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Leadership, according to United States President Dwight 
D. Eisenhower, is the “art of getting someone else to do 
something you want done because he wants to do it” 
(see bit.ly/3RsDbXl). The Acoustical Society of America 
(ASA) has seen many great leaders since its founding in 
1929, from presidents of the Society to students hold-
ing leadership positions. Here, we discuss leadership as 
we recognize two prominent women leaders, Lisa Zurk 
and Brigitte Schulte-Fortkamp, who were honored at the 
Women in Acoustics (WIA) luncheons during the ASA 
meetings in December 2022 and May 2023, respectively. 

Leadership is one of the many things for which acousti-
cians and educators typically do not receive formal training. 
To share ideas on leadership, we sent a questionnaire 
about leadership to past presidents and vice presidents 
of the ASA to gather suggestions. Their comments and 
examples from the honored women have been compiled 
in this column, which is complementary to the other WIA 
columns found at womeninacoustics.org/news (see also  
bit.ly/AT-WIA).

Lisa Zurk
Lisa Zurk was a trailblazer, admired 
for her innovative technical work and 
the work she inspired and enabled 
others to do. With unique expertise 
in both acoustics and electromagnet-

ics, Lisa incorporated insights from physics to develop 
new algorithms for sonar and radar signal processing. 
She held herself and others to high standards, but as 
Jenn Watson (division head at the MIT Lincoln Labora-
tory, Cambridge, Massachusetts) noted in her remarks 
at the WIA luncheon, “if you wanted to learn and grow, 
[Lisa] would spend a tremendous amount of time 
helping you.”

Lisa exhibited leadership throughout her career (see  
bit.ly/45QZN7u). After completing a doctorate at the 
University of Washington (UW), Seattle, Washington, she 
joined the MIT Lincoln Laboratory, one of only 3 female 

full technical staff members in her division and, eventu-
ally, one of the first 10 women promoted to laboratory 
management. In 2005, Lisa founded the Northwest Elec-
tromagnetics and Acoustics Research (NEAR) Laboratory 
at Portland State University, Portland, Oregon. From 2005 
to 2016, she advised more than 40 students in the NEAR 
Laboratory. In 2018, Lisa returned to the UW as a full pro-
fessor in electrical engineering and executive director of 
the Applied Physics Laboratory (APL-UW). Lisa was the 
first woman to serve in that role in the laboratory’s 75-year 
history. In an interview she said, “As a woman in engineer-
ing, you have unique challenges that come up along the 
way, and it causes you to think, ‘Is this the right field? Do 
I fit in?’ Studies have shown that female role models can 
make women comfortable. That can change an environ-
ment and create an example that other women can feel 
more in touch with” (see bit.ly/3rcv3iJ).

Throughout her career, Lisa broke barriers and was a 
role model for many in the acoustics and engineering 
communities. Her leadership was felt at the ASA as the 
first woman chair of the Underwater Acoustics Technical 
Committee, chair of the WIA Committee, and national 
meeting chair. Her absence has been felt since she passed 
away on January 12, 2022, but her legacy endures in the 
research she sparked, the colleagues she mentored, and 
the students she advised.

Brigitte Schulte-Fortkamp 
Brigitte Schulte-Fortkamp, professor 
of psychoacoustic, noise effects, and 
soundscape research, recently retired 
from the Technical University of Berlin, 
Berlin, Germany. Brigitte focused her 

career on the importance of soundscapes, a new con-
cept in noise research in the 1990s (for more details, see  
bit.ly/3sKtqJq). This new area was inherently interdis-
ciplinary, relying on sociology, political science, and 
acoustics. Brigitte led international soundscape research 
for three decades, and today, almost all acoustic confer-
ences have at least one session on soundscape. 
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Brigitte’s leadership, marked by its multidisciplinary scope 
and global influence, presents a remarkable intersection of 
vision, dedication, and impact. She has fostered fairness 
and teamwork throughout her career on multiple commit-
tees and in acoustical societies. For example, as part of an 
International Organization for Standardization Committee 
on Soundscape Quality, her role goes well beyond scientific 
oversight and into managing a diverse group of interna-
tional scholars to find common ground and work together.

Brigitte dedicates her time to educating and empowering the 
next generation of soundscape researchers, motivating them 
to be persistent, determined, and relentless. Her outstanding 
mentoring efforts continue. She tirelessly encourages and 
guides early-career researchers throughout their journey 
and helps them build connections and sustainable academic 
paths. Her mentorship goes beyond her students and into 
the community. In 2012, Brigitte, together with Judy Dubno, 
initiated and started the ASA School “Living in the Acoustic 
Environment,” which will hold its sixth event for graduate 
and early-career acousticians in the spring of 2024. 

Schulte-Fortkamp’s leadership is characterized by fairness, 
honesty, and encouraging others’ suggestions during the 
decision-making process. Her patience and perseverance 
bring solutions and high spirits into any situation. Her 
legacy is etched not only in awards and honors but in the 
very fabric of the acoustic world she has helped shape. 

Personally, Brigitte considers her most important contri-
bution to be those as a wife and mother, and her impact is 
visible through her two successful sons. As the echoes of 
her accomplishments continue to resonate, her leadership 
inspires current and future generations of acousticians, 
scholars, and upcoming leaders alike.

Leadership Advice
Building off these two wonderful examples of leadership, 
we now summarize key characteristics of leaders and 
advice from ASA past presidents and vice presidents. 
The comments in this section were collected during a 
survey sent by the authors. A sentiment analysis of the 
comments led to the word cloud shown in Figure 1.

What Makes an Effective Leader?
The 10 survey responses highlight 3 areas: preparing, 
communicating, and building relationships. The first 

step to effective leadership is mostly behind-the-scenes: 
the time a leader takes to observe, learn about, and 
investigate the organization, individual team members, 
goals, and issues. This preparation often involves asking 
questions that allow the leader to understand the con-
text around different issues and how they relate to the 
goals and objectives of the organization. These significant 
preparations are most productive when the leader can 
effectively communicate with others. 

Good communication is essential for effective leadership. 
Some principles for effective communication include 
being authentic, direct, open, and consistent. The survey 
respondents indicated that a significant part of effective 
communication relies primarily on listening, asking good 
questions, and acknowledging the efforts, expertise, and 
ideas of others. 

Both preparation and communication skills allow the leader 
to gain additional information and consider different points 
of view. Leaders have the interesting double-sided task of 
(1) keeping an open mind and (2) keeping the group dis-
cussion moving in a positive direction. As leaders exercise 
good communication skills, they can develop relationships 
of trust and respect within the group. As leaders exhibit 
fairness and openness, a sense of teamwork develops and 
individuals feel their contributions matter. Over time, the 
trust, respect, and teamwork build confidence and empower 
members of the group to develop and contribute more fully. 

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP

Figure 1. Word cloud generated from a sentiment analysis 
of the survey results.
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What Is Your Leadership Style?
Within these broad descriptions of leadership, each 
leader gets to find their personal approach. Our previ-
ous ASA leadership collectively describe their leadership 
styles as direct, inclusive/collaborative, organized, deci-
sive, and timely. They recommend leading by example 
and not asking anyone to do something that you yourself 
would not agree to. A leader should listen more than talk; 
give credit to others; take responsibility when needed; 
embrace the power of a sincere apology; be open to new 
ideas; empower their team; display fairness; and promote 
good communication. Peggy Nelson (ASA president 
2022–2023; director, Center for Applied and Transla-
tional Sensory Science [CATSS] and associate dean, 
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis) encourages us 
to “figure out your own style and build on your unique 
leadership qualifications. Not all of us are boisterous or 
outgoing, but we can build on our strengths.”

What Challenges Do Leaders Face?
Previous ASA presidents and vice presidents were asked 
about the challenges they faced in leadership roles. Many 
of the respondents discussed the balancing act of work-
ing with groups who hold different views. Insightfuly, one 
former president stated that, at times, some individu-
als cannot come to a compromise. When making a final 
decision, “[those individuals] will not love you, and that 
is all right.” At times, you must consider what is best for 
the overall organization or team. 

Some challenges are directly related to women in lead-
ership roles. One survey responder observed how “as a 
woman, there is a narrow window of leadership styles 
that are acceptable compared with those of a man, based 
on societal norms. You cannot be dictatorial; you cannot 
be too assertive; you must rely more on social skills.” 
Sometimes leaders must overcome a perception that they 
are too inexperienced for a leadership role, a perception 
that can also be influenced by gender. 

Another response noted that balancing the work required 
in leadership roles with being a parent can be challeng-
ing as well, particularly when trying to spend time with 
your family but still wanting to do a good job in a leader-
ship position.

How Do You Handle Difficult Situations?
Leaders often face challenges. The survey responses pro-
vide insights on how to handle difficult situations. First, 
it is best to not avoid the situation but to deal with it in a 
timely manner. Second, transparency and direct, straight-
forward communication are key. Third, a leader must be 
prepared, or even overprepared, for meetings and keep-
ing the discussion on track. To ensure fairness, all sides 
of an argument should be heard equally, without letting 
one party talk more, while the leader refrains from taking 
sides. Listen without interrupting, show kindness, and 
even display humor when faced with difficult situations. 
Try to see both sides of an issue while remaining neutral.

The outcome of such difficult discussions is hopefully 
that a compromise can be reached in which all sides can 
see how the decision made will benefit the organiza-
tion. However, such a favorable outcome is not always 
achievable. One great piece of advice for when it comes 
to making a final decision that sides with one party or the 
other is to not be rushed and give yourself room with the 
difficult decision. In a timely manner, back up your deci-
sion with written explanations. Finally, once you have 
made an informed and deliberate decision, trust that you 
have made the right call. 

How Can Someone Get Started in  
Leadership?
When people begin participating in the ASA, they often 
ask how they can get involved. Josh Gladden (ASA vice 
president 2021–2022; vice president of research, Temple 
University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) recommends you 

“Say yes to opportunities and requests: chair a session, 
be a reviewer, look for opportunities to contribute. It is 
noticed and you will be tapped for leadership roles.” Mau-
reen Stone (ASA president 2021–2022; Professor Emerita, 
University of Maryland, Baltimore) suggests to first lead 

“in a small environment and work to bigger ones. Don’t be 
afraid of doing something foolish; you’ll get past it. You’ll 
learn from each opportunity and get better at leading.” As 
you begin to lead, reach out to colleagues who you feel 
are good leaders and ask them to be your mentors.

To begin volunteering on one of ASA’s administrative 
committees, complete the sign-up form. A description 
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of the technical and administrative committees can be 
found at acousticalsociety.org/volunteer. 

How Can You Know If You Should  
Accept a Leadership Role? 
As time progresses and your leadership skills develop, you 
will likely be asked to take on larger leadership roles. To 
determine if a new leadership role is a good fit for you, 
Ronald A. Roy (ASA vice president 2016–2017; profes-
sor of mechanical engineering, the University of Oxford, 
Oxford, United Kingdom) recommends “A good litmus test 
is to ask yourself how you can best advance the objectives 
of your institution. Is it through your own contributions 
or by enabling those of others? If the latter, then you are 
poised to lead.” Before you decide to accept a large leader-
ship role, Ilene Busch-Vishniac (ASA president 2003–2004; 
currently, Acoustical and Higher Education Consultant; 
former president of Saskatchewan University, Saskatoon, 
Saskatchewan, Canada) recommends identifying “at least 
two people already in such positions and interviewing them 
carefully to determine the full shape of the position, the 
parts that have caused personal or professional strain, and 
those that have caused personal or professional pride.” Once 
you understand what the role entails and your motivations, 
you will be able to make an informed decision.

Always More to Learn
This column has provided some ideas for developing 
as a leader. We, the authors, have learned a lot from 
observing their leadership styles and hope you find their 
feedback helpful. As you embrace leadership roles, Subha 
Maruvada (ASA vice president 2022–2023; Therapeutic 
Ultrasound Program Lead, Acoustics Research Engineer, 
United States Federal Drug Administration) recommends 
that you “read books by those whose leadership style you 
admire and take courses on communication, coaching, 
facilitation and leadership” (see Suggestions for Further 
Reading for some helpful books). We encourage every-
one to observe leaders closely. Learn from the good ones 
how to be effective and from the bad ones how to not 
be ineffective. As you embrace the leadership roles you 
are offered, you can develop effective leadership skills 
and contribute greatly in your personal, community, and 
professional organizations.
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