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Becoming a Leader  

Robin Middlehurst 

This chapter focuses on executive leadership and identifies what individuals need to do to under-
stand and develop their roles as leaders in higher education. Individuals need to develop their 
knowledge and experience of leadership, develop their self-awareness about their own practice as a 
leader and their impact on others, understand the internal and external contexts in which leadership 
is practised, learn about the roles, tasks and responsibilities of leadership and find formal and 
informal ways to develop their practice. There are now a wide range of resources available to assist 
in developing leadership capabilities at individual level and leadership capacity at national and 
institutional levels. Europe as a region is not yet well-advanced in formal approaches to leadership 
development and it is argued that the challenges that lie ahead for higher education require leader-
ship development to be prioritised at national and regional levels. 
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1. Introduction 

Leadership in higher education (HE) is multi-faceted in concept and 
practice. Both in the academic and popular literature there are many 
different definitions of leadership and the practice of leadership takes 
different forms in different contexts, situations and cultural settings. 
Within each higher education institution (HEI), there will be several 
levels and various styles of leadership in operation, depending on 
whether the focus is on leadership at the ‘top’ of an institution, at 
faculty or departmental level, in particular disciplines or professional 
service areas. Leadership is also expected of many people in a variety 
of roles in order to advance research, deliver excellence in teaching 
and learning, engage with business, communities and government and 
run the academic enterprise. Many would argue that leadership is 
therefore necessarily widely distributed within institutions. Others 
might argue that leadership is constrained by particular conditions 
such as state control of contracts and resources – although it is also the 
task of leadership to negotiate or challenge external constraints. Even 
where external constraints appear strong, there is still a leadership 
responsibility to initiate and develop the teaching, learning, research 
and knowledge transfer activities of the university and to assess and 
critique existing practice in the light of changes in the HE environ-
ment. Maintaining or striving for excellence in changing conditions 
will require leaders who will challenge the status quo; and indeed, 
according to Kouzes and Posner (2003), this is the first of the five key 
practices of exceptional leaders.  

1. Challenge the process 

– ‘Experiment and take risks; learn from making mistakes’ 

2. Inspire a shared vision 

– ‘Vision is the force that invents the future’ 

3. Enable others to act 

– ‘Effective leaders turn followers into leaders’ 

4. Model the way 

– ‘Lead by example. Live your values’ 

5. Encourage the heart 

– ‘Celebrate achievement’ 

Styles and expectations of leadership will differ within academic or 
administrative units at particular stages of their development (whether 
newly established or long-standing) and depending on their state of 

Five key practices of 
exceptional leaders 
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health at any particular time, for example, whether they are in crisis or 
in a state of relative equilibrium. In addition, individuals will bring 
their own experience and style of leadership into play in order to 
deliver a particular vision, raise aspirations or enhance performance. 
Clearly, the external environment will have an impact on leadership; 
calls for more corporate and more entrepreneurial universities will 
affect the type of leadership that is required in institutions.  

Understanding and developing your role as a leader in higher educa-
tion is of fundamental importance for several reasons. Firstly, being 
given a formal leadership role (through election or selection) involves 
a degree of trust from others that should not be treated lightly. Second, 
the task of leadership involves taking initiatives and decisions that 
affect the careers, aspirations and achievements of many people – 
staff, students, wider stakeholders and communities – and all are owed 
a duty of care through the exercise of your leadership. Third, higher 
education leaders can make a difference to the success of an enterprise 
and to the diffusion of ideas and use of products and services in the 
economy and society. Conversely, poor leadership can have detrimental 
effects on individuals and the achievement of desired outcomes. 

For those who take leadership seriously, there are at least five areas to 
study, practice, develop through experience and training, and reflect 
upon: 

a Your own knowledge and experience of leadership and your 
credibility and knowledge with respect to the work areas that you 
are asked to, or are seeking, to lead.  

b Your self-awareness with regard to your own capabilities as a 
leader and the impact that your behaviour has on others. 

c An analysis of the external and internal contexts for leadership in 
higher education (and associated drivers and trends). 

d An understanding of your leadership role and the specific tasks of 
leadership. 

e Routes to leadership including developmental activities and selec-
tion practices. 

This chapter examines each of these areas in turn. However, it is im-
portant to note at the outset, that in different countries, the structures 
of leadership and the concepts behind them will differ, sometimes in 
fundamental ways. For example, there may be a differentiation be-
tween academic decision-making bodies and advisory, supervisory or 
governing bodies. The power of these bodies – and the leaders who 
are selected, elected or appointed by them and report to them – will 
vary. In addition, there will be variation between collective leadership 

Five areas to study, 
practice, develop 

through experience and 
training, reflect upon
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as represented and exercised by the Academic Board or Governing 
Council and individual, executive leadership as practised by leaders 
and managers in particular leadership positions such as Rectors, 
Presidents, Deans or Heads of University Administration. Routes to 
leadership will also differ from election by peers through selection by 
independent panels to political appointments. There is also a distinc-
tion to be made between formal leadership (vested in roles and 
positions) and informal leadership (exercised in many contexts out-
side and beyond formal roles). This chapter focuses on individual 
executive (formal) leadership, but it must not be forgotten that this is 
usually exercised in the context of collective decision-making 
structures and formal groups such as senior management teams as well 
as in the presence of much informal leadership across the institution. 
Prevailing styles and approaches to leadership will therefore differ 
across countries and will need to be nuanced accordingly.  

2. Developing your knowledge and 
experience of leadership 

2.1 Knowledge about leadership 

To become an effective leader, you need to understand and develop 
your own beliefs and perspectives on leadership through study, ob-
servation, practice and reflection on experience. You will also need to 
understand your leadership in the context of prevailing cultures and 
histories. Research on leadership offers at least two rationales for 
undertaking such analyses. The first rationale suggests that developing 
your leadership skills and understanding involves a journey of self-
discovery and self-actualisation (Bennis, 1989), while the second 
argues that leaders’ own ‘mental models’ of leadership are powerful 
indicators of how they will lead in practice (Birnbaum, 1989). In dif-
ferent countries and institutions, the prevailing leadership stories and 
legends are also important indicators or even determinants of leader-
ship style and approach. So becoming a leader – or developing into a 
more effective leader – takes time and involves cognitive and physical 
application.  

Leadership is both science and art. In scientific terms, several academic 
disciplines contribute to our understanding of leadership. In the 20th 
century, psychology has been foremost, but also organisational behav-
iour and more recently, ‘the new sciences’. Other major disciplines 
include history, political science, literature and the arts, with much to 
be learned from biographies and autobiographies of leaders in dif-
ferent sectors of society. Reading about leadership not only helps to 
refine your knowledge, but can also offer insights that help explain 
your own experience and tips to improve your practice.  

Leadership is both 
science and art 
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The higher education literature on leadership has drawn on wider 
leadership literature and two useful summaries of studies undertaken 
over more than a century have been published in the US (Bensimon et 
al, 1989; Kezar et al, 2006) These studies illustrate the evolution of 
different concepts of leadership and identify their utility for higher 
education. More recently, the Leadership Foundation for Higher Edu-
cation (LFHE) in the UK commissioned a project to analyse the re-
search literature on leadership within higher education and published 
the results (Bryman, 2007). 

While particular concepts and research themes were dominant during 
different periods of the last century and into this one, there remain 
traces or blends of all of these concepts today within different national 
and higher education contexts; indeed, some theories may be better 
aligned with different national cultures than others. In the US and UK, 
for example, ‘heroic models’ of leadership have had a strong influence 
on popular conceptions of leadership, while in Scandinavian countries, 
a less hierarchical and more consensual approach is visible in many 
sectors from politics to higher education. Leadership may also be 
affected by cultural differences with respect to styles of decision-
making, for example, France has a tradition of confrontation between 
management and unions, while Germany has a stronger tradition of 
co-operation between the two. The following table indicates some of 
the main schools of thought and research themes on leadership that 
have been followed over the past century and beyond, principally 
within the disciplines of psychology and organizational behaviour.  

Leadership is about:  Time-scale 

The qualities and characteristics of leaders –  
a search for definitive traits 

Early to mid 20th 
century to present 

What leaders do and how effective leaders 
behave 

Mid 20th century 

Leaders & leadership behaviours are 
influenced by situational variables (task, 
followers’ characteristics, context) 

Mid 20th century to 
present 

How leaders use power and influence Throughout 20th 
century to present 

The effect of cognitive processes on 
leadership 

Late 20th century to 
present 

Exploring the symbolic & cultural functions of 
leadership (how a leader’s use of rituals can 
inspire change) 

Latter part of 20th 
century 

Transformational leadership: leadership for 
higher performance, empowerment & social 
change 

Latter part of 20th 
century to present 
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Complexity & chaos theories applied to 
leadership: leaders are called on to operate at 
the systems level; complex challenges require 
organizational learning & collaboration 

Late 20th century to 
present 

Leaders’ mental models and their impact on 
approaches to leadership & organizational 
learning 

Late 20th century to 
present 

How leadership processes evolve over time, 
interacting with macro-contextual conditions; 
how leaders and followers interpret ‘reality’.  
A focus on the dynamics of leadership  

Late 20th century to 
present 

Team or relational leadership; leadership as a 
collective & collaborative process with interest 
in ‘distributed leadership’ 

Late 20th century to 
present 

Table B 1-1-1 Schools of thought on leadership 

Gaining an overview of the research on leadership provides a series of 
lenses through which to look more closely at particular aspects that fit 
with your current range of responsibilities and challenges. These 
might include team-building (Adair, 1986), differences between trans-
actional and transformational leadership (Bass, 1985) or the inter-
action between organizational culture and leadership (Schein, 1992). 
You may also want to reflect on your own style of leadership and how 
it influences those around you and the way that your unit or institution 
operates. For example, do you think about leadership in terms of 
military, political or business leaders and their achievements – and do 
you seek to emulate these leaders? (Gardner, 1996) Do you perhaps 
feel that leadership is like being on stage and that exercising leader-
ship is ‘a performance with many parts’? (Starratt, 1993) Alternatively, 
do you see leadership as a form of service to your institution and view 
your role in terms of stewardship to develop and sustain what is good 
about the university that has developed over time and circumstance, 
including the university’s role in delivering services for the public 
good? (Greenleaf, 1977)  

2.2 Experience of leadership 

Reflecting on your own practice and observing the behaviour of others 
in leadership roles is a core aspect of learning about leadership. Other 
leaders can act as role models and mentors; they may also demonstrate 
behaviours that are ineffective, or worse, damaging to those around 
them and to collective outcomes. Assessing your experience of leader-
ship and developing it further can be done in different ways. Record-
ing your own experience in a log-book based on your observations of 
other people is worthwhile; equally valuable is keeping a record of 

Core aspect of learning 
about leadership – 
reflecting on your own 
practice and observing 
the behaviour of others 
in leadership roles 



Leadership and Good Governance of Higher Education Institutions  B 1-1 

Understanding and Developing Your Role as a Leader 

LGHE 1 00 11 03 7 

your own practice through recording of critical incidents and their 
consequences. Another route to learning about leadership is to discuss 
and compare your experiences with others. A simple exercise is to tell 
a story to someone else – ideally another person in a leadership role – 
about a leadership experience that you have had. This can be based 
around a specific question (see below). Your colleague can then tell 
their story based on the same question. The comparison of stories and 
experiences, combined with further questioning about context, facts, 
emotions stirred, actions and consequences can shed light on a number 
of positive and negative aspects of leadership in practice.  

Questions to elicit leadership stories 

1. Which leader has had the most positive impact on you – why? 

2. Which leader has had the most negative impact on you – why? 

3. What has been the most successful example of leadership you 
have displayed? 

4. What was the most challenging leadership situation you have 
experienced? 

5. What attributes do you admire most in leaders with whom you 
have worked? 

6. What have others said about your approach to leadership – and 
what would you like them to say? 

7. What ethical dilemmas have you experienced as a leader and how 
have you dealt with them? 

8. Which leaders have helped you most in your career – how? 

9. What has given you the most satisfaction in your leadership role? 

10. What has been your best experience of leadership and team-
working so far?  

Reading about the experiences of other leaders in biographies and 
autobiographies (such as Giuliani’s story of his time as Mayor of New 
York) is a further useful tool for unravelling the art and practice of 
leadership. In addition, there are a variety of practical guides on 
becoming a leader (Bennis, 1989), being a leader (Binney et al, 2005) 
and developing yourself as a leader (Pedler et al, 2004). The majority 
of these are not specific to higher education, but nonetheless have a 
variety of insights that are useful in an HE context.  
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3. Developing self-awareness as a leader 

While practical and general ‘how to’ guides have their place, it is also 
useful to examine experiences of leadership within the specific con-
texts of higher education as these are likely to elicit deeper reflection 
and analysis. Several authors have sought to document experiences in 
different roles such as Head of Department (Ramsden, 1998), Dean 
(Tucker & Bryman, 1988) or University President (Birnbaum, 1992). 
Some studies examine the interrelationship between roles as well as 
the roles themselves and the context and culture in which they are 
exercised (Middlehurst, 1993; Scott et al, 2000). Reading about and 
reflecting on your role and practice as a leader is necessary and help-
ful. However, still greater depths of self-awareness are desirable and 
there are a variety of tools available to achieve this. Within collective 
and individual approaches to development (leadership programmes 
and individual coaching), diagnostic tools are often used that focus on 
your personality profile, styles of operating within a team (team-roles) 
and the impact of your leadership on others (a 360-degree profile) (see 
Van Velsor et al, 2010).  

The ‘360-degree profile’ is likely to provide the greatest level of self-
awareness about leadership since it leads to the creation of a com-
posite profile of your leadership in a particular setting at a point in 
time (although all such diagnostics can provide useful insights). The 
‘360 profile’ involves inviting people whom you interact with at 
different levels of the institution and who know you well to complete 
a questionnaire about your leadership, in a confidential way. You also 
complete the questionnaire yourself. The framework of leadership 
dimensions is built around a range of characteristics and capabilities. 
A composite ‘profile report’ is produced from the feedback from all 
commentators (the person you report to; your peers; the members of 
your team or those who report to you; a wider ‘stakeholder group’; 
and your own self-assessment). An experienced facilitator or coach 
discusses the profile report with you, including your responses and 
reflections on the material. Typically, the profile provides insight not 
only into your own leadership approach, but also into current 
challenges that face your team, unit or organization. The material in 
the report can be used in a variety of ways beyond providing self-
insight, for example, to start individual conversations with others or to 
provide data for a collective discussion. The purposes of raising your 
levels of self-awareness as a leader through the use of such tools are to 
understand how you respond in different contexts and situations and 
also to know how you can deploy the skills and characteristics that 
you have to the maximum advantage, for you, other people and the 
outcomes that you – and they – wish to achieve. 

 

Self-awareness  
about leadership:  
360-degree profile 
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Within the Top Management Programme for Higher Education in the 
UK, five strategic leadership dimensions (containing more than 30 
elements within them) make up the ‘360 review framework’ created 
by AMAzure (www.amazureconsulting.com) that has been used for 
ten years of the programme. The tool has proved useful in providing 
insight to individuals on their leadership capabilities, their impact on 
others and their developmental needs and potential. The leadership 
dimensions at strategic level include: Credibility; Capability; Character; 
Collaborative Management and Cultural Sensitivity. 

4. Understanding the context for leadership 

Senior Associates at the Centre for Creative Leadership (www.ccl.org), 
the largest centre for leadership development and research in the 
world, have developed a model of leadership which is built around the 
relationships and interactions between three variables: the individual 
leader, followers and ‘the situation’ (Hughes et al, 1999). This model 
takes account of the numerous studies that have highlighted the im-
portance of situational factors in leadership, including the influence of 
different internal groups and constituencies, the impact of internal 
culture and external pressures from the ‘operating environment’. Intern-
ally, studies have explored different organizational sub-systems, 
including bureaucratic, collegial, political and symbolic sub-systems 
(Bensimon et al, op cit). More recently, the focus has been on leader-
ship styles associated with different organizational cultures at institu-
tional level: bureaucratic, collegial, corporate and entrepreneurial 
cultures (McNay, 1995) or on examining different disciplinary cultures 
at departmental level (Kekale, 2001).  

Externally, an important part of the leadership role is to scan, assess 
and interpret the environment in which the institution (or academic 
unit) operates and to determine direction and plan strategies and 
tactics that take account of this context. Senge and colleagues who 
have developed his work (Senge, 1990; Flood, 1999) describe three 
different levels and approaches to leadership with respect to the ex-
ternal context: ‘reactive leadership’ that responds directly to external 
stimuli in either effective or ineffective ways; ‘adaptive leadership’ 
that seeks to change the organization, department or unit to match the 
drivers or levers in the external context; and ‘generative leadership’ 
that operates at system level to change the rules of engagement within 
the operating environment in ways that advantage the organization and 
help to shape the future. The last of these requires strong political, 
negotiating and strategic networking skills.  

 

Leadership dimensions 
at strategic level –

credibility, capability, 
character, collaborative 

management and 
cultural sensitivity

Three different levels 
and approaches to 

leadership with respect 
to external context
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While it is a task of leadership to analyse the external and internal 
institutional environments, these environments also signal either 
indirectly or more overtly, what kind of leadership is sought to meet 
particular circumstances. Internally, studies have looked in detail at 
“How Colleges Work”, (Birnbaum, 1988) exploring the collegial, 
political, bureaucratic and enterprising elements. In recent years, there 
have been pressures for universities to strengthen and modernise their 
leadership, with emphasis on ‘corporate-style’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ 
leadership. Several Communications from the European Commission 
have followed these lines (European Commission, 2006). 

These themes can also be seen in US higher education (see for 
example, the AGB publication on “The Leadership Imperative”). A 
related theme that is found in many parts of the world is the 
implications of a changing context for changing institutions, ways of 
working and performance. The suggestion is that institutions need to 
change both quickly and substantively, and that a changing context 
demands leaders with the skills and capacities to ‘lead strategic 
change’. The association of leadership with change is not new; Pro-
fessor John Adair (a world-renowned author on leadership) frequently 
stated in his leadership courses for UK university heads of department 
in the mid-1980s: “Leaders are people who create change and 
changing environments create a need for leadership”. Leaders are also 
people who influence change in their environment and operating 
contexts. Other authors, including Professor John Kotter from 
Harvard, suggest that ‘leadership’ and ‘change’ are intimately aligned 
(Kotter, 1990). A recent Australian study is entitled “Learning leaders 
in times of change”, and focuses on the need to learn and adapt as 
circumstances and situations change as well as on the capabilities to 
do this skillfully (Scott et al, 2008) Ramsden’s model of the domains 
of academic leadership (see figure 1 below), illustrates the dynamic 
relationship between dealing with change and uncertainty and the 
need to create order and a level of predictability so that work can 
continue. His model also picks up a common differentiation in the 
leadership literature between ‘task-related behaviours and activities’ 
and ‘relationship or people-related tasks and activities’ and all the 
dimensions to the job of learning to lead through personal leadership 
development.  

 

Leadership and change 
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Fig. B 1-1-1 The domains of academic leadership  
(adapted from Ramsden, 1998) 

In practical terms, a necessary part of leadership (arguably made more 
important in times of change and uncertainty) involves developing 
scenarios, creating a direction, building a vision and a strategic plan 
for a department or institution. Ramsden (Ramsden, 1998:145) offers 
advice to departmental leaders on how to establish a vision and make 
a strategic plan, taking account of external and internal contexts. 

Advice on establishing vision and making a strategic plan 

• A strategic plan’s purpose is to produce directions for change to 
cope with an uncertain higher education environment 

• Visions and strategic plans are about positive, desired, ideal 
futures ... 

• Consider what your department does that is unique, different, 
special, extra 

• Listen to your colleagues; find out about their shared aspirations; 
search for common patterns 

• Articulate these shared hopes with each other and with your own 
preferred direction 

AC ADEMIC  
L E ADE R S HIP

L earning  to  
L ead; 

Pers onal 
L eaders hip  
Development

AC ADEMIC  
MANAGEMENT

AC ADEMIC  
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uncertainty
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• The only vision people believe in is their own vision (but ownership 
by others needs to be developed) 

• Believe in the vision yourself 

• Use powerful ideas and animated language to shape the vision 

• Don’t confuse plans to manage events with long-term visions 

• Use the past and present to understand how you have created 
what you currently have 

• Set some clear, realistic objectives related to the grander plans 

• There is no end to the process of strategic planning; it is a process 
rather than an event...  

A slightly different view of ‘context’ can be found in Professor 
Graham Gibbs’ study of departmental leadership of teaching in 
research-intensive universities (Gibbs et al, 2009). Gibbs explores the 
impact of departmental context on styles of leadership and notes the 
effect of particular circumstances – such as a decline in quality or poor 
accreditation outcome – on style of leadership, in contrast to the 
approach required to maintain excellence at the same high level. This 
study highlights the need to adapt leadership – or to choose leaders 
with relevant skills – to meet either particular circumstances or 
specific stages of organizational development. ‘Start-ups and turn-
arounds’ require different skills and approaches to leadership than the 
styles required in departments and units that have developed an ethos 
of ‘continuous improvement’ where change in response to experience 
and external stimuli is built into the fabric of collective systems, 
behaviours and attitudes.  

5. Understanding your leadership role and 
the tasks of leadership and management 

There is no shortage of guidance on the roles, responsibilities and 
tasks of leadership; some guidance is based on detailed research 
while other books and articles have been developed on the basis of 
experience and reflection on practice. Some studies include careful 
analysis of higher education contexts and associated leadership re-
quirements in comparison with leadership requirements in other 
sectors, for the most part illustrating similarities albeit with some 
specific cultural differences.  
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McDade, for example, compared the most frequently quoted leader-
ship and management development needs from studies in business, 
secondary education, government and higher education, finding many 
similarities (McDade, 1987). She also noted, in common with many 
other authors, that both leadership and management capabilities were 
required. Ramsden, focusing on departmental-level leadership, com-
pared academic leadership with Kotter’s model of leadership and ma-
nagement drawn from business sectors; Kotter identified leadership 
and management as two ‘complementary systems of action’ (Kotter, 
1990, op cit, p. 139) (see Table 2 below). Ramsden usefully identified 
how academic culture makes managing and leading both harder and 
also easier in relation to Kotter’s model (Ramsden, 1998, op cit, 
pp. 112 – 113).  

Responsibilities Managers Leaders 

Create an Agenda Plan and budget Set direction 

Develop a Human 
Network 

Organise and staff Align people and 
groups 

Execute the agenda Control and solve 
problems 

 

 

 

Motivate and inspire 

 

Impact create order produce change 

Table B 1-1-2 Kotter’s model of leadership and 
management as two ‘complementary 
systems of action’ 

A recent handbook on effective leadership and management in univer-
sities and colleges written by a practising higher education leader 
builds on and brings together a range of research and development 
literature McCaffery, 2004). After an introduction that focuses on the 
challenges facing leaders and managers, the author sets out the main 
tasks and responsibilities of HE leaders and managers in a comprehen-
sive fashion (see box below). While national contexts will differ in 
relation to these responsibilities in different countries and institutions, 
there are many tasks that are similar and the direction of travel in 
Europe is towards a level of convergence in roles and responsibilities 
of leaders and managers, so the areas listed should have increasing 
relevance and application across the continent and indeed, beyond 
Europe.  

 

Leadership and 
management as two 

“complementary 
systems of action”
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1. Knowing your environment 

2. Knowing your institution 

3. Leading your department 

4. Managing for high performance 

5. Developing staff 

6. Managing change 

7. Managing up and managing the ‘down side’ 

8. Managing yourself 

6. Routes to leadership: selection and 
development  

In different countries and institutions, the routes to leadership are 
likely to vary. In some countries, leadership positions are permanent 
posts, while in others, they are held temporarily and for fixed terms of 
office. In some countries, there may be a close relationship with other 
sectors, such as industry or politics, with individuals moving between 
sectors and gaining wide experience that assists in promotion to higher 
levels of leadership.  

In administrative and professional fields, leadership has many character-
istics that are transferable across sectors while academic leadership is 
often more narrowly defined, with academic careers involving a 
crossing of national rather than sectoral boundaries. In the case of 
academic leadership, particularly important transition points are those 
between leadership that is directly related to and involves engagement 
with academic work (such as the leadership of teaching programmes 
and course teams and the leadership of research programmes and 
research teams) and the transition to unit, departmental, faculty and 
institutional leadership where the scale and scope of the task is much 
larger and broader and may include line management of staff and 
budgetary responsibilities. In some countries, rather than a transition 
from one form of leadership to another, the role is shared. For ex-
ample, an elected Rector will act as the academic and political leader 
while a Secretary General who has been hired and appointed will be 
responsible for running the administration of the university. In China, 
leadership responsibilities are also shared; political leadership is  
 

Academic vs. 
organizational/ 
strategic leadership 
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undertaken by one individual appointed by the Communist Party 
while academic leadership is undertaken by an individual selected for 
their academic and professional credentials.  

A further differentiating feature in recruitment and selection practices 
is between those countries and institutions that ‘select’ their leaders 
through routes such as public advertisement or use of executive search 
firms (as in the UK) and those that ‘elect’ their leaders from a 
particular pool. In addition, there are variations in levels of autonomy 
between the institution itself and the State in terms of recruiting 
leaders. For example, in Latvia, the selection of professors is carried 
out by the board of professors while the faculty assembly or the 
university board has the task of recruiting other types of staff. In Italy, 
the election of the university Rector is done by internal constituencies 
and is formally ratified by the Minister; and the Minister cannot veto 
an election that has been conducted by the institution. In Malta, the 
Rector is elected by the University Council. In Sweden, the Rector 
and Chair of the Governing Body are appointed by the Government 
(see Eurydice 2008).  

These different routes to leadership not only reflect different tradi-
tions, they also place particular expectations or constraints on the 
exercise of leadership. For example, the head of department who is 
elected by his or her peers for a period of three to five years and who 
then returns to the department as a member of staff without this level 
of authority may be less likely to implement radical change than a 
head of department who has been selected through open advertisement 
and who has arrived from another institution, sector or country. The 
tendency ‘not to rock the boat’ may be much stronger in the former 
case. In the context of ‘modernizing higher education’ it is necessary 
therefore not only to develop the leadership skills and capacities of 
individuals and groups, but also to think about how to change selec-
tion practices and promotion criteria. 

Just as there are many routes to selecting leaders, so there are multiple 
approaches to the development of leadership. The training and educa-
tion of leaders in higher education is growing apace, with several 
countries establishing specific organizations to undertake these tasks. 
In the UK, the Leadership Foundation for Higher Education (LFHE) 
combines research with development and provides individual leader-
ship development through national open programmes as well as insti-
tutional capacity building through tailored in-house programmes. A 
range of professional networks are also supported with tailored leader-
ship development opportunities. Recent developments include interna-
tional programmes and cross-sector opportunities. In Malaysia, the 
Ministry of Higher Education has set up the Higher Education Leader-
ship Academy, Malaysia (AKEPT) to deliver leadership training at 
different levels, from the Board and University President level to 
Deans and Heads of Department. AKEPT also designs and delivers 

Different routes to 
leadership positions
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training in teaching and learning for University lecturers and profes-
sors. Australia has recently set up the LH Martin Institute to establish 
national development programmes for their higher and vocational edu-
cation sectors. In addition, several universities around the world provide 
Diploma, Masters’-level and doctoral programmes in higher education 
leadership and management. The LFHE has recently published a 
survey of some of the main providers and their programmes (Fielden, 
2009). On the continent of Europe, the European University Associa-
tion has had an involvement in leadership development (for example 
in training for new Rectors) and in publishing case studies of practice 
(see Conraths & Trusso, 2007) and countries such as Sweden have 
also invested in leadership development. However, as a whole, con-
tinental Europe is not as well served as other regions (for example 
North America) by the availability of leadership development designed 
for higher education.  

The arguments for investing in leadership and management develop-
ment at institutional and national level are based on several factors. 
First, there is increasing competition in higher education to recruit 
staff and students and to acquire research funding, including between 
countries and from new kinds of providers. Second, higher education 
institutions need to be increasingly innovative, entrepreneurial and 
autonomous, growing their income from beyond state sources; third, 
running higher education institutions, particularly large ones with 
multiple activities, is a complex business, requiring trained and capable 
leaders and managers (Middlehurst, 2010). Fourthly, and importantly, 
institutions are becoming ever more complex and they are working in 
an increasingly global world with respect to their research, education 
and service missions. Issues of values, ethics and the defence of acad-
emic freedom also require strong and effective leadership.  

Development of programmes and learning opportunities at national 
and institutional level can make a significant difference in developing 
a new culture of leadership in which administrative, professional and 
academic leaders work together across boundaries and in hybrid roles. 
These programmes are also important in building collective leader-
ship, particularly where cadres of leaders engage in developmental 
opportunities together or sequentially from the same institution but at 
different times. In the UK, the balance between collective and individ-
ual leadership development is now a dynamic and integrated process, 
with leadership, management and governance all being addressed in 
different types of learning opportunities of different lengths and styles. 
While it is still an individual’s responsibility to engage in the task of 
understanding leadership through analysis, reading, reflection and 
practice, there are now many formal developmental choices available 
to assist in this process. Individuals may choose from a menu that 
might include any of the following: 

 

Leadership training 
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Development opportunity Description 

Coaching and mentoring One-to-one focused development 

Action-learning Facilitated small group-work 
structured around specific projects 

Secondments and internships Work experience in different 
settings including outside HE 

Developmental assignments Specific ‘challenge’ projects and 
assignments 

Institutional change projects Vertically-structured teams from 
HEIs work on specific projects 

Open or in-house programmes Focused on specific leadership 
roles (Heads of Department) or 
levels of leadership (strategic 
leadership) 

International study visits and 
exchanges 

Focused on particular themes 
(fund-raising, knowledge transfer) 
or projects 

Organizational ‘raids’ Short intensive investigation of a 
specific project or problem in 
another organization involving 
diagnosis and comparative 
analysis 

Developing creativity and 
confidence 

Using performing arts in 
developmental activities  

Table B 1-1-3 Developing leadership and management: 
available opportunities and choices 

7. Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of how individuals can develop 
their understanding and practice of leadership. There are now a wide 
range of resources available to assist in this process, from research 
literature to formal leadership programmes. The need to engage in de-
velopmental activities is increasingly recognized at national and 
institutional levels as the higher education environment becomes more 
complex and challenging and the need for new professional approaches 
becomes greater. Different countries will need to adapt their approaches 
to suit their particular cultures, recognizing different balances between 
collective and individual leadership as well as more culturally appro-
priate models. Europe as a continent is not as advanced in the provision 
or acceptance of the need for leadership development at collective and 
individual levels, so in coming years, leadership development will need 
to be prioritised both nationally and regionally. 
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