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Robin Middlehurst
Leadership and Management in Universities

Two Concepts that are not the same but strengthen each other

A boat needs two paddles to stay on course and to
move forward — as universities need management
and leadership.

Foto: Rainer Sturm/pixelio

* 2012

The terms ‘leadership’ and ‘management’
are sometimes used interchangeably, as
if they meant the same thing, and some-
times as completely distinct concepts,
practised by separate groups of people —
‘leaders’ and ‘managers’. Some authors
(Bennis 1989) go further still by implying
that philosophical differences underpin
fundamental distinctions in values and be-
haviours in that ‘the manager does things
right’ while ‘the leader does the right
thing.’ In universities, leadership and ma-
nagement are seen and practised both as
interconnected and as separate concepts
as a consequence of historic structures
and ongoing changes in the internal and
external operating environments of these
institutions. This paper examines these
concepts and their interrelationship in the
context of changing universities and chan-
ging higher education environments. It argues for greater clarity, conceptually and practi-
cally, between these concepts and a better balance between management and leadership
in universities.

Universities, like several other professional service organisations such as hospitals or legal
firms, have traditionally separated policy decision-making related to their core functions from
the administration of these functions. For universities, decisions about teaching and research
were undertaken by academics while the implementation of such decisions was done by ad-
ministrators, often described as ‘non-academics’. Career paths, working practices, professional
values and beliefs were very different in these two parallel arenas. This dual structure existed
in most universities until at least the mid-twentieth century and is still recognisably present in
many parts of the world.

University Governance Structures and Cultures

Today the sharp divide between the academic and administrative domains has become much
more fluid as universities have become larger and more complex organisations (Middlehurst
2010). At the same time, the nature of both academic and administrative domains has changed
as both these professions have become more specialised and sophisticated. In both cases, ‘man-
agement’ has grown in importance and prominence within academic and administrative dis-
courses and activities. The drivers of change come from many directions: changes in technology,



changes in the costs and funding of teaching and research, political and social expectations of
universities’ role in society, competition from new educational providers (CYCP/UUK 2000) as well
as the changing dynamics of disciplines and knowledge creation activities (Gibbson et al. 1994)
in a global context. Many governments have instituted ‘reform’ agendas in their higher education
systems in order to ensure that universities and related institutions are ‘fit for the future’; this
is also the case in the European region where the European Commission has issued two recent
communiqués on the ‘modernisation of universities’ (European Commission 2006, 2011).

Changes in the governance of universities have occurred both in relation to their internal structures
as described above, and in the relationship of universities to the state (Middlehurst/Teixeira 2012).
In many countries, the trajectory over the last fifteen to twenty years has been to grant universities
more autonomy in exchange for greater accountability for outcomes of interest to government au-
thorities and other stakeholders, including students, employers and businesses. While the underly-
ing rationale for reform agendas is typically related to changes in the external environment — the
impact of globalisation combined with the revolution in information and communications technolo-
gies, in particular — the ideology that has informed internal governance changes is associated with
the pervasive ideas of ‘New Public Management’ (Hood 1995). Some of the specific doctrines of
New Public Management as applied to public services in many countries include:

< Introducing professional management practices

+ Explicit standards and performance measures

<+ Emphasis on output controls

+ A shift to disaggregation of units in the public sector

& The need for greater competition between providers in the public sector
& Emphasis on private-sector management practices

& Emphasis on greater discipline and economy in resource use

Management and Leadership

Given that New Public Management ideas have largely permeated from the private into the public
sector, it is useful to note the origins of ‘management’ in the private sector and distinctions made
here between ‘management’ and ‘leadership’ before focusing again on the university context.

John Kotter (1978) of Harvard Business School, has provided extensive evidence and persua-
sive analysis of the origins of management and leadership and of distinctions and relationships
between these concepts. He argues that modern management is largely the product of the last
100 years, a response to the emergence of large numbers of complex organisations such as
new railways, steel mills and car manufacturers. Kotter (1990) argues that “good management
brought a degree of order and consistency to key dimensions like the quality and profitability of
products”, helping to keep complex operations on time and on budget. He summarizes the core
processes of modern management as:

< Planning and budgeting — setting targets for the future, establishing detailed steps for achiev-
ing these targets and allocating resources to accomplish the plans

+ Organizing and staffing — establishing an organizational structure and set of jobs for accom-
plishing the plans, staffing the jobs with qualified individuals, communicating the plan to the
staff, delegating responsibilities for carrying out the plans and monitoring implementation
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+ Controlling and problem-solving — monitoring results against the plan, formally and informal-
ly, identifying ‘deviations’ (problems) and then planning and organising to solve the problems

Leadership, Kotter (1990) argues, is very different. It does not produce order and consistency,
but instead produces movement towards ‘constructive or adaptive change’ through three sub-
processes:

« Establishing direction — developing a vision for the future along with strategies for producing
the changes needed to achieve the vision

+ Aligning people — communicating the direction to those whose co-operation may be needed
so as to create coalitions that understand the vision and that are committed to its achieve-
ment

+ Motivating and inspiring — keeping people moving in the right direction despite major politi-
cal, bureaucratic and resource barriers to change by appealing to very basic, but often un-
tapped, human needs, values and emotions.

Kotter suggests that management and leadership, while conceptually and functionally different,
are both needed in modern organisations, but the balance between them may differ according to
the degree of complexity present in the organisation and its context and the amount of change
needed. For most large organisations today — where complexity and need for substantial change
exists — considerable leadership and management are required.

Academic Institutions

Support for Kotter’s thesis can also be found in research focusing on universities. A recent study
on the leadership of academic work in UK higher education (Bolden et al. 2012) makes a distinc-
tion between ‘academic management’ and ‘academic leadership’. The researchers found that
the two processes are not the same, nor were they necessarily provided by the same people.
They report that:

& Academic management tends to have an institutional focus and is used in order to frame
academic tasks and processes such as workload, performance monitoring and assessment,
and provision and distribution of resources

& Academic leadership is conceived far more broadly than institutional roles and responsibili-
ties and is most significant in terms of its impact on academic values and identities.

Just as Kotter describes leadership and management as complementary systems of action, so
Bolden et al. ( 2012) argue that “together, academic management and academic leadership,
through their impact on tasks and processes, and values and identities, inform and shape per-
ceptions of purpose, goals and objectives for staff in academic roles”. These authors suggest
that where the tasks and processes framed through academic management correspond and
align with the values and identities framed through academic leadership, then it is likely that a
relatively clear and coherent senses of purpose and direction will emerge; however, where these
two functions conflict or contradict one another, such clarity will be harder to achieve. The rela-
tionships between academic management and leadership in Bolden and his colleagues’ model
are set out in figure 1. The ultimate goal, in relation to productive academic work, is for aca-
demics to achieve ‘self-leadership’ as part of professional maturity. This ‘self-leadership’ may,
in time, come to result in leadership influence over others, either through the example set for
emerging or aspiring academics or through a conscious decision to take on formal or informal
leadership roles.
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Fig. 1: Academic leadership, academic management and self leadership (Bolden et al. 2012)

Conclusion

In many European countries where changes of governance have been implemented as part of
the Bologna Process or the modernisation agenda of the European Commission, there has been
a strong emphasis on introducing and strengthening professional management. Management
processes, systems, roles and responsibilities have been the chief focus, with less attention
given to leadership. Leadership is perhaps assumed to be exercised by those occupying man-
agement positions, or is regarded as ephemeral (less tangible and practical than management)
Oor as unnecessary or inappropriate in universities where academic autonomy is highly prized.
The research findings of Bolden and his colleagues present a different and much richer under-
standing of management and leadership, illustrating the purposes of each and the relationship
between them. They also demonstrate that neither management nor leadership is — in principle
— oppositional to academic autonomy. Indeed, if aligned with academic values and identities,
then academic management and leadership can be both effective and useful in achieving pro-
ductive academic outcomes and may in practice protect autonomy.

Kotter’'s work offers complementary perspectives on leadership and management to that of
Bolden et al., but makes a specific contribution in relation to the association of (and need for)
leadership to achieve constructive or adaptive change. The context in which universities op-
erate today is dynamic, with a variety of large and smaller-scale changes needed to sustain
or enhance institutional performance and competitiveness. Universities should therefore pay as
much attention to effective leadership as to effective management. Recognising the differences
between the concepts will enable each of them to be refined and developed more fully; at the
same time, recognising and building on the inter-relationships between leadership and manage-
ment will help to achieve more productive working environments that are ‘fit for the future.’
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