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Abstract:

Academic excellence is brought about by effective leadership, which may 
encompass the concept of distributed leadership, which signifies a 
collective engagement. However, leadership positions within higher 
education are frequently filled with scholars lacking leadership skills and 
experience, which can be detrimental both to their performance and 
well-being. To address this, we explored via interviews with academic 
leaders how academic leadership is defined and conceptualised and what 
their developmental needs are. Participants (N = 23) came from junior, 
middle and senior management levels. Findings suggest that their 
notions of leadership as well as any developmental needs/activities 
perceived useful, differ according to their leadership level. While junior 
leaders were more concerned with procedural elements of leading, senior 
leaders focused on mentoring, social expectations and knowledge of 
academia. These findings have important implications for a wider 
theoretical conceptualisations of academic leadership, which are typically 
focused on individual senior leaders. Further, our findings inform 
leadership development programmes, as universities’ dealings with 
academic leaders tend not to consider the differing requirements of 
junior, middle and senior academic leaders.
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Abstract

Academic excellence is brought about by effective leadership, which may encompass the 

concept of distributed leadership, which signifies a collective engagement. However, 

leadership positions within higher education are frequently filled with scholars lacking 

leadership skills and experience, which can be detrimental both to their performance and 

well-being. To address this, we explored via interviews with academic leaders how academic 

leadership is defined and conceptualised and what their developmental needs are. Participants 

(N = 23) came from junior, middle and senior management levels. Findings suggest that their 

notions of leadership as well as any developmental needs/activities perceived useful, differ 

according to their leadership level. While junior leaders were more concerned with 

procedural elements of leading, senior leaders focused on mentoring, social expectations and 

knowledge of academia. These findings have important implications for a wider theoretical 

conceptualisations of academic leadership, which are typically focused on individual senior 

leaders. Further, our findings inform leadership development programmes, as universities’ 

dealings with academic leaders tend not to consider the differing requirements of junior, 

middle and senior academic leaders.

Keywords: academic leaders; distributed leadership; academia; conceptualisations; 

development 

Levels

Developmental needs

What it means to be distributed leader in higher education
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Introduction

“Important? Definitely. Overworked? Probably. Prepared for the job? Rarely. This is the 

typical academic department chairperson.” (Bennett 1983: 1)

Effective academic leadership is a key contributor to attaining academic excellence and its 

importance has increased as a result of changes in government funding and increased national 

and international competition (e.g. Kok and McDonald, 2015; Rowley, 1997). A leadership 

concept thought to be particularly applicable to higher education (HE) is distributed 

leadership, which argues for a shift away from leadership being the responsibility of an 

individual leader alone to a more systemic outlook, where academic leadership is a collective 

social process dispersed across the organisation, a group activity based on relationships 

between individuals (e.g. van Ameijde et al., 2009; Bolden, 2011; Vuori, 2019). In this 

context, academic leadership results from systems design and role structures, involving 

multiple stakeholders and taking place in an intersubjective space (Bennett et al., 2003; 

Crossley, 1996). This rather fluid conception of leadership is thought to be a preferred style 

for academic leaders in middle and senior positions (Gronn, 2000).

Despite its importance within HE, to date there is little empirical research on distributed 

leadership amongst academics (e.g. Bolden, 2011; Bolden et al, 2009; Floyd and Preston, 

2018). Macfarlane and Chan (2014) observed that, compared to individuals holding 

designated managerial roles, such as department heads or deans, little attention has been 

given to those who take on less formal forms of distributed leadership, for instance professors 

who engage in ‘intellectual leader’ roles, such as creating a developmental space as a role 

model, mentor, advocate or guardian. They note further that informal and distributed forms of 

intellectual leadership are often excluded from academic leadership research and reporting. 

Vuori (2019) suggests that joint sensemaking is critical in creating distributed leadership 
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practices, particularly in teaching-oriented HE institutions. Bolden et al. (2009) refer to HE’s 

strategic plan, arguing that leadership is or should be shared across institutions, which was 

supported by their research involving middle and senior leaders from 12 UK universities.

This study seeks to contribute to the evidence for distributed leadership approaches within 

HE as well as to a theoretical discourse that stems from tension between managerial and more 

collegial conceptions of leadership. To do so, we examine what constitutes academic 

leadership at different levels (senior, middle and junior), an aspect that previous researchers 

highlighted as a shortcoming of their own studies (e.g. Uslu and Welch, 2016). In comparison 

to previous work, in particular Dinh and colleagues’ research (2020), our study i) develops its 

research questions within the context of distributed leadership, ii) considers the role of 

seniority levels in defining academic leadership and iii) provides suggestions for leadership 

development programmes, including leadership coaching (Ellam-Dyson et al, 2019) by 

specifically considering developmental needs of leaders at different leadership levels.

Research to date further observed that leadership vacancies in academia are often filled with 

scholars who may be specialists in their own subject area but have not acquired the necessary 

skills to exercise effective leadership (e.g. Evans, 2017; Hoppe, 2003; Raines and Alberg, 

2003). This lack of leadership skills such as communicating a vision, inspiring trust or 

providing recognition (Ramsden, 1998; see also Table 1) is likely to negatively impact on 

individuals’ effectiveness in their roles and may also be a source of stress and worry, 

potentially resulting in health and well-being problems (Chartered Institute of Personnel 

Development, 2013). In turn, leaders’ high stress levels can negatively affect the level of 

support they provide to their teams, with detrimental implications for overall organisational 

effectiveness (Faragher, 2013). 
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To assist academic leaders in being effective and avoiding problems, it is important they are 

supported by adequate personal and professional development provision. Indeed, many HE 

institutions offer programmes and activities targeted at their (academic) leaders though it is 

unclear to what extent these are successful in assisting academic leaders’ effectiveness. In our 

study, we therefore examine perceptions, demands, skills, and developmental needs of 

academic leaders at three hierarchical levels (Bolden et al., 2012; Bryman, 2007; Evans et al., 

2012; Wilkes et al., 2015). In so doing, we seek to advance understanding of the academic 

leadership construct per se. Moreover, our research contributes evidence regarding skills and 

competencies necessary for academic leaders to be effective in their roles and ways in which 

such skills and competencies may be developed (Hoff, 1999). Whilst previous research has 

considered these aspects, overall understanding of academic leadership remains limited, 

either not taking account of the specific demands placed on academics or focusing only on 

functional aspects of senior academic leadership (e.g., vice-chancellors; Breakwell and 

Tytherleigh, 2008) or lower-level individual leadership activity.

The specific objectives of this study were to (i) conceptually explore and define academic 

leadership, with focus on distributed leadership, (ii) identify demands and expectations 

placed on academic leaders, (iii) identify relevant skills and competencies, and (iv) determine 

leadership development approaches in HE. These objectives were operationalised by means 

of an exploratory, qualitative interview study of UK-based academic leaders. In doing so, we 

also seek to determine whether challenges of distributed leadership, such as diversity (Dinh et 

al., 2020), effective communication, values and identities can be mapped onto the outcomes 

of this study. 

Background
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Within the last few decades, as a result of economic and political crises driving government 

policy changes, the HE landscape in the United Kingdom (UK) has changed substantially: 

HE institutions were confronted with issues of expansion (e.g., due to increasing numbers of 

students), decentralisation and financial pressures (arising, amongst others, out of the 2008 

global banking crisis) (Decramer et al., 2013; Lapsley and Du, 2019). As a result, UK 

universities moved to a system coined by managerialism and principles of new public 

management, in other words they started operating in ways similar to private sector 

organisations, seeking to maximise student numbers, funding and research output, amongst 

others. In order to meet new requirements, HE institutions have been pressured into seeking 

ways to more actively manage their employees, for instance by introducing performance 

management practices (Decramer et al., 2013; Kok et al., 2010). It has further been suggested 

that these changes have threatened the ethos of traditional professional forms which used to 

prevail in UK HE institutions (Lapsley and Du, 2019). It is from this background that UK 

academic leaders now operate. 

Definitions and Roles of Academic Leaders

Academic leaders in the traditional sense are scholars with a managerial (also referred to as 

administrative) role, such as head of department, head of (research/teaching) group, 

programme/degree/course/module leader/director, committee/working group leader or 

doctoral supervisor. This broad definition demonstrates that academic leaders are present at 

various levels of hierarchy within HE institutions. 

Based on interviews with senior academics, Uslu and Welch (2016) argue that academic 

leadership is much like leadership in other areas (Northouse, 2016): Academic leaders should 

be able to develop themselves, others and their area of expertise. This argument is countered 

by the notion of collegial leadership in HE, which represents a conceptual shift from a 
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managerial, power-based definition of leadership. Collegial leadership is a process that is 

constituted and shared amongst colleagues and dispersed within the institution. 

Academic leaders can hold leadership positions both inside and outside their organisations, 

for example within inter-institutional research groups or professional bodies. The roles and 

activities of academic leaders may relate to research, teaching and/or 

management/administration. Depending on individuals’ level of seniority, one or two of these 

three areas may be emphasised (e.g., Bolden et al., 2012). As observed above, the traditional 

perspective of individual leadership has often been challenged in educational contexts by a 

more systemic view, considering leadership as an interactive or intersubjective process 

between individuals (Arena and Uhl-Bien, 2016). Defined as distributed leadership, the 

emphasis is on group work and relationships, rather than on individual actions or skills. In the 

following sections, this paper considers both more traditional trait-based, and intersubjective 

systemic notions of leadership.

Academic Leadership Skills and Competencies

A competency is a “set of behaviour patterns that the incumbent needs to bring to a position 

in order to perform its tasks and functions with competence” (Woodruffe, 1992: 17); t. Thus, 

competencies can be understood as the combination of three components, namely knowledge, 

skills (i.e., specific learned activities, e.g., analysing data) and abilities (or attitudes) (KSAs) 

required to do a particular job well. Whilst there are various prescriptive lists of leadership 

skills and competencies (Hoff, 1999), this study aimed to ask academic leaders themselves 

about the skills and competencies required for effective academic leadership, together with 

the ways in which they define their leadership and implement it in practice. 

Regarding competencies required for effective academic leadership, Table 1 provides a 

comparative overview of existing categorisations. Scholars have conceptualised academic 
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leadership competencies in different ways, some providing more behavioural, specific 

notions such as ‘stimulating a culture of debate and enquiry’ (Bolden et al., 2012: 3), or 

‘communicating well about the direction the department is going’ (Bryman, 2007: 697). 

Others have identified broader competencies including Self-regulation (Dinh et al., 2020), 

Patience (Wilkes et al., 2015) and Openness (Spendlove, 2007). Different scholars emphasise 

different sets of competencies, Hoppe (2003), for instance, focusing on talent management 

within academic leadership and equating academic leadership with administrative duties. 

Nevertheless, the following competencies are commonly acknowledged as important for 

academic leaders’ effectiveness (Table 1): academic/scholarly credibility; developing 

academic faculty; fairness and consideration of others; ambassadorial behaviour; 

vision/strategic thinking; acting as a role model; honesty and integrity; communication skills. 

Much research has focused on senior academic leaders, overlooking skills and competencies 

required of middle or junior leaders. Uslu and Welch (2016), for instance, highlighted gaps in 

institutional support practices for senior academic leaders (Evans, 2017). Further examples 

include Wilkes and colleagues’ (2015) qualitative study of nursing deans, Munro’s (2011) 

reflection on his own experience as department chair, together with Breakwell and 

Tytherleigh's (2008) and Spendlove’s (2007) research examining vice-chancellors and pro 

vice-chancellors. Finally, Bryman’s (2007) literature review of departmental-level leadership 

effectiveness finds that early studies focus on positive interpersonal behaviours such as being 

considerate and treating academic staff fairly and with integrity. He also developed a 

competency model for departmental-level academic leadership which emphasises the 

differences between traditional, managerial leadership, requiring close supervision of staff, 

and academic leadership, which is seen as more subtle and focusing on support and 

protection.

***Table 1 about here***
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Approaches for Academic Leadership Development

Researchers believe that leadership concepts and practices can be taught to most individuals 

to enhance their leadership effectiveness (Doh, 2003). Rasmussen and Hansen (2016) further 

highlighted the importance of acquiring skills and competencies that allow academics to 

develop as leaders as well as researchers. Surveys by the UK’s Leadership Foundation for 

Higher Education (LFHE) (2015; 2016) found that over 90% of traditional HE institutions 

supported their staff in delivering leadership development to over 3,400 individuals. A 

variety of leadership development activities were offered, with a focus on formal training 

programmes, topic-specific conferences and coaching provision. This indicates that the 

development of academic leaders is taken seriously by both providers and recipients.

Existing research evidence suggests that academic leadership development needs to be 

practical, and should ideally take place in real situations, but may also include role plays, 

simulations, case studies and experiential exercises, as well as training and coaching from 

practitioners (Doh, 2003; Ladyshewsky and Flavell, 2011). Coaching in particular was found 

to be useful for developing systemic leadership in academia (e.g., Wise and Jacobo, 2010) 

and elsewhere (e.g., Ely et al., 2010). Moreover, mentoring is seen as an effective tool, for 

instance for developing female (Hacifazlioglu, 2010) or senior leaders (Wilkes et al., 2015). 

Personal reflection, where individuals consider their experiences and draw lessons for the 

future, is also considered beneficial for leadership development (e.g. Doh, 2003; Inman, 

2011; Wise and Jacobo, 2010). Furthermore, a focus on identifying, developing and using 

individual leaders’ personal strengths is associated with higher productivity and better job 

performance (e.g. Clifton and Harter, 2003), as well as with subjective and psychological 

well-being (e.g. Govindji and Linley, 2007). 
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Methodology

A qualitative approach was adopted to explore the conceptualisations and developmental 

approaches of academic leadership from the perspective of academic leaders themselves. This 

approach facilitates rich, in-depth explanations (Bryman and Bell, 2007), alongside 

descriptions of accounts of the phenomenon or process being studied (Silverman, 2013).

Data Collection

A total of 23 semi-structured interviews were conducted with academic leaders at UK HE 

institutions. A substantial proportion of the sample was recruited in Social Sciences and 

Business Schools, which usually employ a variety of scholars from different disciplines and 

therefore provide a useful context to draw upon. In addition, scholars from other areas, 

namely from STEM subjects (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) were 

interviewed to validate interpretations. 

Study participants were selected based on the following criteria to satisfy the chosen 

theoretical and purposive sampling strategy (Adler and Clark, 2007; Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007): individuals needed to have academic leadership responsibility and to have 

been employed in their position for at least six months, at a UK university. Moreover, an 

equal distribution of level of leadership – understood as either junior (e.g. course/module 

leader), middle (e.g. head of group, programme director, principal investigator overseeing a 

large project), or senior (e.g. head of school or college, vice-chancellor, principal) was 

sought. 

Participants recruited for this study were contacted mostly by email, few in person. Except 

for one person, participants were employed at what is often referred to as “traditional” UK 

universities, typically denoting research focused HE institutions which were founded many 

decades or even centuries ago, are internationally recognised and hold research expertise and 

histories (Kok et al., 2010). Participants came from two traditional universities, one 
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belonging to the UK’s Russell Group of universities, which claims to represent “24 leading 

UK universities” that deliver “world-class research and education” (Russell Group, 2021) 

(institution 1 in Table 2). The second traditional university that many participants were 

affiliated with is perceived to focus strongly on research that is scientifically worthwhile as 

well as being applicable to practice (institution 2 in Table 2). One participant was employed 

at a so-called “new” university, which describes a HE institution that used to be a polytechnic 

under more corporate-like control of local government (Kok et al., 2010). The institution this 

participant came from was founded in the mid-20th century, used to be a technical college, 

and focuses on providing excellent teaching (institution 3 in Table 2). All three universities 

are public universities. Most participants were employed in their universities’ business 

(including accounting) and social sciences departments, with some in sciences (i.e., 

chemistry, biology) (Table 2).

To address the research objectives, an understanding was sought of the ways in which 

individuals perceive academic leadership, including in-role expectations and demands, skills 

and competencies required, alongside professional development activities. Semi-structured 

interviews represented an appropriate means of data collection, Silverman (2013: 201) 

arguing that “[m]any interview studies seek to find out how a particular group of people 

perceive things” and “interviews can give direct access to ‘experience’”. Interviews were 

recorded and subsequently transcribed using the verbatim transcription method (Poland, 

1995). 

***Table 2 about here***

Interviews and Data Analysis

The interviews were conducted face-to-face, using an interview guide prepared on the basis 

of the preceding literature review. The interviewing process comprised two stages. Firstly, 17 
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academic staff were interviewed, and the data was analysed. Miles, Huberman and Saldana’s 

(2019) approach was adopted in order to analyse in-depth, qualitative data inductively. 

Having firstly condensed the dataset, it was then tabularised and structured. Finally, the 

findings were verified, and conclusions were drawn, adopting a grounded theory approach 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1999; Strauss and Corbin, 1998) with the use of iterative coding (Miles 

et al., 2019).

As suggested by Glaser (1998), we did not preconceive any framework from the literature 

review. Based on this version of grounded theory, any preconceived framework or theory 

would limit the scope of research and put restrictions on comparative analysis; patterns might 

emerge due to the in-depth comparison between cases. Despite advice to construct a 

framework based on leading research paradigms in order to help inform the process of data 

collection (Partington, 2000), the authors decided to impose the minimal force of a 

preconceived theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Based on our theoretical sampling, constant comparison and open coding approach 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Holton, 2007), we started the coding process, comparing 

codes and memos from the beginning. This resulted in an early framework and identification 

of latent themes (patterns), based on data from interviews with 17 academic staff. 

After extensive coding of the transcribed data, the following core categories emerged: (i) 

definitions; (ii) expectations and demands; (iii) skills and competencies; (iv) development. 

Drawing on both iterative coding (Miles et al., 2019) and constant comparison methods 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998) enabled appreciation of the depth of each category and 

identification of initial themes (Glaser and Strauss, 1999).
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Following this framework-building stage, the second interview stage was more structured, 

and more time was spent on themes identified in the first stage, seeking corroboration and 

theoretical saturation (Glaser, 2001). As our main goal was to reach saturation, we stopped 

the second data collection stage after interviewing six academic staff, no new or additional 

aspects or dimensions of the core themes having emerged (Holton, 2007). Pattern coding 

(Miles et al., 2019; Saldana, 2021) was used for this analytical stage, facilitating development 

of meta codes that captured participants’ individual perceptions of academic leadership and 

its development. An analysis was conducted of the ways in which the perceived effectiveness 

of development approaches was affected by participants’ views of academic leadership and 

its different types, perceived expectations of their role and required competencies.

In addition, in the stage, particular attention was paid to the core categories and the different 

types of academic leadership identified by participants, alongside the importance of formal 

versus informal leadership development approaches. The results of stage two did not lead to 

any substantial change in the emerged themes from the first stage interviews and  our data 

reached the saturation point. It was also evident that through the dynamic nature of these two 

coding rounds, in addition to comparing techniques employed for data coding, theoretical 

similarities of converging themes were identified.

Although the primary source of empirical evidence consisted of interview transcripts, this 

was supplemented with secondary data, namely information about training courses, further 

development activities and on-line resources available to study participants. These data were 

collected from the websites of interviewees’ universities and other providers of HE personnel 

development. These secondary data were gathered to provide an insight into the context of 

the sites used for data collection (Simons, 2009) and were also used to corroborate and 

triangulate interviewees’ comments (Stake, 2006). 
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Discussion of the findings follows in the next section. 

Findings

Definition of Academic Leadership

The academics defined leadership differently depending on their own leadership position and 

experience. Three components of academic leadership can be distinguished (Table 3): 

institutional management/administration, teaching and research (cf. Bolden et al., 2012):

… we can talk about academic leadership in teaching, academic leadership 

in research, academic leadership in management or administrative 

responsibilities. (Inf14.M)

Among these three roles, ‘leadership in research’ was highlighted by many participants 

regardless of their academic leadership level:

Academic leadership I think has got several aspects to it and I would see it 

as research leadership. (Inf16.S)

I think that for people like us who have come in to professional and 

intellectual interest and see it as a career will probably be more inspired 

by those who are producing research at the highest level. (Inf9.M)

Our secondary data analysis of universities’ webpages further highlighted the importance of 

leadership in research: for example, at one of the targeted universities, there was a four-day 

training course for research leadership focusing on forming research teams for writing grant 

proposals. 
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The emphasis of the three components teaching, research and management/administration 

seems to be directly impacted by individuals’ level of leadership. For example, research 

leadership roles are referred to across the three levels, while teaching and complying with the 

university’s structure and regulations was more emphasised by junior leaders: 

So, in teaching, staff might have very different expectations of leaders or 

what’s a successful leader compared to what students are looking for. 

(Inf6.J)

Meanwhile, middle or senior level leaders were inclined to weight research and 

administrative roles more by highlighting ‘research collaboration’, ‘being a thought leader’ 

and ‘working with people’ as three significant aspects of academic leadership:

I used to be very heavily involved in leadership in the discipline in terms of 

the professional bodies, in terms of helping colleagues to develop. (Inf18.S)

If I am happy working with people who are at other universities and we are 

working together and developing papers, developing a research network. 

An academic leader needs to be a thought leader. You have ideas. You can 

imagine what the future is like in terms of research… Then you also have 

the ability to galvanize interest around that idea so that you can entice 

other people to share that idea. (Inf10.M)

Senior leaders seemed to adopt a broader vision that included strategic development of the 

institution as a whole. They also emphasised mentoring, developing others and developing 

their organisation (Breakwell and Tytherleigh, 2008; Spendlove, 2007):
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So I guess leadership for me is around motivating people, supporting 

people, helping them to develop, helping them to reflect on things, pulling 

them together as a team. (Inf20.S)

***Insert Table 3 here***

Shared Nature of Leadership

Our findings indicate that middle and senior academic leaders put more emphasis on shared 

and distributed leadership in HE by referring more to aspects of this compared to junior 

leaders. Senior participants perceived leadership as a group activity, highly dependent on 

existing relationships between individuals. Moreover, the evidence suggests that the ‘culture 

of distribution’ is more established among middle and senior rather than junior leaders in HE 

(Table 4):

… for effective academic leadership, I would say, that you need a team of 

people that complement each other and that recognize each other strengths 

and areas which are not so strong but it works out together. (Inf16.S)

It can be a team … it could be a team that is just responsible for a kind of 

operational type thing … or could be a team that is involved in developing 

much bigger strategy. (Inf20.S)

 leadership training should be … about the frameworks that are around 

there, working with other leaders and managers. (Inf11.M)

Besides, middle and senior leaders emphasised the importance of role structures and the 

formal distribution of leadership in academia:

I think we have several vice principals who are there to help administer, to 

manage a big complex organization … the management hierarchy has 
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grown in size and complexity … Someone has to manage the 

administrative, the bureaucracy. (Inf9.M)

… if you think of the dean of a school, you know, there is a role for 

someone who is at that very certain more strategic hands off leadership … 

Then there is the developmental leadership which is much more about the 

mentoring, more the detailed talent management side. (Inf16.S)

However, senior leaders stressed that the process of progressing in leadership 

positions is incremental and requires gaining experience, and that more 

responsibility should be taken gradually:

You need to experience, and you need to have been in various management 

roles in university to actually be like a leader or a dean … You have to gain 

that experience and it just does not just happen magically. (Inf17.S)

For middle and especially junior leaders, the distributed nature of leadership takes 

predominantly the form of strategic partnerships, particularly those with researchers from 

other universities, for the purpose of publishing or securing funding grants: 

Sometimes the leadership might also not be within in the university where 

you are. It has to be across borders, across space. If I am happy working 

with people who are at other universities and we are working together and 

developing papers, developing a research network. (Inf10.M)

***Insert Table 4 here***
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Demands on Academic Leaders

Findings suggest that academic leaders’ expectations fall into the following three categories: 

(i) ‘academic’ expectations, which include responsibilities relating to teaching and supporting 

students, doctoral supervision and engaging with external academic and funding institutions; 

(ii) ‘managerial’ expectations, which relates to decision-making, maintaining existing 

routines, leading teams and keeping the balance between innovation and maintenance in an 

academic environment and (iii) ‘social’ expectations, which pertain to having informal 

influence on colleagues, effective communication, encouragement and the ability to take risks 

(Table 5).

Those expectations also depend on the level of leadership role. While junior leaders highlight 

academic expectations, often relating to their teaching role, middle and senior leaders 

emphasise management of the expectations of students, team members and the institution. 

These leaders seem to show an awareness that academic leadership involves not only 

managing processes but also managing creative and critical individuals, who respond better 

to persuasion than coercion. Moreover, senior leaders perceive their activities to have wider 

societal implications through strategic development of the institution and its research. On the 

whole, leaders at all levels seem to be greatly aware of their position in the organisational 

hierarchy in the context of demands asked of them:

As a new member of staff, relatively junior, I think probably a lot of that 

relates to how I interact with students, so helping, mentor them … In this 

university it has the track record to be able to do much leadership beyond 

that. Maybe in a year or so I could, but right now ... I think it is probably a 

little bit about building a reputation as a leader with the students before 

going beyond (Inf1.J)
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In higher education the ultimate product or service you’re selling is very 

sophisticated … it’s on us what to do to generate that return. (Inf14.M)

Aside from asserting the importance of managerial expectations, more senior participants 

highlighted social expectations, such as having influence on people in academia: 

… in order to have leadership you’ve got to have followership, people have 

got to agree to follow you and that in academia is very much about consent 

and if people don’t consent then you have some difficult issues to deal with. 

(Inf18.S)

***Insert Table 5 here***

Skills and Competencies for Effective Academic Leadership

Leadership skills and competencies are comparatively coherent across the three leadership 

levels and can be categorised into ‘social skills’, ‘personal capabilities’ and ‘knowledge of 

academia’ (Table 6).  These three overarching core competencies were found to be important 

at all three hierarchical levels suggesting that similar generic, underlying skills seem to be 

important for academic leaders regardless of their level of leadership (Table 6). That being 

said, some differences could be observed according to leaders’ hierarchical level: Whilst 

Social social skills and interactions as well as personal capabilities are emphasised by all 

three groups, as are personal capabilities . That said, senior leaders focus more on the 

importance of knowledge of academia compared to middle and junior leaders. The findings 

largely align with the literature on skills and competencies (Bolden et al., 2012; Breakwell 

and Tytherleigh, 2008; Bryman, 2007; Hoppe, 2003; Munro, 2011; Ramsden, 1998; 

Spendlove, 2007; Uslu and Welch, 2016; Wilkes et al., 2015), in that ‘people skills’, such as 

being able to interact and communicate with others, are perceived as key to academic leaders’ 

effectiveness. 
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According to the participants, social skills include communications skills (including listening 

to and convincing others), interacting with others (including team-working skills) and being 

able to tolerate criticism. Participants highlighted personal capabilities such as having 

empathy and showing interest in people, the ability to make decisions, willingness to change, 

prioritising tasks, being organised and detail-focused, and patience. Finally, knowledge of 

academia refers to, amongst others, subject knowledge, institutional familiarity, research 

methods and technical skills. 

Further, academic leaders at any leadership level perceived both social skills and personal 

capabilities as key to effective academic leadership; there were no meaningful differences in 

perceptions between the three leadership levels. This is evident in the following two quotes 

from junior (Inf8.J) and middle (Inf14.M) leaders respectively, emphasising the importance 

of social skills:

The other thing that comes to my mind is team-working skills.  Because if 

you want to be a leader I think you need to have the skill … But the 

guidance, taking people, you definitely need team-working skills. (Inf8.J)

I think you need a lot of people skills, lots and lots of people skills.  So just 

to be able to relate to people and kind of create those alliances. (Inf14.M)

Equally, personal capabilities were found to be of key importance for effective academic 

leadership, regardless of level of seniority: 

Being responsible for your students – it is your responsibility to provide 

them what it is they are offered in their curriculum. (Inf2.J)
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Fundamentally, the willingness to change, accept change, to recognise the 

need for change is like a real signal that you are actually leading your 

organisation. Some people are reluctant to make mistakes. (Inf17.S)

Whilst social skills and personal capabilities were highlighted as key by all three groups of 

academic leaders, only senior leaders meaningfully referred to knowledge of academia as an 

important competency; this is evident in the following quote, suggesting an academic leader 

cannot lead a team to success without adequate knowledge of academia:

I think the mentor I’ve had through all of my career as I say she’s retired 

now, she’s still a good mentor because she understands academia really 

well so even if she doesn’t know the individual person. (Inf18.S)

***Insert Table 6 here***

Approaches for Developing Academic Leaders

All leaders interviewed appreciated institutional programmes, mentoring and networking. 

Moreover, middle leaders emphasised specific leadership training and experiential learning. 

Senior leaders also stressed the importance of team development and informal mentoring 

(Table 7). Most of these findings reflect approaches noted by previous researchers, 

highlighting the importance of relationships and networks, with a particular focus on 

mentoring (Clifton and Harder, 2003; Doh, 2003; Ely et al., 2010; Govinji and Linley, 2007; 

Wilkes et al., 2015; Wise and Jacobo, 2010). Our secondary data analysis showed that 

mentoring was typically offered to academic leaders by their universities. One of our 

interviewees believed mentoring to be particularly useful when a new academic member 

joined the university rather than for senior members:
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…mentoring is important. And that is where I think really good academic leaders in 

the academic research role [emerge]...I think the university has more regulations, 

more training, more support as back then... (Inf9.M)

The identified developmental approaches also support our findings that the awareness and 

practice of distributed leadership are prevalent in middle and senior leadership levels (Floyd 

and Preston, 2018). However, leaders in this study did not mention coaching as a potential 

tool for leadership development, nor did they allude to the importance of personal reflection 

or a focus on individuals’ strengths.  

Participants at all three leadership levels distinguished between formal (systematic) 

approaches, most notably mentoring, supervising and training, and informal approaches to 

leadership development, such as networking and learning-by-doing. In terms of training, they 

explained that this usually includes one- or two-day sessions, typically for junior academics 

at an early career stage, such as training for PhD supervision. Informal approaches on the 

other hand represent a wide range of activities, such as learning-by-doing or learning through 

experience and networking, which can include seeking feedback and advice from more 

experienced colleagues, alongside attending conferences or training sessions.

Participants across all three leadership levels highlighted mentoring as an effective means for 

developing academic leaders’ skills and capabilities. Nevertheless, there were some criticisms 

of mentoring processes within academic environments. For example, one participant 

considered that the process of matching mentees to mentors requires further attention:

You could go and find a role model of good leadership in the university and 

say I would like you to be my mentor …. It is just where to look for the role 

model of good leadership. (Inf20.S)

Whilst leaders of all three levels emphasised the importance of mentoring, only middle 
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leaders considered training as equally important:

People have been put in higher positions within their careers because of 

the job that they do, not because of the leadership skills, because they are 

often untrained in that area and I think it should be absolutely compulsory 

just as teacher training is compulsory in order to teach. (Inf11.M)

In terms of informal approaches, networking was perceived to be key to developing 

leadership skills and capabilities, regardless of leadership level: 

You need to master the interface of academic society … I engage people in 

my research but to disseminate teaching approaches, knowledge and how 

we can incorporate this research output into teaching approaches … So I 

get that feedback from the society. (Inf12.M)

I mean formal course that I have done previously in leadership, actually 

one of the chief benefits to build that network, that developed afterwards 

and that may be very practical things. (Inf16.S)

One area where there was no consensus amongst leaders of different levels concerned the 

effectiveness of learning-by-doing for developing academic leaders. More so than the other 

two groups, middle leaders believed this type of development approach to be as effective as 

networking:

When I came to this university nobody told me that it was ‘publish or die’. I 

came as a research fellow and I did publish. But no one told me that, no 

one mentored me. You were left on your own. There were no training 

courses on how to lecture or to deal with your doctoral work or supervisor. 

It was just…you learnt as you went along. (Inf9.M)
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***Insert Table 7 here***

Discussion

Academics define leadership differently depending on the level of leadership; however, they 

consistently refer to three distinguishable components: institutional 

management/administration, teaching and research (Bolden et al., 2012). In our sample, 

individuals indicated subtle differences in their perceptions of how devolved or emergent 

academic leadership is (Bolden et al., 2009). Although the theory of distributed leadership in 

HE has received significant attention by scholars (Bolden et al., 2012), most studies have 

focused on more senior academic leaders. The extant literature, therefore, noticeably lacks 

evidence that reflects the perspective of junior and middle leaders, and perhaps fails to 

capture the evolution of this position. This study found that the concept of distributed 

leadership is prevalent amongst middle and senior leaders. Academics frequently alluded to 

the cultural dimension of distributed leadership, whereby leadership is assumed and shared 

organically and has wider social impact (Bolden et al., 2009).

Overall, this research indicates that junior academic leaders possess limited leadership 

experience, such as organizing an undergraduate course or a module, and are not normally 

involved in any management role. They feel their practices need to reflect the structure 

imposed by the university and their leadership scope is restricted to formally devolved 

responsibilities across their institutions. They seek leadership in adjusting courses based on 

students’ needs and feedback while abiding by accepted HE syllabi. The construction of 

academic leadership for junior academics often consists of a challenge with managing 

informal requirements expressed by students on the one hand and formal expectations 

imposed by decision-makers within HE, such as course/module evaluation committees on the 

other hand. As this group of junior leaders have not been significantly involved in managerial 

processes and may not have experienced the “traditional tension between ‘managerialism’ 
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and ‘collegiality’” (Bolden et al., 2009: 258), they see collegial expectations involved in 

teaching, PhD supervision and supporting students as an inherent, informal component of 

emerging academic leadership. 

The middle leaders in this study, in addition to significant collegial responsibilities, had held 

at least one managerial position such as the leadership of an undergraduate course (pathway) 

or a postgraduate programme. Compared to junior leaders, they seemed to be more aware of 

the tension between managerial and academic authorities. Regarding managerial 

responsibilities, they refer to maintenance of existing procedures, innovation when required 

and taking managerial decisions for their courses or programmes. Paradoxically, this group of 

leaders recognised that as academic leaders they also have the responsibility to determine 

their research direction. These contrasting views amongst middle leaders underscore the 

distinction between devolved and emergent aspects of academic leadership (Bolden et al., 

2009; Gosling et al., 2009). These conflicting observations are also corroborated by their 

suggested methods for leadership development in academia; while they considered formal 

training sessions important for their development, they saw equal value in informal 

approaches such as ‘developing by doing’. 

The senior academic leaders had experienced at least one of the following positions: 

department head, school deputy dean, school dean, deputy (pro) vice-chancellor and so forth. 

In addition, most hold a professorship that reflects their academic authority in their own 

field/discipline. Like middle leaders, they also believed that an academic leader is expected to 

have both administrative or managerial and academic authority and therefore hold a formal 

managerial position at the institution. Senior leaders seemed to consider collegial knowledge, 

such as the knowledge of academia, as a more important skill than leadership-specific 

knowledge and competencies. As with middle leaders, senior leaders referred to ‘working 

with people’ as a crucial leadership skill. Emphasising the importance of collective 
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engagements indicates that middle and senior leaders’ perception of leadership is not limited 

to a top-down and formal practice but is instead heavily influenced by the notion of 

leadership being shared and dispersed across the university. However, they showed 

awareness of the weight carried by the authority that stems from the organisational hierarchy 

and formal responsibilities assigned by HE management.

The findings of this study have broader implications for theory and practice. Firstly, they 

provide an enhanced, contemporary understanding of academic leadership, based on a 

bottom-up, exploratory approach to examining the construct, from the perspective of 

academic leaders themselves. The focus was on the views of individual leaders, rather than 

on the collective of leaders or academic leadership in universities focused on by other 

researchers (e.g., Kok and McDonald, 2015). It is notable that participants with international 

experience, specifically at the senior level, often referred to the notion of distributed 

leadership, suggesting that leadership in academia may per se be more collective than in 

other industries. Secondly, unlike other research which focused on senior academic leaders, a 

holistic approach was adopted, pointing to clear differences between the ways in which 

junior, middle and senior academic leaders define and perceive expectations, skills, 

competencies and preferred leadership development approaches. To the best of our 

knowledge, this study is the first to provide a direct comparison between different leadership 

levels within academia regarding the aspects examined here. Thirdly, the interviews hinted at 

a discrepancy between the training opportunities and other support academic leaders expect 

from their universities and the actual support received. It is evident that many leaders do not 

feel sufficiently prepared or supported for their leadership roles.

Consequently, it is recommended that HE institutions distinguish more between different 

leadership levels in terms of individual requirements for support and developmental offerings 

(Dinh et al., 2020). The study findings support the extant evidence base, suggesting that 
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universities’ personnel development departments should offer not only formal activities for 

leadership development, but also informal activities, such as mentoring and networking, 

again with an emphasis on tailoring such offerings according to leadership level (LFHE, 

2016). 

Limitations and Future Research Avenues

The sample of interviewees recruited for this study were almost entirely employees of 

traditional, UK universities. As set out in our literature review, existing evidence suggests 

that changes to the UK HE landscape, particularly the move from professions to 

managerialism and new public management, have had a general impact on UK universities, 

which may suggest that opinions of academics at different types of universities might be 

similar. Such an assumption merits closer studying. Future research on academic leadership 

could therefore focus on this aspect and directly compare perceptions of academics in 

different types of HE institutions to examine differences and similarities in perceptions of 

academics employed in traditional versus in new universities. Moreover, individuals 

interviewed for this study were all formally nominated to their (leadership) posts. It was 

therefore not possible to determine the extent to which distributed leadership, which can 

emerge naturally and informally, might have occurred in this sample even if individuals had 

not been appointed formally to their roles. Yet, we believe that the question to what extent 

and how distributed leadership can emerge informally within academia merits further 

investigation. 

Many leaders interviewed were affiliated with business/management and psychology 

departments, and thus a broadening of the scope to other disciplines within HE constitutes 

another avenue for future investigations. A further question concerns the extent to which 

academic leadership differs from leadership in other areas. This research has shown that there 
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is commonality regarding skills and competencies required by leaders within and outside 

academia. Medical consultants with a leadership function have a role remit that is close to 

academic leaders in the UK context, in that they are required to practice their profession, 

whilst also doing research and management. However, whilst academic leaders increasingly 

need to manage processes as well as people, much like leaders in any domain, potential 

differences to non-academic leadership can be seen in the ‘people domain’, which is very 

specific to academia and emphasises the collegiality of shared leadership. Perhaps more 

senior academic leaders gravitate to the concept of distributed leadership as academics are 

inherently encouraged to be highly critical, innovative, creative and self-motivated, with a 

great sense of their work’s wider societal impact. That said, future research comparing 

leadership across academic and non-academic contexts would be valuable, to facilitate 

greater understandings of leadership on a conceptual level and to provide developmental 

leadership opportunities at both individual and group levels within HE.

FurtherFinally, from on international point of view, our study was constrained to academics 

working in UK universities. We do thus not wish to generalise our findings to other national 

contexts as we believe factors such as national culture and the way the HE system is 

organised and funded in different countries may impact on perceptions of academic leaders 

and academic leadership. InsteadTherefore, we would like to encourage researchers to extend 

our study to other countries for instance by conducting a similar interview-based project and 

comparing findings to our findings and/or by carrying out cross-cultural comparative research 

on the matter. – as we believe factors such as national culture or the way the HE system is 

organised and funded, may impact on perceptions of academic leaders and academic 

leadership, which . would further increase our understanding of developmental needs 

academic leaders from different countries have.
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Conclusion

Academic leadership definitions, expectations, needs, demands, skills, competencies and 

developmental approaches can be clearly distinguished according to academic leadership 

levels. Further, although leadership in teaching, research and administration are present at all 

levels, the emphasis and ways in which leaders define their roles differs. A change in role 

perception seems to happen at middle and senior levels, where leaders define their role 

coherently with the concept of distributed leadership and emphasise the social responsibility 

aspect of their job.

The new insights contributed by this study can inform HE institutions regarding how to 

position and offer leadership development to academic leaders. Universities need to recognise 

that standardised leadership training is of limited effectiveness given different requirements 

and needs. More tailored support will provide academic leaders with an environment in 

which to develop and successfully lead the advancement of knowledge, providing crucial 

contributions to broader development in society.
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Tables

Table 1. Overview of existing categorisation systems of academic leadership KSAs/competencies (chronologically ordered).

Dinh et al., 
2020

Uslu and 
Welch, 2016

Wilkes et al., 
2015

Bolden et al., 
2012 Munro, 2011

Breakwell and 
Tytherleigh, 
2008

Spendlove, 
2007 Bryman, 2007 Hoppe, 2003 Ramsden, 1998

Scope of 
study 
(method 
and 
sample)

Qualitative 
focus groups 
with 18 
European and 
Chinese 
academic staff 
across different 
seniority levels

Qualitative 
interviews with 
13 senior 
academics in 
Australia

Qualitative 
interviews with 
30 nursing deans 
across Canada, 
England and 
Australia

Multi-method 
project with 
over 350 
academic staff 
from different 
roles, disciplines 
and UK 
institutions

Personal 
reflection based 
on own 
experience as 
chair of 
psychiatry 
department 
(USA)

Multi-method 
project 
examining 
leadership of 
UK vice-
chancellors

Qualitative 
interviews with 
10 pro vice-
chancellors from 
English 
universities

Review of 
departmental 
level leadership 
effectiveness 
literature (UK, 
USA, Australia)

Literature 
review/
conceptual 
paper of general 
academic 
leadership 

Literature 
review/
conceptual 
paper of general 
academic 
leadership

Suggested 
KSAs/com
petencies

Research 
credibility & 
reputation

Resource 
acquisition

Demonstrating 
scholarly 
leadership

Upholding 
academic values 
and disciplinary 
standards

Producing & 
disseminating 
new knowledge 
(research 
leadership)

Achieving grant 
and funding 
success

Safeguarding 
‘membership’ of 
the academic 
community

Academic 
credibility

Intellectual 
stamina

Academic 
credibility Credibility

Leadership in 
research

Leadership in 
teaching
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Empathizing

Team 
management

Influencing

Developing 
(career of) 
junior 
academics (e.g., 
mentoring; 
supervision)
 

Facilitating 
growth & 
development

Faculty 
development

Being 
supportive

Creating & 
embedding 
structures/ 
processes 
supportive of 
academic 
identities

Nurturing the 
next generation 
and taking the 
long-view on 
academic 
careers

Creating space 
to thrive

Helping faculty 
members and 
students find a 
career-
sustaining 
passion 
 
 
 

Providing 
feedback on 
performance

Development 
and recognition 
of performance

Democratic 
leadership

Consensus 
leadership

Conflict 
resolution

Negotiating & 
engaging with 
academics as 
professionals

Willingness to 
consult others

Being 
considerate

Treating 
academic staff 
fairly and with 
integrity

Allowing the 
opportunity to 
participate in 
key 
decisions/encour
aging open 
communication

Fairness

Humility

Fair and 
efficient 
management
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Institutional 
reputation 
enhancement

Community 
services

Acting as an 
ambassador for 
own department 
& institution
 

Promoting 
nursing

Playing a 
visible, 
transparent, 
ambassadorial 
role

Making 
academic 
appointments 
that enhance 
department’s 
reputation

Advancing the 
department’s 
cause with 
respect to 
constituencies 
internal and 
external to the 
university and 
being proactive 
in doing so

Leadership 
competencies  

Inspiring shared 
vision

Having vision

Ability to be a 
visionary leader

Clear sense of 
direction/strategi
c vision

Preparing 
department 
arrangements to 
facilitate the 
direction set

Strategy, vision 
and networking
 
 

Transformationa
l leadership

Inspiring 
colleagues (role 
model function)

Role modelling Winning hearts 
and minds

Leading by 
example

Acting as a role 
model/having 
credibility

Honesty

Being 
trustworthy and 
having personal 
integrity

Integrity

Honesty

Communication 
skill Communication Good 

communicator

Communicating 
well about the 
direction the 

Good 
communication 
skills
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department is 
going

Management 
skills

Decisiveness

Good 
management

Building a sense 
of community & 
encouraging 
citizenship

Ability to 
balance the 
needs and input 
of faculty 
members

Being ‘thick-
skinned’

Engage with 
people

Providing 
resources for 
and adjusting 
workloads to 
stimulate 
scholarship and 
research

Objective 
decision making

Interpersonal 
skills

Passion

Providing 
informal 
mechanisms for 
participation & 
engagement

Establishing a 
culture of safety 
in which 
students can 
explore and 
grow

Financial 
awareness Openness

Creating a 
positive/collegia
l work 
atmosphere in 
the department

Ability to adapt
Collaborative 
and motivational 
leadership

Patience

Managing 
performance by 
strengthening 
shared identity

Confidence: 
being self-
confident, acting 
with confidence 
and instilling 
confidence in 
others

Desire to serve

Commitment Courage
Stimulating a 
culture of debate 
and creativity

Flexibility
Dedicated & 
committed to 
their job

Self-regulation

Creating 
opportunities for 
a collective 
voice

Openness

Laissez-faire 
leadership

High energy 
level

Culture-related 
skills Perseverance

Strong goal 
orientation
Willingness to 
take risks
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Table 2. Demographic background of study participants (N = 23). 

Identifier Position Leadership level Department Institution (& type)
1 Inf1.J Early Career Fellow Junior (Course Leader) Business 1 (traditional)
2 Inf2.J Postdoctoral Researcher Junior (Project Supervisor) Chemistry 1 (traditional)
3 Inf3.J Lecturer Junior (Course Leader) Psychology 2 (traditional)
4 Inf4.J Lecturer Junior (Course Leader) Business 1 (traditional)
5 Inf5.J Lecturer Junior (Course Leader) Psychology 3 (new)
6 Inf6.J Early Career Fellow Junior (Course Leader) Business 1 (traditional)
7 Inf7.J Postdoctoral Researcher Junior (Project Leader) Psychology 2 (traditional)
8 Inf8.J Lecturer Junior (Course Leader) Business 1 (traditional)
9 Inf9.M Senior Lecturer Middle (Head of Group) Business 1 (traditional)
10 Inf10.M Reader Middle (Head of Group) Business 1 (traditional)
11 Inf11.M Lecturer Middle (Head of Group) Psychology 2 (traditional)
12 Inf12.M Research Leader Middle (Research Leader) Psychology 2 (traditional)
13 Inf13.M Lecturer Middle (former Head of Programmes) Business 1 (traditional)
14 Inf14.M Lecturer Middle (Programme Director) Business 1 (traditional)
15 Inf15.M Chancellor’s Fellow and Reader Middle (Research Group Leader) Biology 1 (traditional)
16 Inf16.S Professor Senior (Deputy Head of School) Business 1 (traditional)
17 Inf17.S Professor (Emeritus) Senior (Former Head of School) Business 1 (traditional)
18 Inf18.S Professor Senior (Vice-Principal of University) Business 2 (traditional)

19 Inf19.S Professor Senior (Former Head of School; Research Platform 
Leader) Business 2 (traditional)

20 Inf20.S Senior Lecturer Senior (Head of Department) Psychology 2 (traditional)
21 Inf21.S Professor Senior (Head of School) Business 2 (traditional)

22 Inf22.S Professor Senior (Head of Department, Director of Learning 
and Teaching) Accounting 2 (traditional)

23 Inf23.S Professor Senior (Platform Chair; Director of Doctoral 
Programme) Business 2 (traditional)
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Table 3. Definitions of academic leadership.

Junior
B

.
Le

ad
in

g 
by

 
st

ru
ct

ur
e

C
.

A, B, C. “academic leader in teaching and within the structure of the university… publishing successfully…. 
teaching well… collaborating with other research groups” (Inf2.J)
B. “One of the main responsibilities for me is just to teach and share knowledge with students...I take 
responsibilities. I make decisions on what is covered in the course…I need to stick to the syllabus at the same 
time.” (Inf3.J)
C. “there is also research” (Inf1.J)

Middle
E

.
D

et
er

m
in

in
g 

re
se

ar
ch

 d
ire

ct
io

n

A. “the ability, motivation, interest for promoting scholarly interaction between people who are devoted to the 
academic work… of being in the position that you can really promote and move forward in terms of improving 
the status quo in teaching and learning…The boundaries are becoming blurred now.” (Inf12.M)
C. “I think that for people like us who […] see it as a career will probably be more inspired by those who are 
producing research at the highest level” (Inf9.M)
D, F. “Sometimes the leadership might also not be within in the university where you are. It has to be across 
borders, across space. If I am happy working with people who are at other universities and we are working 
together and developing papers, developing a research network.” (Inf10.M)
E. “providing novel, creative, innovative ideas that people might embrace to improve their own work or the 
work of the environment” (Inf12.M)

Senior

A
.

R
ec

og
ni

si
ng

 d
iff

er
en

t r
ol

es
 in

 p
ra

ct
is

in
g 

ac
ad

em
ic

 le
ad

er
sh

ip

C
.

R
es

ea
rc

h 
le

ad
er

sh
ip

D
.

R
es

ea
rc

h 
co

lla
bo

ra
tio

n

F.
W

or
ki

ng
 w

ith
 p

eo
pl

e

G
.

M
en

to
rin

g
A. “Academic leadership I think has got several aspects to it and I would see it as research leadership…I would 
do as much working with people and mentoring and I guess on the career development side as well there is a 
lot mentoring involved.” (Inf16.S)
C, D. “I used to be very heavily involved in leadership in the discipline in terms of the professional bodies, in 
terms of helping colleagues to develop and in my own research” (Inf18.S)
F, G. “That's not I think my own idea and it’s not what personally I would do as much working with people 
and mentoring and I guess on the career development side as well there is a lot mentoring involved.” (Inf16.S)
G. “So I guess leadership for me is around motivating people, supporting people, helping them to develop, 
helping them to reflect on things, pulling them together as a team” (Inf20.S)
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Table 4. Shared nature of leadership.

Junior

H. Other important characteristics are [….] Collaborating with other research groups. (Inf2.J)
H. You can also have joint successes […] helping the other person develop their research career through publishing a paper 
together. (Inf2.J)

Middle
H

.
St

ra
te

gi
c 

Pa
rtn

er
sh

ip
s

H. Sometimes the leadership might also not be within in the university where you are. It has to be across borders, across space. If 
I am happy working with people who are at other universities and we are working together and developing papers, developing a 
research network. (Inf10.M)
I. leadership training should be … about the frameworks that are around there, working with other leaders and managers. 
(Inf11.M)
J. I think we have several vice principals who are there to help administer, to manage a big complex organization … the 
management hierarchy has grown in size and complexity … Someone has to manage the administrative, the bureaucracy. 
(Inf9.M)

Senior

I.
cu

ltu
re

 o
f d

is
tri

bu
tio

n

J.
ro

le
 st

ru
ct

ur
es

 a
nd

 th
e 

fo
rm

al
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n 
of

 le
ad

er
sh

ip

K
.

In
cr

em
en

ta
l 

pr
og

re
ss

I. It can be a team … it could be a team that is just responsible for a kind of operational type thing … or could be a team that is 
involved in developing much bigger strategy. (Inf20.S)
J. … if you think of the dean of a school, you know, there is a role for someone who is at that very certain more strategic hands 
off leadership … Then there is the developmental leadership which is much more about the mentoring, more the detailed talent 
management side. (Inf16.S)
K. You need to experience, and you need to have been in various management roles in university to actually be like a leader or a 
dean … You have to gain that experience and it just does not just happen magically. (Inf17.S)
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Table 5. Demands on academic leaders.

Junior
L

.
A

ca
de

m
ic

 
ex

pe
ct

at
io

ns

L. “As a new member of staff, relatively junior, I think probably a lot of that relates to how I interact with students, so helping, 
mentor them […] In this university it has the track record to be able to do much leadership beyond that. Maybe in a year or so I 
could but right now.” (Inf1.J)

Middle

M. “I have got everyone's view but I am the manager and I ultimately have the decisions on my head and I have to make that 
decision and I know that there times when the leader or manager has to pull back and make those decision” (Inf11.M)

Senior M
.

M
an

ag
er

ia
l e

xp
ec

ta
tio

ns

N
.

So
ci

al
 

ex
pe

ct
at

io
ns

M. “[They] expect you to be able to manage things and yet they don’t give you the authority to manage them, so quite often I’m 
asked to sort something out and yet I know that I don’t actually have the line management responsibility to make it happen” 
(Inf18.S)
N. “in order to have leadership you’ve got to have followership, people have got to agree to follow you and that in academia is 
very much about consent and if people don’t consent then you have some difficult issues to deal with”. (Inf18.S)
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Table 6. Skills and competencies for effective academic leadership.

Junior

O. “I have seen people, well, who are not as good with their social skills and interacting with people. I have seen them get 
students or colleagues quite upset. […] even if they say something to colleagues or say something to students that is completely 
the truth it is also important how you deliver the message.” (Inf3.J)
P. “Being innovative, coming up with things that are novel in your area […] Being responsible for your students – it is your 
responsibility to provide them what it is they are offered in their curriculum” (Inf2.J)

Middle

O. “I think the social skills side of it is really underestimated and when that work wells you take it for granted until it is gone and 
then it is really noticeable in my view.” (Inf11.M)
P. “I think that personality is important and that is not something that is calculable. […] You cannot buy one. The other thing is 
perspective. And by perspective I mean not just the sense of priorities, but the balance.” (Inf9.M)

Senior

O
.

So
ci

al
 sk

ill
s

P.
Pe

rs
on

al
 c
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ab

ili
tie

s

Q
.

K
no

w
le

dg
e 

of
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ad

em
ia

O. “Communication is absolutely critical…If you can emphasize with people, you can understand people, you have got a head 
start.” (Inf17.S)
P. “Fundamentally, the willingness to change, accept change, to recognize the need for change is like a real signal that you are 
actually leading your organisation. Some people are reluctant to mistakes. That is stupid.” (Inf17.S)
Q. “you need good technical skills” (Inf20.S)

Table 7. Approaches for developing academic leaders.
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Junior

R, S. “I would really like to get into a mentoring program […] that kind of thing can be very helpful, especially 
because I am a new parent and so is figuring out to balance all those aspects of life. Yes, I think mentoring 
would do one thing.” (Inf1.J)
T, U. “Money from institutions, […] to enable you to attend conferences, which offer good networking and 
learning opportunities” (Inf2.J)

Middle

V
.

Tr
ai

ni
ng

W
.

Le
ar

ni
ng

-b
y-

do
in

g 
(e

xp
er

ie
nc

e)

R, V. “leadership training should be compulsory in order to lead and not in a kind of prescriptive way but 
learning about the frameworks that are around there, working with other leaders and managers. You know the 
discussion, the learning, the insight that comes from those processes.” (Inf11.M)
R, S. “mentoring is important. And that is where I think really good academic leaders in the academic research 
role [emerge]...I think the university has more regulations, more training, more support as back then...” 
(Inf9.M)
T, U. “[Leadership] education does not mean go to university and be taught. […] Does not come from formal 
teaching program, it comes more from interaction with peers, colleagues in your area, colleagues in your field, 
colleagues in the country” (Inf12.M)
T, U, W. “Nobody taught me how to use the workload model, I just got thrown into the deep end, trying to find 
my way around it. But now, [anonymised], the Dean and others provide more support, which is great. Also, 
leverage from colleagues, informal support from colleagues who have done it before: ‘how did you do this, 
how did you do that?’ I find that quite useful.” (Inf10.M)

Senior

R
.

Fo
rm

al
 (s
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te

m
at

ic
) a
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S.
M
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T
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U
.
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R, S. “I suppose if you want it you could go and find a role model of good leadership in the university and say 
I would like to be you my mentor. […] It is just where to look for the role model of good leadership.” (Inf20.S)
T, U. “It’s not just persons that are in the position of the leader or whatever, it’s about the team.” (Inf16.S)
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