s sense of place indicated a divided self. They
demonstrate keen awareness of the negative implications tied to staying within the region, yet
speak to an overwhelming desire to stay connected to this place. Gertrude stated at one point in
the interview, “between 13 and 18 was I was going to get away from Adams county, because
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who would ever want to live here” (Gertrude). She later commented when asked about her
decision to make her life in the region:
The other part of that is you know that if you stay here you are sacrificing something. I
know I’m sacrificing something. I’m sacrificing an income for one thing. I have a
Masters degree. I made $8,000 last year. I’ll cry thinking about that. . . . But to me
that’s a perfect trade off. For somebody else that’s not. (Gertrude)
Other participants added:
I definitely had moments that I wanted to get out of my parent’s house. But in the
scheme of things in being the region, a piece of me, I guess, wanted to move to a big city
and own a loft. . . . And I look back and I think . . . so much of what I did in the
beginning was driven by fear of not being able to succeed as somebody from this area.
(Bobby Jo)
I’m very proud to have the background that I do, and to be from, I guess, that’s all I knew
growing up, and I’m very proud of my upbringing, and where I came from. But yes, I
smile, because they’re like, “Oh, wow, you’re right out there.” And they think we’re all
hillbillies, and all that stuff, but I think that I’m proud, like I said, to be from that area,
and from this area. (Allison)
It’s interesting, because people say that [speaking of leaving the region], and they
quickly; it’s for some reason, they usually come back. And I don’t know that I was one
of those people that said, “I’ve got to get out of here.” I don’t know that I made that, but
yeah, to hear people say that, I think they don’t realize what we have. I don’t think they
realize what they’re saying. But I think, too, everybody’s got to go out, and find out on
their own what’s out there, and so, but it usually brings them back. (Allison)
I don’t know if it was the demographics of the area or the instructors there but I always
found a common theme in almost the pity toward Appalachian. I don’t know. And I
look back at it now . . . to all the times in my life when I felt almost repressed by where
I’m from. And it seemed as though some of the instructors just sort of had that
stereotypical girl . . . because around here I didn’t know. All my friends were from
around here and rarely did we ever have anyone who moved in from anywhere other than
Adams or Brown county. I think one year we had a girl move from Lebanon and she said
we talked funny. (Bobby Jo)
And, lastly, to some, Appalachia remains a misunderstood description of place. One
participant cleverly retorted following an early question in the interview, “I didn’t know I was an
Appalachian” (Josephine). She then commented that she thought those people who lived in a
neighboring community less than 12 miles away were Appalachian. She replied when asked
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why she didn’t think she was Appalachian, “I didn’t know anybody named Cooter” (Josephine)
referring to the widely popular and overly exaggerated television series, The Dukes of Hazard.
Another participant commented:
Do you know, I don’t think I’d ever heard that term until I was probably in my Masters
degree. I can’t recall that term at least. And I had a course on cultural diversity. It
helped me explore, because part of it was knowing yourself then so that you could be
more aware of differences in culture in others. It was a great course. That’s when I first
really recognized that our area was Appalachian. (Victoria)
Because [southern Ohio county] is so much on the border of Appalachia and, or because
if it’s someone in my own community, they just really don’t understand. I guess maybe
because of my job because I’ve always been real focused on we’re in Appalachia because
for us that can mean sometimes more money and things like that because I know that
Appalachia designation or whatever but it could be more so I’m always going to throw
that card out, we’re from Appalachia Ohio. I don’t really think that probably people in
this community really recognize they’re from Appalachia. (Scarlet)
Community. An emerging theme which is widely eluded to among Appalachian people,
yet rarely articulated well is the conception of Appalachia as community. For those open to
accepting it, Appalachia can have a calming and nurturing feeling not only because of the warm
embrace of the hills and valleys, but because of the neighbors around the bend, the family
members who live across the way, the friends who bring chicken noodle soup to the sick, and the
acquaintances as the grocery store who willingly offer a kind smile when passing in the produce
aisle. This sense of community is often described by such examples yet, among some, this could
be perceived as naïve and quaint. Several participants in this study framed it as a pillar upon
which Appalachia rests and it subsequently becomes a factor in their identity. One participant
stated, “I take some pride in the community too. My family has been here for multiple
generations. I take pride in it actually” (Victoria). Another participant described it this way:
I don’t know if it’s Appalachia or if its farm or its community, but it’s this
interdependency that I hope never goes away. That’s what to me Appalachia is. That we
have a gift of, at least we use to, of trusting our neighbors, relying on other people, and
that we have something that I think a lot of people want or a lot of people want back once
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they see what that is . . . But also, I think we know in our hearts how to care for people.
And I think we stand as an example of a rural rooted community. We know about that.
We know what it means to belong to a place. And we know what that means in terms or
our responsibility to other neighbors. You know that. We live that. (Gertrude)
[Town omitted] is a very tight-knit community and I’ve seen over the years from when I
was a little girl to now, how that community really pulls together to help one another.
Growing up in the Methodist church I remember going when I was a little girl, going to
take meals or going over to help a neighbor do something in the yard. I always remember
my parents helping out and them helping us to do something. So I think that’s where in
Appalachia where we’re kind of unique. It’s strong knit communities more so than in
urban setting. In an urban setting people don’t know their next-door neighbors. So I
think you definitely learn life lessons about that. And how to be respectful and give to
the community. Give to the people that are in your community, absolutely. (Jesse)
Strays came along who needed tending, the community, the village and this sounds so
ironic but it’s the whole—I said that to someone the other day. I go, the village did raise
me and the village continues and I said it’s not a political statement it’s a fact. It’s where
I come from. So when we come back here it not only was my mother but it was all these
little ladies, they’re not even little ladies now but all the women of my community.
(Josephine)
Gertrude said of community, describing her sense of responsibility, “I think the most important
thing I can do is demonstrate a sense of community.” She added:
I do think though that discovering that this is okay, this says something about though,
what I long for and what I live for, which is a sense of belonging, a sense of community.
But it also on the other side of this is all these people who were there not even seeing
each other would probably do a similar image if they came here. [Laughter] In other
words, they would feel very, perhaps, isolated, out of place, fearful, lost maybe too.
Community was also a popular theme that resurfaced in the focus group conversation. At
my request, Gertrude presented a collage (see Figure 4.1) that she had created while spending
some time at a large urban university. Introduced as an assignment to her to create something
based on the phrase, “That’s weird to me,” she walked the women through the experiences that
shaped its development and reflected on it as a depiction of the isolation she felt from her
community and those things that were familiar to her. She said, “Being an Appalachian, there’s
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this relationship to place and people” (Gertrude). Her experience among people in the city felt
unsettling in comparison to the community she experienced at home.

Figure 4.1. That’s Weird (reprinted and cropped with permission of artist, Candee Basford,
2010).
Work ethic. Contrary to some Appalachian authors who have depicted Appalachian
people as resigned to a life of helplessness and poverty (Harrington, 1962; Shapiro, 1978;
Weller, 1965), the participants in this study repeatedly commented on the high quality work ethic
as a defining aspect of Appalachian people. Working hard is “common for us” said one
participant (Allison). Another commented, “I’ve always wanted to work for as long as I can
remember. I’ve always wanted a job. I wanted a job when I was a little kid” (Sarah). This is an
important aspect of identity because it represents yet another instance of the fallacy in widely
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held stereotypes. In some cases, the women recognized the relationship between their
demonstrated work ethic and the perception of being poor:
It wasn’t like we were poor poor. We were trying to live off the farm. It was our best
years in terms of being innovative, which is what I think of Appalachian people, we’re
innovative. There’s a saying I read in a book one time, which I thought framed it, which
is make do, do it yourself, or do without. . . . To me that’s what I see as what we as a
culture, as an Appalachian culture, at one time knew how to do. It has to do with living
off the land, which I think, like I said, is people should be calling us to say how can I be
more Appalachian? [Laughter] How can I be like you? Now you have books out called
“Radical Homemaker” and you know what they’re about? They’re about hanging out
your clothes to dry. They’re about growing your own food. They’re about learning to
can. They’re about making applesauce. They’re about all the things we did, we still do,
but we were considered hillbillies. And now it’s the new green. (Gertrude)
Conception of Appalachian women. The literature maintains that Appalachian women
exist among many contradictions in terms of our role throughout history and within the current
reality. There have been examples of Appalachian women as weak, barefoot and pregnant, and
reliant upon men, while at the other end of the spectrum, they are portrayed as matriarchs,
successful wage earners, and effective activists for their community and their families. The data
support the latter description, yet acknowledge that the perception of the former exists. When
asked what differentiates Appalachian women from other women, one participant responded,
“We can do more than just one thing. We can be a mother, a wife, a wage earner” (Olivia).
Expanding on this, Olivia was asked if she thought this was expected of Appalachian women and
she responded by making a comparison to urban women, “I think some of the people that are in
more the urban areas some of those women want to be kept. There are very few kept women
around here,” referring to the Appalachian region. Another participant went on to say:
I think here you see a lot of couples getting married early and having children early. . . . I
think probably in more urban settings people are older when they have children. They do
put more emphasis on their careers and their education. And I think just here in
Appalachia, like you said that’s what you do. You get married you start a family. You
may have a career and you may not. (Jesse)
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Expanding on the notion that Appalachian women are highly susceptible to living by the
example of the generations before us, one participant stated:
And I think generation after generation you see how relationships are supposed to be.
How families are supposed to be and it’s just carried down generation after generation.
And people are led by example, I think, so when they see that example and like I said, I
think so many women think they’re going to be taken care of. But that’s probably what
they’ve seen from their parents. They’ve seen that from their parents and it’s just
generational. (Bobby Jo)
Another participant affirmed the strong conception of Appalachian women by contrasting her
public and private self, “it’s not really a facade but yet in a way it is because we’re supposed to
be strong, we’re not supposed to be able to show our feelings.” Expanding on Appalachian
women’s strength, one participant attributed her deep-rooted Appalachian heritage as the
principal factor in her self-conception:
My mother’s mother, so my grandmother, my maternal grandmother is from Kentucky.
And so I have family in Kentucky and truly more Appalachian than some. And so I was
raised that way. And using some more holistic medicines and different things like that.
But actually, as I talk about this, I would not classify, well actually, when I think
Appalachia I think of the mother being a matriarch. And that’s the culture that I’ve
grown up in, certainly. My grandmothers were strong, my mother is very strong. And
therefore, I think I am very strong too, in many ways. So I think of that, family, the unity
of the family as being Appalachian. I do think of more holistic medicines than is our
healthcare measures in some cultures. I think for some it is some isolation, for some.
(Victoria)
A slightly different perspective favoring the Appalachian woman as somewhat
subservient and dominated by others, one participant recounted her childhood experiences:
You went outside and played while she [referring to her mother] did the laundry, cleaned
the house, and got lunch. On a farm in the summer you make a whole big lunch, dinner
they call it and my job was to stay the hell out of the way and then as soon as the lunch
dishes were cleaned up we went up the lane to the pond, which was a mini lake with sand
and a dock and we spent our day until mom said got to go, time to make dinner or supper.
We would retreat back at like 4:30, only after having been thrown a bar of ivory because
it floated, take your bath. That grosses some people out but we were kids and we’d go
and then we’d have to stay out of the way while dinner was being made. So there was
just a routine, a role. Like in high school I raked hay a little bit if dad was really in a
pinch but my job was to take tea to the field to the cute boys and I was happy to do that. .
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. . So the role of a farm wife was a supportive and supplying role. My mother’s never
driven a tractor and she’s tried to help pull a calf as we all have but we were not—the
girls didn’t do that. (Josephine)
Images of Appalachian people and the hillbilly. Literature supports that Appalachian
people are often situated as the other among contemporary society. Popular media depicts
Appalachian people as unclean, lazy, uneducated, and ignorant. Sadly, the reality is that this
unfavorable conception is a noteworthy factor in identity construction and this research
overwhelmingly confirms this. In all 10 of the interviews, the participants, in one form or
another, referenced hillbilly, hilljack, redneck, or the movie “Deliverance” when questioned
about what they thought others thought of them. In most situations, they stated that they thought
that lack of education was a driving factor in the development of people’s negative perception of
the region. When asked how they thought others described Appalachia, one woman commented,
“Probably that we’re not as educated . . . poverty, ignorance” (Allison). Another stated:
I remember a professor I had from Maine . . . I think that was the first time when I really
felt like he thinks that we’re dumb. And literally every class was like it felt to me like he
was trying to explain something that made us feel kind of below him. (Bobby Jo)
[County omitted] has a frame around it too, just like we do. But the frame for [county
omitted] is either ultra-conservative, right wing Christian, 10 commandments kind of
thing. Therefore, you can never be open-minded . . . But that gets framed as poverty . . .
That poverty gets framed as ignorance. The poverty gets framed as minimal kind of, like
you have few things, like you don’t own anything, like you’re not ambitious, perhaps. So
it’s framed in a very sort of limiting, negative way when I don’t see it that way at all.
(Gertrude)
Consistent with the literature, stereotypes are used to make sense of one another, and in
this research, it is clear that the negative stereotype plays a dominant role in identity
construction. The women in this study however, demonstrated a variety of response mechanisms
to counterbalance their awareness of perception versus what they knew as reality. These
responses ranged from casually ignoring the negative stereotype, laughing about it, or getting
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angry about the implication. One woman stated, “And they think we’re all hillbillies, and all that
stuff, but I think that I’m proud, like I said, to be from that area, and from this area” (Allison).
Another commented, “I become very defensive because I feel that we’re categorized as hilljacks
or Appalachia and I become extremely defensive . . . I choose a small town life” (Jane).
Interestingly, the connotation of the term hillbilly, as was used throughout the study, was
questioned among one participant during the focus group. Gertrude asked, “Is hillbilly a bad
word?” as if to imply that Appalachian people should not take offense to such terms. Despite my
dismissal of a similar line of thought during the one-on-one interview with Gertrude, it was
apparent during the focus group that this was an important question for her and we did not
necessarily share the same interpretation of the term. Regardless, it was a legitimate question
and one that introduces a complexity to the analysis of the data. Clearly this question reminded
me of my role as narrator and my responsibility to make decisions about the data (Richards,
2009). Despite my feeling that Gertrude is a woman ahead of her time and frequently thinks in a
more progressive manner than the average person, I maintained that the literature, the
connotation expressed by the other participants, and my personal experience supported my
assertion that hillbilly is indeed an unfavorable identifier of Appalachian people. Perhaps
Gertrude will lead a crusade in bringing a natural integrity and dignity to the term that will
eventually shift the meaning of the term, but only time will determine this.
Identity. Construction of our identity is a complex interplay between how we view
ourselves and how we think others view us or ought to view us. It is important because it often
shapes how we treat one another and how we handle difference. Bateson (1989) explored the
concept of shaping a life through the continual refocus and redefinition of our identity as we live
our lives through various roles. The data supports that Appalachian women are continually in
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negotiation between framing our own identity amidst the pressures of how we think society
should or does frame us. Further, there is evidence that these women’s affiliation with a
marginalized culture influences their identity construction. The themes that emerged
surrounding identity include how we frame ourselves through rejection of the negative stereotype
using accent and education; personal development including age, ambition, maternal influence,
spiritual faith, and the value of external experiences; confidence; and socioeconomic status.
Framing ourselves. When asked how they describe themselves, the participants used a
variety of adjectives including driven, loyal, outgoing, focused, and dedicated, but the more
dominating theme was that they communicated that they take pride in being an Appalachian
person or in being from the region. Many were quite direct in stating this right up front making
statements such as, “that’s just kind of how I am . . . this is who I am, and take it or leave it”
(Allison) and “I’m proud of where I grew up” (Jesse). Still others commented, “I’m proud of it
because I think that the word Appalachian sort of embodies family and appreciation for
community, and an appreciation for friends and an appreciation for heritage. And I think I got
all that” (Bobby Jo).
Other positions were more complex. One participant said, “there’s definitely a stigma
about being from the mountains because people think of you as being a hillbilly and I suppose I
was. I suppose I still am. [Laughter] I hope I am” (Sarah). When asked what she thought a
hillbilly was, she continued, “someone who is unrefined, ignorant, and does not meet middleclass standards I think in looks and actions” (Sarah). After pointing out the contradiction
between her perception of a hillbilly and the reality that she is a highly accomplished, refined,
and educated woman, she concluded saying of her connection, “Because I’m still connected to
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Appalachia. I’m not connected to what other people think Appalachians are but I’m very, very
much in touch with my Appalachian roots” (Sarah).
Still other less than convincing statements of pride contributed to the complexity in how
these women described themselves. One participant stated, “you know, I love [town omitted]
and my home town and um, I guess I’m proud to be there and I want to make it the best place. It
doesn’t really bother me” (Scarlet). Others said:
I’m very proud to have the background that I do . . . I’m very proud of my upbringing,
and where I came from . . . but I think that I’m proud, like I said, to be from that area, and
from this area. . . . So, like I said, I think I’m proud. (Allison)
In one example, the participant clearly struggled with framing herself as an Appalachian person.
When asked about her conception of Appalachia, she quickly and abruptly retorted, “I didn’t
know I was one” (Josephine). She then likened Appalachia to the movie “Deliverance” and
began to explain why she did not perceive herself as an Appalachian woman:
My mom, one of her best friends went back to teaching or she went to school when she
was 40 she started teaching and she taught in [town omitted]. And she would tell stories
about how they’d come to school and she’d say what’s your name and they’d say Cooter
and she’d say no your name is John Robert, no I’m Cooter. It’s very true because I have
friends that are from [town omitted], the patriarch of the family takes the baby, looks and
he goes you’re Cooter and that’s what they call the kid. And that’s either just a regional
thing down there, I don’t think so I think it’s prevalent in pockets. The people in my
community weren’t like that and today honestly I just don’t look. We weren’t allowed to
say aint. I speak the way I speak. My friends in [state omitted] said they could tell when
I was coming back here a week before because I’d start with my twang and then it would
take me a week to get over it. I hear [name omitted] speak sometimes and he drops his
g’s and I’m like, I would’ve married a hick if I wanted a hick. So I’m not unreal that I
grew up with that but socioeconomically I guess we were with people who, we all went
to college, few of our parents had gone to college but we all did. So maybe for this area
we’re ahead of the curve that way because a lot of my friends now, half of my friends
their kids are the first generation to go to college. So I still don’t know that I live in
Appalachia. (Josephine)
When probed deeper about this disconnect, she described and to clarify that she did not consider
herself an Appalachian person, she stated, “I have to because someone says I am” (Josephine).
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When asked about her feelings when she hears Appalachians being cast in a disparaging manner
she commented, “Doesn’t bother me a bit, it’s geographic” (Josephine). However, when pressed
on this, she retracted to some degree:
No, it’s family traditions, it’s the bonds, it’s the continuity, it’s the I’ve been on a hill
making apple butter and I own the copper kettle that the butter has been made in for
probably at least four generations of my family. My nephews are the 6th generation on
the family farm, that’s a legacy. It was never framed in Appalachian terms when I was
younger because when I lived in Connecticut we would go to cocktail parties and
everybody’s talking about Tennyson and I’m thinking why didn’t I pay attention. I had
probably the best English and literature education that can be bought or it’s free in [town
omitted]. We are uppity about certain things over there and our language skills and our
understanding of literature was the best and it still has a pretty good standard. And then
everybody talks on the East Coast about they’re off the boat. [Name omitted] parents
first generation off the boat, Russian immigrants. So I came home one time and I was
distressed and I said, dad I need a story. He goes, what do you mean? I go, everybody I
know has a story and he said, there’s no story. Okay it’s a land grant you’re from a
family of turncoats so the Hessian solder during the revolutionary war was given a land
grant, that’s the farm. Your grandfather owned it and then this and after the depression
he had some cash he bought some more and I’m like that’s no story, how stupid. So I
went back and the next time it comes up at a cocktail party they say what are you, that
was a very big thing then and it still is on the coast, what are you, what’s your
background? I’m like I’m pretty plain, it’s a pretty boring story and I lived in this 200
year old farmhouse or I lived in my dad’s and people are like that’s the most amazing
story and I was like, I’ve got a story. (Josephine)
A major subtheme of these women framing themselves included a mindfulness of their
accent. Just as in Josephine’s previous quote, it is apparent that English is important. This was
consistent throughout the majority of the interviews. Josephine used it to describe how she was
been set apart. “We are uppity about certain things over there and our language skills and our
understanding of literature was the best and it still has a pretty good standard” (Josephine). In
other situations, the women were conscientious about their accent and introduced it into the
conversation often without prompting. Some participants discussed how they altered their accent
when among people from more urban areas or in settings outside their professional sphere. One
said she tried to mute the “twang” (Allison). Another said:
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My dialect [used synonymously with accent] may change or I can’t say my grammar
would actually change but my dialect more than likely would change and I see that in my
work environment. My dialect or I may not use extensive vocabulary. (Jane)
Now I, at home I even think it’s interesting that we talk differently. My family tells me
this. Well actually, if I go into my [Laughter] professional spiel they’ll say, would you
just cool it and tell me what’s really going on here. [Laughter] So in our homes we’re
different than we are in a professional setting anyway. I don’t consciously speak
differently, but my family makes me very humble. (Victoria)
Another participant talked about an experience that she had in college in which one of her
professors directly pointed to the unique language among his students. After using a graphical
map to represent the region, she said:
I remember that there was this crazy circle around the Appalachian area. [Laughter] It
was like I’m not from there. It was like targeted and he showed us words. I don’t
remember what they were now but he showed us a few words that birthed in Appalachia
that people nowhere else used. And I sort of became really conscious of using those
words. (Bobby Jo)
Still others pointed to accent as something that caused others to question their authentic
Appalachian heritage. Gertrude said one skeptical person commented, “and he told me, I don’t
believe you, he said you don’t even talk like people from around here” (Gertrude).
Another dominant theme among the way in which the women framed themselves
included the notable influence that education has played in their lives. All of the women have at
least some level of higher education and several are progressing toward higher level degrees.
Education was not necessarily an isolated conversation topic, but rather a theme interweaved
throughout their stories frequently using pivotal education moments as markers upon which their
life unfolded. Questions as straightforward as, “Where are you from?” yielded the following
response:
I lived there, and I went to high school at [name omitted], and then after that I, of course,
lived at home, and went to [college name omitted], and then I transferred to [college
name omitted], where I lived on-campus for a year, and then off-campus near [city
omitted] for about eight years. (Bobby Jo)
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Another said voluntarily:
I think for the most part even though I was from Appalachia we had a very sound family
background. My great aunts were college educated; there was education if you wanted it.
I go back now to the holler as I refer to it and I look around me and I look at third and
fourth cousins and I tell them they need to break the chain [implying that education is
essential]. (Jane)
Still another articulated what she has faced when describing where she’s from, “oh, you’re from
[omitted] county. How’d you end up going to college?” (Jesse). She went on to describe:
If you go back and look at a lot of the people you graduated with and what they’re doing,
there is a sense of many people didn’t further their education. They’re still good people.
And I’m sure you saw too many people in your graduating class that seemed to really
have it together and you thought that they would probably do more with themselves.
(Jesse)
Similarly, Victoria used education as the context by which she has been set apart:
I guess my personal perception of it is that I believe I’ve had the opportunity to work
with a lot of people that were really wise and had a high level of knowledge and didn’t
have the advanced educational degrees. And I really respect those individuals. However,
I do think it’s important to have representation in our community because of the
availability of the advanced degrees as well just the learning experiences that we have
had the opportunity to obtain in that way. I’ve worked with some people even after I
completed my Masters that treated me differently because they perceived that I thought I
was better than them. And that wasn’t ever true. (Victoria)
She continued, saying of her family’s perception of her education, “again, the general perception
in my immediate family is if you have advanced degrees you’re just highly educated and don’t
really work. My mother has always believed I don’t really work, for years.”
For some, education was described as a pinnacle of their lives. One participant
commented, “I’m the only one in my family that’s ever gotten past their first year of college and
that’s huge” (Bobby Jo). She continued when asked about the pressure this creates:
Yeah. It puts a lot of pressure on me. In fact, every Thursday evening we have a family
dinner and the whole family comes over to mom’s. And my grandpa and I were sitting
on the fireplace. And we were talking about my program and how by October my
masters is going to be finished and then I want to start on my doctorate. And I said but
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this class I’m taking right now is really hard. The ones before this were electives. . . .
They were electives because I was afraid to push toward the core because I didn’t want to
fail. And my grandpa just put his arms around me and he said you can do this. And the
things that are hardest in life are the things that are most worth it. (Bobby Jo)
Another participant spoke about education in the context of significant life issues.
Reflecting on contributing factors of a failed marriage, she said:
There were times early in my marriage where I wanted to go back to school but it just
never felt like the right time. It was let’s build a house. I guess really I should have been
a little more selfish. It was all about what I put into the relationship and my family. I
love my kids more than anything in the world but I think I have to be a person too. I’ll be
a better example if I’m a strong person for them. He went on to get his Masters and of
course I wasn’t going to do that at the same time. And then I thought well, I probably
won’t ever do it. (Jesse)
Yet another participant spoke about education as a motivator. She commented about her
mother’s support for working toward her bachelor’s degree:
My mom bet me $50 I’d never finish; she put it in the family bible. . . . She knows me a
lot more than I wanted to give her credit at that point in time. She knew I needed the
challenge so I think you have a challenge and don’t tell me I’m not going to be able to do
something because I’ll prove to you that I can. So maybe it’s just that drive, once again
that competitive drive. (Olivia)
Education was something that these women considered non-negotiable for their own
children. Sarah spoke of the advice she offered her own daughter:
One thing I always pounded in her head was to be able to take care of yourself and any
children you have. If you get a good husband that’s a great bonus, but if you don’t you
need to not have more children than you can take care of. And you need to get your
education so that you can support yourself. That was always pounded into her head.
(Sarah)
Personal development. Personal development takes places in a variety of situations and
often involves a number of influences. The women in this study served as their own judge in
terms of identifying benchmarks, end points, and progress in their own personal development.
The emerging themes from which their development was most notably influenced included age,
ambition, maternal influence, spiritual faith, and value of external experiences.
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Throughout most of the interviews, age was the dominant factor in the participants’ shift
from a mindfulness or awareness about themselves through the lens of others to a more confident
and independent woman. The participants ranged from 29 to 65 years old and it was clear that
those in stages of later-life were able to articulate this factor rather proficiently, while those in
the early-life stage shared a tone of surprise as to imply this was a new discovery for them.
Generally speaking however, it is evident that age is a factor in identity development. Gertrude
attributed personal “maturity” to the shift she experienced in developing an appreciation for the
region. Jane stated, “I handle myself very differently with him [referring to a banker who once
insulted her] now, I’m more confident in myself now than I would’ve been 25 years ago.” Olivia
concurred, “You’d never go anywhere that you didn’t have everything together, then when you
hit 50 that kind of changes.”
I think so much of what I did in the beginning was driven by fear of not being able to
succeed as somebody from this area. [Laughter] And now, as I’m older and I’m
succeeding I find that most everything I do is driven by love. (Bobby Jo)
Others confided:
I was always kind of a person that always kind of cared about what everyone else
thought. And what everybody was saying. And what everybody else knew about me.
Because it is a small community, everybody knows everyone’s business and I was always
kind of mindful of that. And now, I don’t care. I found that I’m happy with the person
that I am no matter where I came from, how I was raised, what I’m doing today. I’m
proud of that. And it does, I think it does come with age. (Jesse)
I think it was the Maslow Hierarchy, I felt like I reached the top of the Maslow Hierarchy
in 1995. I remember it was a turning point in my life in 1995 that I had reached the selfactualization stage of Maslow’s pyramid. And I was missing something. I was there and
it was like okay, now what. That was 15 years ago. So I would have been 50, 51, along
in there. I felt like I had reached the pinnacle. Then I read that Maslow in his later life
had actually discovered a step beyond the pyramid that he had created beyond selfactualization. And that’s when you’re actually connected to the spirit, a higher spirit, a
divine spirit. And I think that was the point that I felt that I had the confidence that I
really didn’t care what anybody else thought about me. (Sarah)
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Ambition, used here to represent the desire to achieve a particular end, was another
dominant theme that was closely tied to personal development. It is used as an umbrella term to
describe the often complex combination of personal motivation coupled with the perception of
what they thought others expected of them or an earnest desire to prove something. Ambition
was not their word—it was mine.
One participant spoke of her life goal to be a world-renowned speaker with audiences
numbering in the thousands. When asked what her drive was to do this, she explained that it was
to prove herself. In a different example, one participant explained about her decision to go to
college and her mom’s wager that she wouldn’t finish, “she knew I needed the challenge so I
think you have a challenge and don’t tell me I’m not going to be able to do something because
I’ll prove to you that I can” (Olivia). Still another participant talked about getting her degree and
that the pressure stemmed mostly from herself (Sarah). Another commented:
There was no question that I was going to be professional at something. . . . When I put I
mind, when I set my mind to do something I’m going to follow it through. I’m going to
get it done. (Jesse)
Throughout the literature, images of Appalachian women vary from sources of great
strength, nurturance, and stability, to images that imply weakness and oppression. Among the
participants in this study however, the maternal influence was often a source of empowerment
and encouragement. In some situations, this represented what the participants did not want to
emulate and in others it was a high and powerful bar set by their mothers. “I have a strong
family background. I definitely would attribute that to my mom, probably, for sure. . . . I can’t
say enough about her. She was just such a support to me” (Allison). Another said, “my mom
has been a wonderful influence in my life because she has always set such an example for me of
how to be kind and respectful” (Jesse). One participant spoke of the high bar that her mother
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raised by being such an excellent mother and the subsequent pressure she put on herself
following the birth of her own child:
And my mom had done such an excellent job and my grandmas had done such an
excellent job that I sort of felt that I was a part of a genealogy of beautifully, wonderful
women who just excelled at housekeeping. [Laughter] And it was like I want so badly to
live up to this standard. (Bobby Jo)
A more mixed scenario was described when one participant was asked from where she
garnered her confidence and determination:
I don’t really know except probably from my mother. . . . Poor woman, I don’t know, she
had a rough life, but she was a proud woman. . . . This woman, who didn’t learn to drive
until she was 40, maybe 35, became the editor of the local newspaper, didn’t graduate
from high school. . . . But I think my mother, who I wouldn’t want to emulate many of
the things in her life, but she did a lot of things in her life that I think moved me into a
particular way of thinking about what I could do and what I could be. And to be a little
fearless about things. She also was poor and she cooked in a boy’s school, she sold all
her furniture to try to make money. But I think she was a real symbol for me, maybe.
She was home until I was 13 and then she was gone, because they got a divorce and we
all stayed with dad. And then I became the mother. (Gertrude)
Yet another participant shared a similar conception of her mother. Despite saying, “I think a lot
of my encouragement came from my mom and she always would say you can do whatever you
want to do and just being an achiever” (Jane), she later admitted that her mother had been an
influence, “to a point” and this was followed with laughter.
As suggested by Huskins (2003) in her study of culture and value perceptions among
southern Appalachian women, central to the concept of self-strength was a reliance on Christian
values and faith in God. The data in this study suggests some consistency. One participant
noted, “my faith and my Christianity has played a huge role in the person that I am today”
(Bobby Jo). Interestingly however, she continued in a self-conscious way:
I know that that’s another sort of stereotypical thing of Appalachian women, I think. At
least it’s sort of what I felt. And I recently, this is off topic a little bit, but I recently was
reading in that book that people of lower class or middle class belong to a Christianity or
a faith or a religion of some kind to make themselves feel like they belong. It was in a
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Marxism approach. And as I read that I thought whoa, whoa, that’s really, I didn’t even
know how to process it in my mind. But I think in talking along those lines and the rabbit
trail that I got off on is that I think a lot of women in this area might claim some religion
in some way and that’s interesting. I don’t know why. (Bobby Jo)
Other participants noted:
I started then my spiritual connection, which has been so powerful, so, so powerful.
That’s where I get a lot of nobody else’s opinion except God’s matters. It doesn’t matter
to me. I think that’s where the strength comes from. And I have grown a lot personally
from the standpoint that it’s not me that’s done anything. It’s a higher power that’s been
in charge of me all these 66 years. (Sarah)
Part of who I am is very spiritual too. And I think that God has given us all special gifts
and talents. So to really discover what those are and to concentrate on developing them
at the highest level. And to know that who God thinks you are is the most important
thing. (Victoria)
Surprisingly, while most participants mentioned connection with a higher power, it was
interesting to have one participant acknowledge a spiritual connection but one vastly different
than the others. Further, one that she felt set her apart from most Appalachian people:
I do feel a lot of times that I can’t talk about things with people. I am outsider to a certain
extent in my own community because I don’t have religious viewpoints that match
people. I’m much more of a Buddhist than anything else. So being a non-Christian here
is very difficult. (Gertrude)
Lastly, a final theme that represented a pivotal factor in the personal development of the
women in this study was the extent to which they were influenced by opportunities to interact
outside the region. Geography was an important element upon which this study was developed
and the data confirm that Appalachian women are indeed mindful of geography and the role it
has played in their identity construction.
One participant attributed her exposure to the outside world as a significant influence:
I happened to somehow get connected with some people outside of [county omitted],
people from Georgia, people from Canada. I don’t know how I did but I got connected
with people early when [child] was very young. And there is something about outside
influence that’s important. And I think when you have local roots and you have outside
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influence that gives you some new ways of thinking about things, it’s extremely
powerful. (Gertrude)
Other participants commented, “I think probably when I was in high school I did things like
youth in government through the high Y program, did some programs where I actually got out of
Appalachia, got to go stay in the city” (Scarlet). She later talked about being “blessed” to have
the opportunity to take her children to unique and unusual places outside the Appalachian region.
Another participant commented, “I had the opportunity to go to conferences and seminars that
took me out of the area. And usually I had a mentor with me that helped me learn to navigate, so
then I became more comfortable” (Victoria).
One participant noted this when speaking about her aspirations for her own children:
I think anything that you can do to broaden your own bubble, so to speak, is worth it. We
have friends who have adopted from all over the country and we make a point, I make a
point with my children to understand their culture. . . . Like going into the city and going
shopping, or going to a movie, or going to the aquarium, or doing things like that. I think
it’s vastly important because the issue that most people have with Appalachia is that they
don’t visit us. So how can we expect them to respect us if we’re not willing to walk in
their shoes and respect them? I feel like the more my kids know about other cultures
even if it’s 45 minutes up the road or if it’s on the other side of the world, it can only
broaden their span of judgment. And I really think that’s what’s lacking in the world.
(Bobby Jo)
Confidence. Kaiser et al. (2006) suggested that members of stigmatized groups develop
belief systems about being devalued which are acted out through hyper-alertness about the
devaluation. One might expect that confidence would be particularly low among such a
population and, in some instances the participant’s level of confidence was indeed questionable.
One participant replied when asked if she perceived herself as confident, “there are many times I
think I looked confident but I wasn’t” (Jesse). And, another said, “I hope people perceive me as
confident. Am I confident? No I’m not, not at all times” (Olivia). Another participant said, “It
depends. In some aspects, let’s see? I would think so. I think I struggle with that, myself.
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Probably. I don’t know. In certain situations maybe yes, but in others . . . ” (Allison). When
asked what interferes with her confidence, she continued:
I guess I’m always maybe; I’m concerned about what others are thinking about me, so
maybe their perceptions of me; I’ve always been one, I want to make everybody happy,
and I want everyone to like me. And I think maybe what gets in the way is how people
perceive me already; I don’t know. (Allison)
Similarly, another participant even questioned whether she was qualified to participate in the
study. She said:
So it’s funny because even something like this I felt like I’m not really qualified to do
this. She must have been at the bottom of her barrel. [Laughter] And she was desperate
for somebody else. I totally felt that way and I wonder if that’s something that is
regional? . . . I had one woman tell me that when she was in college she felt like she was
accepted but she just wasn’t fully accepted, like you’re always missing something. . . .
And maybe that’s where my drive was born to prove because I was just one part off.
(Bobby Jo)
In other reports however, some women communicated a healthy and convincing sense of
personal confidence. Despite attribution of this confidence to age or specific life situations that
built their confidence, they perceived themselves as confident and expected that others perceived
them that way as well.
Social identity. The social psychological framework guiding this study is based on
literature related to stereotypes, stigmas, and social identity theory which serve to understand
how and why people become insiders and outsiders and how they respond to such classification.
Crocker and Major (1989) explored the self-protective properties associated with stigmas
including our ability to control or conceal our association with the stigma. The data confirmed
such mindfulness regarding association with the Appalachian stigma and indicated a sense of
controllability rather than concealability as assumed at the onset of this research. Consistent
with social identity theory, which suggests that identity is defined in relational and comparative
terms (Turner, 1996), the data suggest these women are cognizant of the way in which they
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communicate with others and how they present themselves to others. This was evident in earlier
analysis of the participant’s mindfulness of accent and is further obvious in the participant’s
responses to general inquiry as to where they were from and further magnified indirectly in their
stories about acceptance and adaptation.
Stigma response. The data in this study suggest that Appalachian women are keenly
aware of the stigma, yet make a deliberate effort to control the stigma by rather pointedly
expressing their pride in Appalachia.
In a single interview, one participant mentioned the word “pride” at least four different
times.
I’m very proud to have the background that I do . . . I’m very proud of my upbringing,
and where I came from . . . but I think that I’m proud, like I said, to be from that area, and
from this area. . . . So, like I said, I think I’m proud. (Allison)
Others concurred yet with some sense of defiance, “I’m proud of where I grew up. I’m proud of
the little [town omitted] town I grew up in. I had a great childhood even had some great friends.
I’m proud of it” (Jesse). And others, rather pointedly, commented about those who cast
judgment based on where someone was from:
Their loss [laughter] . . . I just feel like we have been very rich in receiving so many
blessings and we know who our neighbors are, a lot of them don’t even know who their
neighbors are. So I look [at the situation] like they’re missing the opportunity more so
than what we are. (Olivia)
Other, less direct responses revealed a tension and suggested attempts to control the
stigma.
I become very defensive because I feel that we’re categorized as hilljacks or Appalachian
and I become extremely defensive. . . . It just pisses me off [laughter]. I say that’s just
part of my Appalachian heritage; I’m a little redneck. I can do what you do. (Jane)
In another instance, one participant simply stated, “their loss” (Olivia) when asked how she
handles the situation if/when Appalachia is cast in a disparaging manner. Or, in some situations,
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the participant suggested a tone of indifference by suggesting that she simply ignores any
implications of negativity surrounding her culture. She continued, “Who is that person and why
are they judging someone else? And what’s so special about them that they should be judging
someone else?” (Sarah).
In addition to the focus on the ability to control their association with a stigma, social
identity theory also suggests that there is an interactive nature about identity. We consider our
personal identity against the backdrop of others with a particular mindfulness regarding how we
communicate with others, how we present ourselves to others, and how we think about others.
Among these aspects, our presentation of self, which has been covered in the first part of this
section, and how we think about others are most prevalent in this data.
Acceptance and adaptation. Bell and Nkomo (2001) suggested that because of the nature
of race, class, and gender, professional women develop a sensibility that allows them to
compartmentalize aspects of their lives to suit the diverse situation they encounter. A similar
sensitivity was suggested within this study to include a cultural element. Framed as “living in
two worlds” the data suggest, despite resistance to the suggested analogy during the interview,
the participants in this study are keenly aware of how and when they must modify their behavior
or mannerisms to be accepted in a variety of settings.
One participant stated after being asked if she perceived herself to be in and out of two
different worlds:
No, I have to say I’ve thought about it but I don’t feel that way because I’m here in this
community 95% of the time. And so I don’t feel like I’m in and out of two different
worlds and I think going back to the question you asked me before because I’m open
about it I’m just not a shallow person. (Jane)
Later however, when asked how she encourages other young women who might be less
confident in themselves:
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I teach them, I give them circumstances because I have taken young girls like that and
changed their whole world for them . . . if you took a census in my work world . . . I
would say more than 50% of the women who work with me are from [specific
Appalachian counties omitted]. They strive to do better and I don’t know what that is but
they are very—they’re goal seekers, they really are and they want to get past maybe
poverty. They know they’re from Appalachia but they want to not present themselves as
though they’re true Appalachia I think. (Jane)
Interestingly, several women discussed their feelings of not being accepted upon their
early college days. One participant said, “it seemed as though some of the instructors just sort of
had that stereotypical girl” (Bobby Jo). When asked if it was indeed upon entry into college that
she realized this was going on, she said, “Oh yeah, because around here [referencing her home in
a particular county] I didn’t know” (Bobby Jo). One participant said, “I think I wanted to fit in
more” (Jesse). Another stated after being asked if she felt like an outsider when she attended
college at a large, urban university:
I did and now I look back and I think oh my gosh those girls really must have—they were
sorority girls and I had never been exposed to that and didn’t know that true circle. Now
I do and it’s kind of interesting. They would pull me in but they wouldn’t let me all the
way in but that was okay. (Jane)
Another participant said:
I think initially in my initial nursing program, I think I felt uncomfortable, because I was
a country girl, went to the city to live for that period of time. Now in my other programs,
I was older, have lived experience, feel fairly comfortable, at least, with who I am and
where I live. (Victoria)
In other, less direct ways, most participants communicated that they understood how to
juggle their identity. One participant said, “Well, maybe it’s maybe me, but I feel like I can
separate, like I think I can adapt to different environments pretty good” (Allison). She
continued:
In my travels, especially with my job, I’m going to Cincinnati hospitals; I’m seeing
different people, and just all over the area, Columbus; I go to Dayton. So, yes, I believe,
like you said, you try to kind of, like the twang a little bit less of that, and just try to adapt
to that, to my surroundings, and where I am. (Allison)
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Another said:
I think who I am is actually my personality and my beliefs not the way I look or dress or
talk. So my sense of who I am is more of an internal and it’s my being. It has nothing to
do with the outward behaviors. It’s the inside. And the outside, things that needed to be
addressed, of course, were manners and behaviors. And I went to what they called charm
school back then, finishing school. (Sarah)
She continued in this vane describing how the programs she works with assist others in learning
the rules of the game and ultimately says that she, too, blends her identity. Based socioeconomic
status as much as cultural affiliation, she said:
We try to train them that this is just another set of rules. You don’t have to behave like
this all the time. You’re going to have your way that you behave around your family.
But this just gives you another set of tools to use when you’re in a situation that you need
to do them. When you’re in school you don’t interrupt, you don’t hit people, you don’t
fight. Where at home, they may be in an environment where they need to fight for
survival or to keep from getting hurt or raped or whatever. There are situations when
they need to fight but you don’t go in the classroom and fight. So we try to teach them
the difference and it’s just like this is another tool in your toolbox for when it’s necessary
for you to use it. We’re not trying to change you or who you are but these are things that
you can use and you have a choice. And I have discussed this with other people who
have been in the same environment. . . . You don’t really fit in either place. You don’t fit
at home. You’re not really totally comfortable in middle class so what we hope to do is
to generate enough people that are moving from one to the other that we have a peer
group. A peer group to relate to as you’re transitioning from one to the other. And I
bounce back and forth. (Sarah)
In yet another example, one participant articulated the unsettling nature of trying to adapt
to an urban environment. Mentioned in a previous section, Gertrude shared a piece of art (see
Figure 4.1) she had created which depicted the inner tension she felt in trying to adapt to the
isolation she experienced while spending a week in an urban university setting. She spoke of
feeling lost and isolated and longing for the sense of community which was freely shared “back
home.” Despite her ability to navigate the complexities of the situation and carry herself as
though there was no problem, her art illustrates her uncertainties and feelings of isolation.
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Although the vast majority of the participants rejected the more extreme notion of living
in two worlds or compromising any aspect of their identity for acceptance, their responses
indicated a keen sense of adaptation skills and interest in being accepted. One participant said:
I was raised by people, and it sounds very superficial, but it means and it propels me
today if you look like you know what you’re doing and you act like you know what
you’re doing, people might think you know what you’re doing. (Josephine)
Another similar response suggested a shared understanding of adaptability by living by her
mother’s advice to:
Be the swan that steps up above the water and what people see are above the water and
just be calm, cool, collected and you may be paddling like hell underneath [laughter].
But she said don’t let them see it. (Olivia)
Yet another participant says, “I think it’s the professional façade. It’s the middle class façade.
This is how you act if you’re professional. Most people are very shocked when they find out
what I’m really like” (Sarah). Perhaps the most insightful data was revealed when one
participant acknowledged that roles exist yet rejected the notion that she lives in two worlds:
What I think happens is the roles we play where we try to become something that we’re
not, which is perhaps maybe, and I say what I think of when I try to act more polished or
professional. Then I think what happens is we can get stuck in that role. And then we no
longer are ourselves. The problem with that polished professional I’m not Appalachian is
that whatever gifts we have from our Appalachian heritage gets lost. And that’s what I
think the sadness is, is that we don’t offer up what it is remnants of our heritage that we
have. (Gertrude)
Leadership. A basis of this study included the exploration of leadership beyond the
traditional conception of leadership as an organizational function. Like Heifetz’ (1994) concept
of leadership as an activity versus a role, leadership, as framed in this study leans toward that
which is demonstrated at the personal or individual level with and among other people.
Grounded in the work of Sinclair (2007), which emphasizes the emotional and relational aspects
of leadership, the exploration of leadership in this study included recognition of identity
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formation as a central tenant of leadership. Similar to the emerging theory of authentic
leadership (Gardner et al., 2005; George, Sims, McLean, & Mayer, 2007) as frequently used in
organizational contexts to explore the leader/follower relationship, yet replete with applications
to authentic leadership used in this context, this study borrows many principles from the
leader/follower context of authentic leadership such as self-awareness, self-regulation, and
relationships. The data suggest that the participants demonstrate a form of leadership that is
evident in their self-awareness and mindfulness toward others in every facet of their lives.
The identity work of leadership. Sinclair (2007) suggested, “leadership can benefit from
work on identity, but only by stepping back and reflecting on all the influences—internal and
external to the self—that produce identity formation” (p. 128). Despite the absence of any direct
line of questioning correlating identity and leadership, conversation with the participants
demonstrated an awareness of the relationship between identity and leadership. Jane, reflecting
on a defining childhood memory said:
When I graduated from high school my parents were very needy and I always had to take
the lead, I always took charge and even though my stepfather was a professional I still
kind of think I was his rock.
Gertrude spoke of her leadership development through her experience in caring for a child born
with special needs:
The other thing I have to say is part of my confidence, if I have confidence, comes from
[child born with special needs], again . . . what I got from her was realizing that society is
very closed to people with disabilities in particular. . . . I happened to somehow get
connected with some people outside of [county omitted], people from Georgia, people
from Canada. I don’t know how I did but I got connected with people early when [child]
was very young. And there is something about outside influence that’s important. And I
think when you have local roots and you have outside influence that gives you some new
ways of thinking about things, it’s extremely powerful. And I think that goes for
organizational change too, that you need some sort of outside influence. And those
outside influences, basically, inspired me to think differently about [child] and schools
and communities and what the possibilities were. Because when she was born I saw her
as sort of broken. But what I was hearing was there’s other ways to think about things.
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So I think because of that I stepped into this place that I didn’t know was possible. And
that is to sort of think about what the sort of possibilities for her but also to challenge
local school districts to challenge [school name omitted]. To basically work to try to
change things but also to try to, some people said I was like the flea on the dog that’s
what a principal said. He said I was the flea on the dog; I made him get out of the box.
But I didn’t really because a lot of things that changed with [child] didn’t change
permanently. But something about that combination of having [child] and meeting up
with these people and then deciding that the traditional route of shudder workshop or
segregated school wasn’t going to happen. And I was going to have to work to change
that. So it was a civil rights movement but I wouldn’t have known about it had I not had
some outside influences. If you don’t have any outside influences the status quo is what
happens. The status quo in work, the status quo anywhere. And I think all those outside
influences shifted me. This whole art thing that would have not been possible had it not
be for [child] because I was too worried about what other people thought before [child].
And after [child], I couldn’t worry about that anymore. If I was going to be her advocate
I couldn’t care if they liked me or not anymore. I couldn’t care if they thought I was
nuts. . . . So I had to, I had to find my voice but I also had to risk pissing people off
sometimes. (Gertrude)
Authentic leadership. Authentic leadership implies that leaders march to the beat of their
own drums. They recognize that identity is constructed individually and less so based on the
pressures of society (Sinclair, 2007). It is suggested that self-awareness and self-knowledge are
pivotal in authentic leadership (Gardner et al., 2005; Sinclair, 2007) which is a quality
demonstrated consistently among the women in this study. Gertrude reflected on her experience
being an advocate for her child in which she articulated mindfulness about the pressures of
society:
When you don’t conform you tend to slide over here to the edge of the community. On
the other hand . . . it’s in those edges and those fringes where real things happen anyway.
[Laughter] That’s where things happen. Where change happens, where learning
happens, where people can really act is at the edges and the fringes . . . maybe that’s why
I’m sort of intrigued by community and like I said, my husband’s much better at it than I
am. But he never played the role leader that I did in [child’s] education. But that moving
around we’re all the time negotiating, center, and then we’re pushed back out, and then
moving around. I suppose part of our job is to make the frame bigger. [Laughter] So we
don’t fall off the edge. (Gertrude)
Another woman commented of her experience in working with other women who present
themselves as leaders, but do so within the framework of society’s agenda:
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But that’s why I’m so passionate about this woman’s program. Why in the hell would we
back bite or fight I don’t know how to girl fight I refuse to do it. In the last five years
I’ve butted [heads] a couple of times and it took every ounce of me not to look that
woman in the eye and say what do you think you’re doing, who do you think you’re
talking to here? Don’t be pulling this crap with me because I see what you’re talking
about but I defer to say if that makes you feel so special knock yourself out but you’re not
doing it with me, I’m not playing your game. And it’s only a couple of times but I don’t
get it so why would another woman, why would a woman treat another woman that way
for no apparent reason. Now you know what if someone’s doing something wrong that’s
fine that’s just a person to person, man to woman whatever you just deal with that. I
think it’s our obligation to encourage. (Josephine)
Lastly, this notion of authentic leadership was communicated in the messages of advice directed
toward women that may be less self-assured or struggling to figure out their own identity. One
woman said, “there are those of us who quote, ‘we have broken the chain,’ we’ve seen
urbanization, we’ve been part of urbanization but we can still make that young woman be very
self-confident. We can help them find ways” (Jane). Others advised:
I think the big thing is speak what you think. If you have an opinion and you’re able to
voice that you need to do that. And you need to care little about what other people think.
If you’re doing a good job at what you do professionally, it doesn’t matter what
everybody else thinks of you. Be proud of that and be proud of who you are . . . define
yourself first. You don’t need to be defined by anyone else. You need to find yourself
and also prepare yourself to take care of yourself. (Jesse)
I think you have to be secure in yourself. . . . Discover what your values, your core values
are and develop them and don’t steer away from them because that is who you are. When
you write it down on paper you don’t have to establish core values, they’re already there,
they’re innate you just need to go ahead and have them blossom. (Olivia)
Yes, I think that is a tough one and it’s a tough one to convey because I don’t really want
to try to change who a person is. I tend to wait for them to ask me for advice on what
they can do to make it better. I think the language skills definitely need to be honed; the
professional dress, the professional behavior and this can all be learned. . . . So my
struggle is not to try to make everybody a businessperson. Don’t try to have everybody
be a duplicate of what my façade is. They need to have their own façade and the
confidence in themselves that they can be who they want to be. Who they are. (Sarah)
Self-leadership. Neck and Houghton (2006) suggested individuals control themselves
through behavior and reward strategies as well as cognitive thought strategies that are imbedded
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in the larger theoretical framework of self-regulation. From the context of social cognitive
theory (Bandura as cited in Neck & Houghton, 2006), behavior is explained contextually among
internal and external influences—essentially, we learn behaviors through observation within our
environment. The assumption was made early in the study that this theory was particularly
important to Appalachian women because there was a rich history of distinctive cultural values
among which these women were raised juxtaposed with contemporary society that dismisses or
rejects those values.
One participant articulated this concept well in her detailed explanation about an
unfavorable experience she had with a college professor. She spoke about how this was the first
person that made her feel “less than” an individual yet she pulled from her sense of self-worth
and rose above the taunting to meet high expectations. She said:
I just did my work. And what was really bizarre and I don’t know if this is some
psychoanalysis of the situation or not [Laughter] but what’s really bizarre is that when I
look back there are three or four different teachers that really shaped who I am as an
instructor and he was one of them. (Bobby Jo)
Another demonstrated her ability to lead herself by recognizing the value in difficult experiences.
She said:
But I think if I am different I think the difference was that I was able to learn new ways
of thinking about being different. That [daughter’s name omitted] wasn’t broken and
neither was I. That diversity is a good thing and not a bad thing. So that probably gave
me a lot of energy too to be myself. But like I said, then I went to conferences. I first
went as a listener and then I went as a speaker. (Gertrude)
Another woman clearly articulated her management of triggers and responses by demonstrating
an acute awareness that the behaviors she had learned at home were not the same behaviors that
would lead to career aspirations she had for herself yet all the while, maintaining a strong sense
of identity. She told of a story about enrolling herself, at will, in a charm school which would
help her learn the behaviors she needed yet she holds firm to her authentic self:
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I think who I am is actually my personality and my beliefs not the way I look or dress or
talk. So my sense of who I am is more of an internal and it’s my being. It has nothing to
do with the outward behaviors. It’s the inside. And the outside, things that needed to be
addressed, of course, were manners and behaviors. And I went to what they called charm
school back then, finishing school. . . . We had several sessions and we did things on
introductions, table manners, make-up, how to dress, how to act, how to walk around and
talk at a cocktail party, and all of those things.
Summary
Similar to previous studies among other marginalized groups, identity construction
among Appalachian women is indeed complex and deeply connected to not only Appalachian
values, but the physical region as well. The women selected for this study articulate their
identity consistent with Bateson’s (1989) concept of life composition through continuous refocus
and redefinition throughout life. The women reject compartmentalization and truly speak about
their life as an interwoven quilt-like pattern that is supported through the selected narrative
methodology.
Dual consciousness, while not revealed explicitly, runs throughout the stories of the
women in the themes related to identity and social identity. Particularly in their accounts of
adaptation and their response to stigmas, their sense of separateness or rejection is revealed. Yet,
despite this, they have mechanisms by which they rise above stigmas and project a confident and
pride-filled identity.
Leadership among these women indeed represents a less conventional form in that it is
relational and intricately tied to their identity. They demonstrate a strong sense of self-leadership
and are acutely aware of how their cultural heritage influences their leadership among others.
This is revealed in both the way they live their lives, as well as in the advice they extend to other
women in the region.
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Chapter V: Discussion and Future Research
The purpose of this study was to explore the ways in which Appalachian professional
women in southern Ohio construct their identities. My intent was to offer this study’s findings as
a means for other women to better understand their own identity through the lens of culture and
gender. Constructed with a concept of dual consciousness in mind, the study was designed to
explore how women among a marginalized population identify with their heritage and how they
blend or reconcile aspects of their heritage with their public lives.
The findings, which emerged from the voices of Appalachian women, imply there is a
rich complexity to the nature of their identity construction and that they have developed a dual
consciousness discretely communicated by the simultaneous juxtaposition of a deeply rooted
cultural pride with a keen mindfulness of negative Appalachian stereotypes. Further, the data
indicate that the identity of these women represents a unique composition of personal
development shaped by continuous refocus and redefinition throughout their lives (Bateson,
1989). Lastly, leadership is an integral part of their being that stretches far beyond professional
roles and guides their own lives as much as it influences others.
Consistent with much of the literature used to build a conceptual framework for the
study, the findings revealed some new and emerging themes that further contribute to our
understanding of Appalachia and the role such heritage plays within the lives of women. The
themes, which can be organized according to culture, identity, social identity, and leadership,
serve to inform the guiding questions of this study. These questions included: How do women
identify with their Appalachian heritage? How has their Appalachian heritage influenced real or
perceived feelings of marginalization and how has that shaped their identity? Do they perceive
themselves to be leaders in any capacity? And, how have they blended or reconciled their
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professional and Appalachian identity? Considering the themes within the context of these
questions, three major concepts of identity construction emerge: dual consciousness, composing
a life, and leading as a way of being. Presented here as an examination and interpretation of the
literature and data collected in respect to these questions, this chapter serves to summarize the
results of the study and draw inferences from them.
Dual Consciousness
Dual consciousness defines how individual estrangement is perpetuated by the pressure
to examine oneself based on the perceptions of others (Blight & Gooding-Williams, 1997). Like
social identity theory, as suggested by seminal theorist, Henri Tajfel (as cited in Robinson,
1996), this conception of personal identity being shaped by external influences is particularly
relevant to members of marginalized populations. Aspects of social identity theory speak to the
tension between different ways of experiencing oneself through a personal lens as well as
through the lens of others. As suggested by Tajfel, it is our perception of these interactions that
we tend to exaggerate difference (Turner, 1996). Dual consciousness helps to conceptualize the
internal pressure one might experience in their personal identity formation in the context of
membership among a marginalized population. This concept inspired this study before any
words were ever written. Illustrated frequently in race (Bell & Nkomo, 2001) and cultural
studies (Anzaldua, 1999), this conception of duality provided a notion about how members of a
marginalized population such as Appalachia might make choices about which aspects of their
identity they would reveal or conceal depending on the environment.
This conception guided the question formation for the interviews. The responses offered
informed the overarching questions in the study and contributed to an understanding about how
these women identify with their Appalachian heritage, their feelings about being marginalized,
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and their ability to blend or reconcile these aspects with their identity. The nature of inquiry was
framed in terms borrowed from Bell and Nkomo’s (2001) study implying separateness or
dividedness. Despite the neutrality of the concept, I found it interesting that many of the women
seemingly took offense to the notion that they project any sort of dual identity. Unlike the
findings in Bell and Nkomo’s study, which suggested that members of the marginalized group
(Black women) necessitated a way of navigating in two separate worlds, some of the women in
this study flatly rejected the notion of such dividedness. Jane stated, after being asked if she
perceived herself to be in and out of two different worlds, that she did not, she simply was not a
“shallow” person. However, she also spoke freely about her ability to adapt when asked how she
identifies herself in various environments:
I tell them I’m from [town omitted] unless it’s somebody I’m trying to identify
with in my work world so that they don’t think I’m different than they are. In my
work environment I come across in a big case of people from [towns omitted] and
I know many of those families. And so I want to identify with them because I feel
that in my work world it makes them much more comfortable and it identifies me
as one of them. (Jane)
She further spoke about her role as a mentor in the lives of some of the women with whom she
works and why she mentors them, “they know they’re from Appalachia, but they want to not
present themselves as though they’re true Appalachia I think” (Jane). Described in Bell and
Nkomo’s (2001) work as a “bicultural sensibility” (p. 231), this illustration is similar in that it
indicates a mindfulness exists in terms of how she presents herself among certain populations.
Although there is no doubt that it has nothing to do with shallowness as she implied, I would
suggest that it has everything to do with her awareness of how to navigate herself among select
audiences. She is keenly aware of her ability to relate to people based on her response to where
she’s from—her current city works well in some situations while her childhood home works
better in others. Further, her comment about mentoring elucidates the real issues of negotiating
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identity. She essentially recognizes the roles she plays in helping young women mask aspects of
their Appalachian identity that she suspects may sabotage them as they advance in their careers.
In other examples, the concept of a dual consciousness emerged through various
testaments of cultural pride that were noticeably overzealous as well as those that were
accompanied by words or phrases that implied uncertainty. In one instance, a participant
mentioned the word pride on multiple occasions.
I’m very proud to have the background that I do . . . I’m very proud of my upbringing,
and where I came from . . . but I think that I’m proud, like I said, to be from that area, and
from this area. . . . So, like I said, I think I’m proud. (Allison)
She later attested that in certain urban environments she makes an attempt to modify her accent,
which is common among many Appalachian women. While a minor alteration in the grand
scheme of things, I would suggest that this, too, implies a keen sensitivity to how women think
they are going to be perceived. One might question that if the pride runs so deep, why modify
the accent?
In some situations, their conception of how they thought others described Appalachian
people further demonstrated a unique sensitivity that could easily imply a dual consciousness.
At times, several interviewee responses seemed deliberately constructed to demonstrate an
assertive pride in the Appalachian culture, yet generally suggested a profound awareness of how
others interpreted the region. Perhaps the most curious example of this occurred when one
participant said “there’s definitely a stigma about being from the mountains because people think
of you as being a hillbilly and I suppose I was. I suppose I still am. [Laughter] I hope I am”
(Sarah). Yet, she continued to define a hillbilly in terms that ran counterintuitive to how anyone
would want to be perceived. She later clarified this complex, yet very real, scenario by
suggesting that she remains in touch with her Appalachian roots.
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Interestingly, Sarah’s example prompted lively conversation in the focus group setting
when one participant questioned whether the term hillbilly is indeed a negative term.
Recognizing that this participant was coming from the mindset that hillbilly is simply a term
used to describe self-sufficiency, love of the land, and strong communities, I maintained my
interpretation of hillbilly as that which is used to perpetuate a negative conception of
Appalachian people. While acknowledging these divergent views, I believe that the term is most
frequently used in a disparaging way particularly among contemporary American society. It was
evident that in the majority of the interviews, the other women also recognized this as a
disparaging identifier. However, they also quickly accepted the positive qualities that might be
associated with it, as suggested by Gertrude, who choose to redefine the term to celebrate the
Appalachian culture. It is quite possible that Gertrude was employing a self-protective response
to the stigma, which coincides with Dye’s (2008) assertion that stigmas are controllable. By
reframing the concept, Gertrude was assertively integrating it into her life in a way that most of
the women simply were not able to do.
The implications provided in Sarah’s example and the subsequent focus group
conversations are numerous. First, it magnifies the tension or conflict experienced by many
Appalachian women in terms of their ability to embrace aspects of their identity that are
commonly framed in unappreciative terms. Second, and similar to the findings in Dye’s (2008)
study investigating stereotyping and stigmatization of Appalachian women, this example is
consistent with her observed dimension of concealability and controllability regarding the
Appalachian stereotype. Despite the negative stereotypes applied to Appalachian people, there
are certain aspects of that identity that women find appealing. In Sarah’s example, she simply
wanted to share that she held a deep passion for her Appalachian roots yet, demonstrating her
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astuteness about the Appalachian stereotype among contemporary society, she framed it in words
she expected someone else might use. In the focus group, Gertrude, a progressive thinker in her
own right, took a stand to challenge commonly held assumptions and consider the term under a
new lens. In a different interview, Josephine initially rejected any affiliation with Appalachia.
As if to imply some remorse for this rejection, she redeemed the affiliation by saying, “no it’s
family traditions, it’s the bonds, it’s the continuity” (Josephine). This, like other comments made
by the participants, implies an observable tension. In Sarah’s example and that shared by
Gertrude in the focus groups, a level of controllability is evident. Sarah took charge of the
situation by framing herself in such a manner as to suggest that she did not care what negativity
surrounded the affiliation, while Gertrude also took charge by suggesting that we need to reframe
or question our assumptions. But Josephine’s response favored her ability to mask or conceal,
implying that the negative affiliation was out of her control.
The women involved in this study were adamant about the pride they have for their
cultural heritage, yet they communicated a painful awareness of its implications to their identity
in terms of how they might be perceived by others. Despite the initial exception taken by many
of the participants to any insinuation that they might live divided lives, I conclude that these
women were, in fact, demonstrating some degree of dual consciousness. Regretfully, this
conception took on a meaning among these women that implies some lack of integrity, which
was never the intent. Perhaps it was the disconnect in our perception of the concept that
prompted the women to hold the Appalachian banner unusually high, yet revealed the tension or
pressure they experience about being Appalachian in more subtle ways.
Like the studies of other marginalized populations (Anzaldua, 1999; Bell & Nkomo,
2001), the pressure to define oneself through the lens of a dominant cultural force is real. As
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suggested in the rationale for doing this study, there is danger in succumbing to this pressure.
Not only is the Appalachian heritage something worth maintaining, the region needs role models
who can demonstrate strong self-awareness. One participant summed up the danger in
conforming:
What I think happens is the roles we play where we try to become something that
we’re not, which is perhaps maybe, and I say what I think of when I try to act
more polish or professional. Then I think what happens is we can get stuck in that
role. And then we no longer are ourselves. The problem with that polished
professional “I’m not Appalachian” is that whatever gifts we have from our
Appalachian heritage gets lost. And that’s what I think the sadness is, is that we
don’t offer up what it is remnants of our heritage that we have. (Gertrude)
Both focus groups confirmed that Appalachian women must strive toward self-acceptance.
Further, they recognized the danger in conforming and agreed that in conformity, women are
more susceptible to poor decisions. Whether it is in relationships or other life choices,
conforming to the ways of modern American society compromises the very attributes and
qualities we all agree make Appalachia unique and desirable. It would be negligent to imply that
this conclusion is limited to cultural influence as the gendered nature of American society also
plays a pivotal role. Although not a dominant theme among the conversations, which was a
likely result of the question formation, it is a realistic expectation that gender expectations also
influence one’s sense of dual consciousness.
Life as a Composition
The construction of identity among the women in this study is shaped by the ebbs and
flow of their lives. Consistent with Bateson’s (1989) concept of composing a life through
continuous refocus and redefinition, the women use relationships, community, and personal
development to describe themselves. Not a single participant defined themselves through
separate, disjointed spheres or through narrow interpretation, but rather, they framed their
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identity in the context of diverse facets of their lives at varying junctures. Much like an
interwoven quilt-like pattern, the women relied on descriptions of relationships they had within
and outside their family, their sense of place, their interdependence among others in the region,
their pursuits for education, their personal development including age and spiritual formation,
and their experiences outside the region to shape their identity. While there was reference to the
many roles they play including professional and parental, they did not compartmentalize their
identity based solely on those roles nor did they isolate their experiences to a moment in time.
Similarly, while these women’s identity construction was complex, we did not spend a lot of
time focusing on domination and subordination or privilege and agency that might have been
more evident through an intersectional lens (Dill & Zambrana, 2009).
Relationships. The word relationship as used here holds multiple meanings. In one
form, it is used to suggest a connection with a place such as one’s relation to the land. From a
different, yet more commonly used view, relationship represents connection with and among
people similar to that exhibited through authentic leadership.
Perhaps the most profound relationship as implied in the findings of this study was the
connection with the physical place of Appalachia. Consistent with Taylor’s (2010) assertion that
“place invokes complex associations around which people position themselves and are
positioned” (p. 123), this study focusing on Appalachian women implies a similar conclusion—
identity is interwoven in the relationship to the physical region. Framed in the findings as a
“sense of place,” the women frequently articulated their passion and connection to the region.
Gertrude’s passionate expression of the importance of place and her connectedness to the earth
and the valley in which her home rests, is one indication of the strong relationship with place.
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Similarly, Sarah described her urge to return to her childhood homestead, “I feel like my roots
are calling me back there.”
Interestingly, the findings were not consistent with either of the cognitive mapping
studies referenced in the review of literature (Towers, 2005; Ulack & Raitz, 1982). Both studies,
designed to explore the cognitive aspects of the Appalachian region and identity, suggested that
there is a close relationship between spatial patterns and Appalachian stereotypes (Ulack &
Raitz, 1982) and subsequent out-migration (Towers, 2005). I believe this inconsistency could
easily be attributed to the age and maturity of the various research samples. In both Ulack and
Raitz (1982) and Towers (2005), the survey respondents were young, traditional-age college
students, whereas the participants in this study represent more mature and grounded women. Not
surprising though, in their younger years, several of the women in this study did confirm
inhibitions about the region by expressing an earnest desire to get as far from the region as
possible. Bobby Jo noted, “I was thinking back to all the times in my life when I felt almost
repressed by where I’m from” (Bobby Jo). She continued later with a complex statement that
further magnified the tension:
I definitely had moments that I wanted to get out of my parent’s house. But in the
scheme of things in being the region, a piece of me, I guess, wanted to move to a big city
and own a loft.
Upon further inquiry, I learned that she was indeed struggling with balancing her passion for the
region with a desire to move to a large city so that she could prove that she could adapt. Among
some Appalachian women, it is a real and common challenge to push oneself to do things in the
spirit of proving something to skeptics rather than in the spirit of sincere passion.
Other forms of relationship that are defining moments for these women are those
surrounding their within and regard for their family. According to the literature (Egan, 1993;
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Seitz, 1995; Sohn, 2003), women often live a dichotomized life. On one hand, they are depicted
as stable nurturers and sources of great strength. On the other hand, they are framed as
oppressed, abused, and overrun. Unquestionably, the women in this study offered no indication
that the latter description might be apt. Rather, as authentic leaders, these women demonstrated
a keen awareness of an integrated life. They shared an observable assertiveness regarding both
their sincere passion for their family and the role they played within it. Jane shared that she was
compelled to move back to the area following the death of her stepfather. “My mother had longterm health issues and I was the oldest of three and I just felt that it was what I needed to do.”
Similarly, Bobby Jo shared the contributing factors that compelled her to pass on an athletic
scholarship at a popular southern university and make a choice for education that was closer to
home,
My grandma passed away right before [starting college] . . . my mom took it very
difficultly . . . her mom was sort of like her only rock. And so when she passed
away, and as the oldest I just sort of felt—I don’t want to say obligation because I
think it puts sort of a negative connotation on something—that I just felt like I
needed to stay close to home. And I needed to take care of my family. (Bobby Jo)
Such sensibility is common among all the women. In these two examples, it is clear that the
decisions these women faced, at a very young age, were motivated by their relationship with
their family and their perceived role within the family. Their leadership was revealed in their
ability to live grounded lives by taking responsibility for themselves and others.
Consistent with the relationship in this context, the extent to which the participants cited
their own mother’s influence is notable. Cited repeatedly as a source of positive influence, these
women were their mother’s daughters. Some saying, “I can’t say enough about her. She was
just such a support to me” (Bobby Jo) or “she’s just always been a positive influence on my life,
always been positive with everything I do, and supportive” (Allison). They often went on to

135
describe the ways in which their own lives have taken shape by the model cast through their
mothers’ lives. Even in a few of the scenarios in which the women really did not want to
emulate their mothers, they still cited various things their mother had taught them that shaped
who they are today. For example:
I think my mother, who I wouldn’t want to emulate many of the things in her life,
but she did a lot of things in her life that I think moved me into a particular way of
thinking about what I could do and what I could be. And to be a little fearless
about things. (Gertrude)
Regarding the role that these women played within their family, the same level of
assertiveness prevails. Consistent with the literature (Maggard, 1994), women are placing their
family needs in priority position. All of the women in this study work outside the home and they
do so to provide for their family. In many cases, there is a wage-earning spouse but these
women make conscious choices to contribute to their families’ financial well-being. They are
leading by balancing their lives using an internal value system motivated by a strong sense of
self coupled with a desire to provide.
Regarding the relationship within the family, one assumption that was brought to this
research was that the women may experience rejection within their own family based on their
success. There was no notable evidence of this.
Community. Similar to the participants’ love of place and among their families, the
sense of community which emerged from the interviews and focus group reveal yet another facet
of their identity. They share a deep-rooted passion for being in community with other people
and they believe that this is possible in Appalachia more so than other areas. Their sense of
community, as used in this study, represents a defining value and a pillar of their authentic
leadership.

136
Suggested in the literature review as activism, the women in this study demonstrated an
observable sense of agency beyond themselves. For example, Maggard (1990) illustrated this
sense of agency through women’s role in union organizing. While there were not such specific
examples common to all of the participants, there was certainly a commonality in their passion
for positioning themselves in a role to help or support others. One participant explained her
sense of community stemming from Appalachia:
I don’t know if it’s Appalachia or if it’s farm or it’s community but it’s this
interdependency that I hope never goes away. That’s what to me Appalachia is.
That we have a gift of, at least we use to, of trusting our neighbors, relying on
other people, and that we have something that I think a lot of people want or a lot
of people want back once they see what that is. (Gertrude)
Other, more subtle expressions about community were revealed through the participants
sharing of their perceptions about other areas. One participant fondly recalled:
[Town omitted] is a very tight-knit community and I’ve seen over the years from
when I was a little girl to now, how that community really pulls together to help
one another . . . I remember going when I was a little girl, going to take meals or
going over to help a neighbor do something in the yard. I always remember my
parents helping out and them helping us to do something. So I think that’s where
in Appalachia where we’re kind of unique. It’s strong knit communities more so
than in urban setting. (Jesse)
Another said:
I just feel like we have been very rich in receiving so many blessings and we
know who our neighbors are, a lot of them [referring to urban people] don’t even
know who their neighbors are. So I look like they’re missing the opportunity
more so than what we are. I can remember a conversation I had with somebody I
worked with in the city and they’re like, you know your neighbors? I know the
town, man we don’t even know who our neighbors are and that’s sad. If you have
a catastrophe like a house fire you learn who your friends are real quick and
everybody just comes to help. (Olivia)
Community, as depicted through the passion to serve others, is a contributing factor in the
identity construction of Appalachian women. It was noted throughout the interviews and further
demonstrated in the aggregate view of their professional lives. While employment outside the

137
home was a factor in the participant selection process, I was not specific about the type of
employment. Interestingly, all of the women perceive their professional capacities to be a
service to other people, which is a testament to their leadership. Not a single participant
communicated being motivated by wealth or social acclaim, but rather an earnest desire to be
part of something that helps other people. This sense of community is often difficult to describe
to people who are not familiar with it, but once one experiences it first-hand it is obvious how
community becomes a part of one’s being. The women in this study have embraced community
by being contributing members to building community for themselves and others.
Finally, a predominant outcome of the focus groups was the manner in which they
solidified the genuine passion for community shared by Appalachian women. They expressed
deep satisfaction about being relationship with others. They were rejuvenated by making new
acquaintances and they genuinely expressed their support of the strides made through this
research. The second focus group of trusted advisors represented a similar theme. This theme
was also consistent with the qualities of authentic leadership (Gardner et al., 2005; Sinclair,
2007) in that their sense of relationship is motivated by openness and trust, guidance toward
worthy objectives, and focused on developing others. Following both meetings, I received
numerous cards and messages expressing appreciation for being involved in the study and for the
opportunity to meet the other women in the study. This further confirmed that community was a
defining value in their lives and it guides their leadership.
Personal development. The findings in this research suggest that identity is constructed,
in part, through the development of a person’s psychological life cycle, but also through maternal
influence, spiritual faith, and value of external experiences including education. Perhaps here,
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more so than any other area, is it clear that life is constructed through the continuous refocus and
redefinition as suggested by Bateson (1989).
As one might expect, age played a pivotal role in how the women shaped their current
identity. As noted, the participants ranged in age from 29 to 65. Interestingly, the more
seasoned participants were assertively conscious of how their perceptions of the region changed
as they grew older. In some cases, it evolved from a less than confident sensitivity about their
association with Appalachia in their younger years to a sincere cultural pride supported with a
rather direct attitude of “I am who I am” or a “take it or leave it” mentality. Among the younger
participants, it seemed as though they were recent arrivals to self-assurance and how they
blended their Appalachian heritage into their identity. In all cases, the women were able to
reflect on moments in their history where, due to their age, feelings or responses may have been
different. Unanimously, the women perceived their confidence and self-assurance to grow
stronger with age.
Another intriguing aspect of development was the women’s awareness about the value of
experiences outside the region. One participant stated, “everybody’s got to go out, and find out
on their own what’s out there . . . but it usually brings them back” (Allison). Another stated, “I
think anything that you can do to broaden your own bubble, so to speak, is worth it” (Bobby Jo).
These comments and others reflect a depth of knowledge about their own identity and how they
have been shaped by exposure to life and cultures different than their own. Further, they are
acutely aware that it is through such experiences that their own lives have changed. One
participant commented on encouraging this exploration among some of the more isolated
members of her family:
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I go back now to the holler as I refer to it and I look around me and I look at third and
fourth cousins and I tell them they need to break the chain. I want them to know what’s
out there, that they just have to cross that county line. (Jane)
Closely tied to the value of experiences outside the region was the emergence of
education in the lives of the participants. Expecting to hear stories about their college
experiences, I was astonished as to the extent that these women framed so much of their lives
around their education. In one interview, I had heard education mentioned so frequently that I
asked, “do you think education is that catalyst that begins to help you shape your own individual
identity outside of being an Appalachian person?” The response was, “I think so” (Jane).
As an educator, I hold a personal bias toward the value of education however, as an
Appalachian woman, I can also attest to the ways in which I perceived education as a means of
rising above negative stereotypes. While the findings are inconclusive as to whether the
participants shaped so much of their life description around education for similar reasons, it
would be fair to conclude that these women value education. They refer to it in such a way that
it is obvious that the degrees that adorn their walls are sources of great pride. Further, they used
their educational experiences as opportunities for personal growth citing experiences in college
as confidence and character building moments. Olivia shared regarding her mom’s skepticism
about her decision to attend college that her mom bet her $50 she would never finish. Olivia
went on to say however, that her mom knew her well and recognized the motivation involved
with such a blatant challenge. Olivia concluded, “don’t tell me I’m not going to be able to do
something because I’ll prove to you that I can.” Another participant described her experience in
college as initially unsettling, but later determined she would make the experience a personal
growth opportunity:
I remember a professor I had from Maine . . . I think that was the first time when I
really felt like he thinks that we’re dumb. And literally every class was like it felt
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to me like he was trying to explain something that made us feel kind of below him
. . . what’s really bizarre is that when I look back there are three or four different
teachers that really shaped who I am as an instructor and he was one of them. . . .
I think it was almost that tough love kind of thing . . . what was really crazy is I
took him for my senior seminar. I took him for senior seminar because I knew
that if I got a good grade in his class then I’d really accomplished something.
(Bobby Jo)
Summary. It is a mere irony that the use of an interwoven quilt is used as a metaphor
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) for the way in which identity construction can be researched. This
metaphor was validated among the stories shared by the interview participants. Quilting, as
previously mentioned, is an authentic Appalachian craft. Personally, as a child, I would sit for
hours watching my grandma stitch together pieces of a quilt so when it came time to sort through
the data, I was reminded of the weaving together, the stitching, and the thoughtful care that went
into each piece. More importantly, I remember looking at my grandma’s end product with awe
and wonder at how all those little pieces came together to form a beautiful quilt.
Bateson (1989) also used a similar metaphor in describing life through the art of mosaic.
Similar to quilting, mosaics suggest that the pieces are composed or put together within a frame.
Much like the stories of these women’s lives, their identity is shaped through stitching and
weaving of relationships, experiences, and pivotal moments in personal development. They
recognize, much like an artist deciding how patterns will take shape, these pieces of their lives
are redefined through their life experiences. In these stories, the women’s identity was revealed
through their passionate connection to the physical place of Appalachia, as well as their
relationship with other people, particularly their mothers. Their masterpiece was further
ornamented by their fulfillment of being in community with other people. Not unlike the
literature (Anglin, 2002; House& Howard, 2009; Tallichet, 2006) contributing to this study
suggesting that Appalachian women define themselves through their activism, the women in this
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study share a deeply rooted passion for helping others. Lastly, particular aspects influencing
their personal development such as age, experiences outside the region, faith, and education all
contributed to their identity masterpiece.
Returning to Bateson’s (1989) suggestion that all of this is held together through a frame,
the women in this study constructed their identity (mosaic) within a frame, yet they remained
cognizant of the world beyond the frame and how that world influenced the mosaic inside. One
participant spontaneously and unknowingly summed up this conception of composing a life by
reminding me that our frame is always shifting and it is always in relation to the world around
us. These women recognized their life as a composition and consequently, that is how their
identity unfolded.
Leading as a Way of Being
Grounded in a widely recognized definition of leadership as the ability to motivate others
to meaningful action (Burns, 1978), yet expanded to favor a holistic and relational style of
leadership (Sinclair, 2007), this research sought to explore how Appalachian women perceive
themselves as leaders. Despite the participants being professional Appalachian women, the
scope of leadership was intended to extend beyond traditional leadership roles, such as those
performed in organizations, to envelope a larger leadership sphere including self-leadership and
leadership as a way of being (Sinclair, 2007).
The findings of this study are consistent with Sinclair’s (2007) assertion that good
leadership seeks to support people. As noted in the participant’s interest in community and their
sense of agency toward helping other people, the women in this study most notably demonstrate
leadership in their ability to create relationships with other people. They use their own success
as a means of supporting others.
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I feel like I’m sort of the cover girl for what we can do in my family . . . I love
when it’s my turn to speak. I love it . . . it’s nothing for self-gratification. I just I
love people and I love my story of, speaking personally in the realm of grace and
all of that stuff, I love where I was and who I am now. And I think my story
resonates with young teen girls a lot especially in this area. And so I love those
opportunities where I get to speak. (Bobby Jo)
Consistent with Greenleaf’s (1977) idea of servant-leaders, these women are intuitive to the
needs of others. Two other women expressed their long-term goals to return back to
impoverished areas to extend their professional services to those in need, which further confirms
that these women are actively demonstrating their leadership through their service to others.
In other situations, these women were actively living Sinclair’s (2007) suggestion that we
must challenge traditional ways of thinking about power and strive to change the status quo or
oppressive conditions by using emotional and relational aspects of leadership. Gertrude
described her journey to meaningful advocacy for her daughter, which revealed her recognition
of power relations and her ability to use her voice to make a difference for her daughter and
others who might follow. She described the influence of other people as pivotal, but distinctly
asserted that she had to let down her internal preoccupation with being liked. She had to take
risks to make a meaningful difference. Ironically, Gertrude is the same participant that, in the
focus group, challenged us all to reconsider our unquestioned acceptance of the term hillbilly as
a derogatory term. It is here, like the work that Gertrude carries forth on behalf of her daughter,
that a clear mindfulness about power relations within leadership emerges.
The participants’ conception of leadership, including self-leadership, was most notably
demonstrated through their advice to other women. It was here that I captured an enlightening
glimpse into their lives by listening to the advice they graciously extended to others. Jesse
suggested:
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I think the big thing is speak what you think. If you have an opinion and you’re
able to voice that you need to do that. And you need to care little about what
other people think. If you’re doing a good job at what you do professionally, it
doesn’t matter what everybody else thinks of you. Be proud of that and be proud
of who you are. . . . I think I would say you need to define yourself first. You
don’t need to be defined by anyone else. You need to find yourself and also
prepare yourself to take care of yourself. (Jesse)
Another spoke with such encouraging ambition, “I think just follow whatever path . . . if there’s
something you want to do go after it. Don’t let anybody stand in your way, and be mindful that
you may fail, but to definitely keep pursuing your goals” (Allison).
In summary, the conception of leadership within this study assumes a more relational and
personal quality than that which is frequently used in the context of corporations. Rather than
speaking directly to leadership behaviors in organizations or organized groups, the framework
used in this study is largely relational and emphasizes self-leadership along with
acknowledgement of the role that identity work plays in leadership development. Although each
participant had the opportunity to expand on their leadership within their careers, they opted for
describing their leadership in relational terms within the context of their entire life, not just their
professional capacities.
Concluding Thoughts
Based on the literature review, the keen insights from the women invited to participate in
this study, and my personal identity journey as an Appalachian woman, several concepts
emerged that help to understand the identity construction of the Appalachian professional
woman. They include the idea that Appalachian women negotiate aspects of their identity based
on their environment. Although the tendency among most of the participants was to reject the
notion of dual consciousness when framed as a separate or divided life, the data supports a
blending of their Appalachian heritage based on conscious internal choices pressured by
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perceptions of others. A second concept supported by the data suggests that Appalachian
professional women construct their life through continuous refocus and redefinition and a
blending of relationships, community, and personal development. And lastly, their leadership is
anchored in self-awareness and demonstrated through their undeniable sense of responsibility to
other people.
Filling a Research Gap
The proposal for this research suggested there was a gap in existing literature that
recognized the social influences on Appalachian people who live and work close to the
geographical edges of the larger Appalachian region. Further, it was suggested that Appalachian
people have too frequently been framed as homogenous across the region and this is typically
done in a marginalizing manner—spending a great deal of time and effort to focus solely on the
negative Appalachian stereotype. This research fills the gap in existing literature by offering a
different kind of story and sharing a side of Appalachian people that often fails to garner
attention. Not only does this exploration about identity construction inform us of the many
influences at work within the lives of the Appalachian women, it also offers insight into the ways
in which they successfully defy marginalization through their everyday lives. The participants
clearly demonstrated how they blend their heritage along with other facets of their life including
their leadership.
Future Research
This study focused on understanding the ways in which a select group of Appalachian
professional women construct their identity. The results of this study provide a basis for
exploring identity construction among different male and female populations, as well as across
socio-economic classes and among specific developmental stages. Further, the framework used
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in this study and subsequent themes also lends itself to a nice foundation for a study specific to
commuter workers, particularly those who live in rural Appalachia and commute the urban cities
for employment purposes. For a greater understanding of Appalachian identity, a number of
different studies could build upon conceptual themes that emerged in this study. Presented to the
second focus group of trusted advisors as possible future studies, they concurred that any of these
ideas would represent meaningful and logical ways to expand the research to speak to larger
populations of Appalachian people and to understand the implications of cultural heritage more
completely.
Appalachian males. The impetus for this study’s narrow focus on Appalachian women
was purely motivated by my position as the principal researcher and my interest in narrowing the
focus to a manageable scope based on my level of experience at the onset of the study. It has
been clear to me all along that Appalachian men also have a conception of Appalachia that
shapes their identity, as well as a consciousness of the negative stereotypes associated with their
heritage. Through multiple conversations with Appalachian male colleagues and friends, I have
been reminded that they, too, have an intriguing story about the ways in which they have blended
their Appalachian heritage with their professional lives. One friend recently shared with me his
own experience of being an Appalachian [my terminology, not his] now living and working in an
urban environment, “It’s all an act.” He continued to describe how in his daily professional life,
he plays a part to fit into the urban environment in which he practices. He continued by
confiding that some of his colleagues, after learning that he’s from the country, treat him almost
as if he is an alien or foreigner. They express a curiosity that implies that Appalachia is indeed
the other.
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Although I firmly believe this study could quite easily be replicated in its entirety,
supplanting some of the feminist literature, to focus on the male population, a compelling
argument could be made to design the study as a comparative study comparing and contrasting
the emerging themes from men and women.
Longitudinal study. Perhaps the most intriguing prospect is that of a longitudinal study
tracking Appalachian teenagers through their late 20s or perhaps even their early 30s. Building
upon the findings of the current study that suggest age plays a significant role in the identity
construction of Appalachian professional women, it would be interesting to monitor how young
adults’ conception of themselves as Appalachian people shifts over time through these rapidly
changing years. During this period, young Appalachian people are often presented opportunities
to explore areas outside the region for work or education, so it could be fascinating to understand
their decision making process and the extent to which Appalachian heritage influences their
fears, expectations, inhibitions, and excitement.
Designing an interview protocol consistent with the current study and adding a
participant journaling component could provide insight about their experiences outside the
Appalachian region and individuals’ sources of strength as well as insecurity. Introducing select
questions at repeated intervals would not only provide insight into the aspects of Appalachian
heritage that influence identity shaping decisions, it also would represent an opportunity for the
researcher and participants to develop communal bonds that could positively influence the
participants when faced with difficult challenges. For example, knowing that being taunted
about accent is common situation experienced by young Appalachian people upon their arrival to
colleges outside the region, yet one that often disappears quickly could be helpful in that
person’s ability to persist. For a scenario such as this to unfold, the conception of mindful
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inquiry (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998) becomes particularly important. Bentz and Shapiro (1998)
suggested research should be intimately linked to the researcher’s self-awareness and the world
around. Without question, there would be value in the researcher being at a developmental stage
capable of extending empathy and understanding, not to mention a keen understanding of the
insecurities that would likely be concealed.
Socioeconomic status. A critical element of the existing study was that the women fit
the profile of being Appalachian women who live and work outside the home in southern Ohio
and are likely to have somewhat frequent interactions outside the area. By nature, these criteria
suggest a middle-class socio-economic status, even though socio-economics was not a conscious
factor in participant selection. Building on the existing study, an additional socio-economic
component would add depth and understanding to identity. Using the work of Payne (1996) as a
framework for role switching and understanding the hidden rules among class, it would be
interesting to build on this existing work by being deliberate about exploring the socio-economic
aspects of identity. For example, it could be informative to select a diverse sample of women
who have moved from one socio-economic class, such as poverty, into another class. This could
provide the data for a more accurate understanding of the cultural influences at play within
identity construction versus the complexity of socio-economic factors. Interestingly, some of the
women in the existing study were raised in poverty conditions, yet moved into the middle-class.
Because I had some working knowledge of the poverty framework including hidden rules among
classes, my curiosity intensified when I tried to decipher what aspects of their responses had to
do with socio-economic class versus cultural heritage. The fine line I witnessed confirmed that a
future study should certainly include a more pronounced emphasis on socio-economics.
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Appalachians working in urban environments. Primarily, Appalachia is rural and
along with the unique cultural values and traditions, there are aspects of rural life that differ
significantly from urban settings. In general, the pace of life might be different, as are the forms
of community and relationship with others. Building on the emerging themes within the current
study, it would be interesting to think about them through the lens of someone who is in and out
of the region on a daily basis, commuting from the rural Appalachian area to the urban
surrounding cities. My expectation is that code or behavior switching would be much more
pronounced. Perhaps here, even more so than in the existing study; the participants would have a
more acute awareness of dividedness or separateness.
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Chapter VI: Personal Reflections
Perhaps one of the most straightforward ways to summarize the study would be to offer a
glimpse of the ways in which this study has revealed new and fascinating ways for me to think
about my own Appalachian identity. I was explicit about my deep personal connection to this
work from the beginning and this connection influenced my interpretation and understanding at
every turn. By the end, this study represented more than self-help, it contributed to an expansion
of my community and it helped me find confidence in ways I had never imagined. The women,
my interview participants, who joined me in this journey, are the reason I am able to reflect on
the relevance of this study in such a favorable way. They influenced how I thought about my
own life and reminded me of the important leadership role that we assume through our influence.
Interestingly, it was the focus group discussion that really pulled the story together—
theirs and mine. The stories of the women in this study were consistent with Clandinin and
Connelly’s (2000) assertion that people are individuals, but always in relation with a social
context across time and place. Not surprisingly, I found many parallels between the stories of
the women I interviewed and my own life; it was almost as if my needing them was as important
for them as it was me. For example, based on my age, I felt a connection among the younger
women in my study and found myself offering them advice and encouragement, but I also
recognized that the shift that is currently occurring in my own life is more consistent with the
middle-age participants whom I listened to like a sponge. Somehow, the study represented a
way for me to position myself as both a mentor and a mentee. We all learned from each other.
Being comfortable enough with one another in the focus group to candidly discuss
insecurities in our lives as well as individual strategies for overcoming those things was a
mutually gratifying experience. To illustrate this, I share, with permission, some of the
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communications following the focus group. In a post-focus group email, one participant shared
with me that our earlier one-on-one discussion compelled her to a deeply meaningful blog post
(Basford, 2011a) where she discussed both the influence of her mother in her development as
well as that of place and Appalachian ingenuity. Following the focus group, she shared with me
that my mention of my mother’s influence prompted her to send a special message to her mom,
she entered a journal page titled, “Whose are you?” (Basford, 2011b) and then, most movingly,
she ended her message by saying, “Finally, YOU are my inspiration . . . or maybe my muse . . .
or both! I love watching your journey unfold and, if only for a short while, walking along beside
you on the path.” This single example of the community which emerged through this study is
just one of several. It is through these instances that I found inspiration and energy to enter a
level of reflection to conclude this study by reintroducing my personal journey and discussing
the parallels between the findings and my own experiences.
Learning from Life’s Experiences
Briefly, I will situate myself within this study much like I invited the other participants. I
share this not to make the study overly personal, but rather in hopes that others might recognize
that, despite any appearance of simplicity and privilege, I had real struggles that made my
identity complicated. I was born and raised in Adams county, Ohio (an Appalachian county on
the western edge of the larger Appalachian region), yet frequently interacted among outsiders to
the region. My mom, an influential person in my life, commuted nearly 70 miles, one-way, each
day from our rural, country homestead to downtown Cincinnati, Ohio. My life was filled with
diversity of experiences because of my mom’s influence. She supported me in my endeavors,
yet she often stood out among the mothers of my peers in that she dressed differently and often
shifted her accent. Despite the professional façade she maintained for her professional role, she
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actively demonstrated strong Appalachian values. Our love and obedience to God was always
first and love of family followed as a close second. I was a product of divorce, so the other
strong influence in my life included my dad and step-mom that lived a rather affluent life in
comparison to my everyday life in Adams county. From their sophisticated world in the western
part of the United States, with love and interest in my well-being, they frequently reminded me
that I must break free of Adams county. I always assumed an implied message that I needed to
raise my aspirations—almost as if I was doomed to failure if I chose to make a life in the
country. My conflict stemmed from loving both worlds.
Despite my noticeable accent among my western family and friends, I felt accepted.
Yet, there was always an internal struggle in terms of giving myself permission to appreciate and
enjoy these aspects of western life that were so vastly different than my life back home, in
Appalachian Ohio. In many respects I felt as though I was rejecting my lifestyle in Appalachia
yet, deep down, I loved what that life represented to me as well. When I spoke of cultural
experiences, travels to unique places, or aspects of a noticeably affluent life among my
Appalachian friends and family, I felt somewhat rejected among them—almost as if I had risen
above my raising.
So, there I remained for a number of years, torn between my love of my life and family in
the country and that of a different world in the west. This eventually developed into a clear dual
consciousness in that I was consistently measuring myself based on the perceptions of others—
both from within and outside the region. This grew even more complicated in my formidable
years as a young adult. Unto myself, I was noticeably living a divided life. I often felt that I was
literally switching hats based on my environment. I played the roles well until I was able to

152
recognize the ways in which it was holding me back from a life that might be possible through
more confidence and self-assurance and far fewer insecurities.
Understanding the complexity of being an Appalachian woman in a larger world.
Not surprisingly, it was when one participant shared with me the advice she offers to her family
that remain in the “hills and hollers” of central Appalachia, that I began to see the parallels in my
own life. She said:
I come back, they’re obviously very brilliant, it’s that family tie and I tell them
they’re always going to be there and you can always come back but they want to
stay right there and they’re just glued together. I think of two cousins right now
and it’s a brother and a sister and they’re both brilliant and academically they’ve
shown that but when they go as far as [urban city omitted] which is only probably
two hours away from where they live they don’t like it. And I’ve never said what
makes you so uncomfortable to them but when I see them or send a note it’s
always positive encouragement, please continue to strive to break the chain, you
can leave and get that education. If you want to come back then that’s fine. (Jane)
It was this encouragement to break the chain that has always perplexed me. I understood the
advice she offered, but I also understood what it was like to be on the receiving end of this. This
is what occurred throughout my life by living in southern Ohio, yet having an affluent family in
the West as well as opportunities through my mom’s influence to experience life outside the
region. To break the chain implies there is something wrong with the familiar life and that to be
successful, we must somehow break free from that familiarity and leave it behind. The tension
emerges when there are some aspects of the familiar that make a person who they are, yet the
person also recognizes that there is value in external experiences. Probably not unlike the
members of Jane’s family, I developed a hyper-sensitivity to my internal desire to stay closely
connected to Appalachia. I often expected that people judged me as being incompetent or
unsuccessful because I never broke the chain.
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In another example, one participant shared with me her artwork (se Figure 4.1) that spoke
to the tension she once experienced while spending time at an urban university campus. “That’s
Weird,” represented one of the few instances in my life that graphic art has emotionally moved
me to tears. Upon seeing the art for the first time, my focus went straight to the vacant eyes that
emerged through a hustling and bustling world. I recognized immediately the isolation that she
was communicating—I have been there. Too many times, I have allowed myself to be
overwhelmed in urban environments convincing myself that I do not fit, I talk funny, my clothes
are outdated, and everyone must be smarter than me. Like the artist, there have been times
throughout my life in similar situations that I have felt terribly alone; convinced that because of
where I was from, I was less than, I was the other.
As the data in this study suggest, there is value in having experiences outside the region.
It was personally enlightening to hear the participants positively attribute these experiences to
their identity construction. They demonstrated that it is acceptable to appreciate Appalachia and
the outside world and maintain a confident sense of cultural heritage.
The need to prove oneself. As I listened to Bobby Jo speak of her experience in college
during which she repeatedly subjected herself to the taunting of an egotistical professor who
made her feel “less than,” I was reminded of the experiences in my own life where I have been
motivated to do things for the sole purpose of proving that I could. Like Bobby Jo, I had
mockers in my life who reminded me of the stereotypes of the region. Suggesting, at times, that
because I was a country girl I might not appreciate some things the way they did, or that because
I was from the country, I must value primitive ways of life. Consequently, I pushed myself
harder to demonstrate my rejection of their torment. For example, like Bobby Jo, I often
professed that I wanted to live in a high-rise apartment building in the city. Looking back at that

154
stage of my life, I am curious to understand how much of that desire stemmed from an earnest
desire to live in the city versus an interest in proving to those who I always thought were far
more sophisticated than me that I could survive in the city.
This conversation, like many others, helped me come to terms with the haunting feeling
of having to prove oneself or validate my existence. Perhaps this is why I am particularly
curious about the participants framing so much of their lives around education. Admittedly and
rather embarrassingly, I never wanted to be in this study. I had purposely entered the Ph.D.
program as yet another avenue, among a long list, to distance myself from being that
stereotypical girl from Adams county. Some may frame this statement as snobbishness or
shallowness, but I offer it openly as a statement of brutal honesty. At the conclusion of this
study, I recognize my own exhaustion from try to balance an identity that is grounded in
Appalachian values yet is complicated by the stereotypes associated with the region. This
dissertation represented yet another way to prove myself among people that I now recognize as
rather insignificant in my life and certainly not worthy of my attention. The women whose
stories this study represents helped me to see this more clearly.
Factors influencing personal development. Lastly, I found comfort in hearing the
women in this study attribute critical aspects of their identity to items I categorize as personal
development issues. As mentioned earlier, my mom played a significant role in my identity
construction and this is consistent with the participants’ experiences. While admittedly there are
aspects of our mothers’ influences that we do not desire to emulate, there are many lessons that
can only come from a mother’s love and encouragement.
Another factor of personal development I found curiously familiar was the notion that our
identity formation is so closely tied to our age and maturity. As an adult woman entering her
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mid-30s, I recognize significant changes in my mindset from when I was younger. Repeatedly,
the participants in the study would comment something along the lines of “I used to care what
people thought but now I don’t.” I find myself entering this mindset as well and further, I am
intrigued by the self-awareness of the more seasoned participants who have fully developed a
“take it or leave it” kind of attitude. Amazingly, I am finding life far more enjoyable when I give
myself permission to relax and simply be who I am and worry less about acceptance among
others.
Final Reflections
In summary, I find myself almost paralyzed by the flood of thought and emotion that
overwhelm me as I reflect on this study. Upon my surprising acceptance into Antioch
University’s Ph.D. in Leadership and Change program, I decided early on that I did not want to
study Appalachia nor did I want to study gender for fear of being labeled a feminist. I was able
to resist any temptation of these topics for a large portion of the program until my path crossed
with a perceptive and sincere advisor who insisted that it might be worthwhile to explore this
through a scholarly lens. Consequently, it is even more perplexing to me that I ended up loving
this study, attributing it to it such an amazing leap in my personal development, and confidently
recognize it as a valuable contribution to the scholarly world. Interestingly, one of the interview
participants made a statement that coincides with my newfound personal acceptance and serves
as a reminder that it is okay to like oneself. Following a long interview filled with all too
familiar recollections of insecurity she confidently stated:
I love when it’s my turn to speak. I love it. And I don’t know, it’s nothing for
self-gratification. I just I love people and I love my story of, speaking personally
in the realm of grace and all of that stuff, I love where I was and who I am now.
And I think my story resonates with young teen girls a lot especially in this area.
(Bobby Jo)
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This statement, which I have held dear since it was spoken, offers permission to like oneself, to
recognize that your story may have value in the lives of others.
In hindsight, this study needed to be done not only for me, but also for the women it
represents. At the conclusion of this research, I am finally able to recognize a number of
important things that have been invisible to me to this point. First, I am not alone in my interest
in understanding the complexity of being an Appalachian woman who also holds appreciation
for the world surrounding this region. Second, I am comforted to know that other women have
excelled for reasons largely attributed to the need to prove oneself. And, lastly, I have found it
reassuring to know that factors in personal development such as age, maternal influence, spiritual
faith, and external experiences play a large role in identity construction. One participant
encouraged, “I think you have to be secure in yourself” (Josephine). I know she is right. I hope
that as other Appalachian women read these words they will find inspiration necessary to come
to terms with any aspects of their identity that reflect tension.
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