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Developing Research Cultures and Researchers in HE: the Role of Leadership

With so many layers of research leadership in most British higher education institutions (HEIs) why isn’t every university bulging at the seams with internationally-recognised, prolific, grant-winning researchers producing top class, leading edge work? There are, of course, various reasons why this does not occur, many of which may have little to do with the quality or nature of research leadership, but the focus of this paper is the examination of a significant issue: the failure of much research leadership to develop research capacity to the full, and how researchers may be supported and developed throughout their entire careers by leadership that understands and utilises to best effect the process of individuals’ professional development. It is this process that will form the paper’s main discursive basis. The author will present her original, recently developed, theoretical model of the professional development process in individuals and apply it to the context of researcher development, in conjunction with her published ontological model of professional development, which distinguishes between two constituent elements: functional and attitudinal development, and bifurcates each of these into specific change foci.

The paper will address the key theme of individuals’ work-related attitudes and the impact of leadership upon these. Drawing upon and developing the extensive literature in this field, including the author’s own empirical research and theoretical propositions, the role that leaders play in shaping work contexts that are either ‘compromising’ or ‘uncompromising’ will be examined, and the implications for developing HE work contexts that are conducive to research participation and development will be highlighted. The development of research cultures will be discussed: what, precisely, is meant by a ‘research culture’, how are research cultures recognisable, what influence do they have on individuals, and how, in turn, are they influenced by individuals. Key issues emerging from literature in the field will be incorporated into the discussion, such as: new academics’ attitudes to research (Nicholls, 2005; Raddon, 2006), and gender bias in establishing research careers (Devos, 2004). The paper will focus not only on contract researchers but also – indeed, predominantly – on academic staff for whom research is a component of their work. Drawing upon her empirical work in this area, the author will briefly examine the tensions created by competing work-related demands and priorities. The issue of professionality orientation amongst the research community will be treated as fundamental: it will be argued that many subject- and discipline-defined research communities manifest a pervasive professionality that veers towards the ‘restricted’ end of the ‘restricted’-‘extended’ continuum, reflected in a generally underdeveloped professionalism.
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