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Individual, Collective and Institutional Tensions in Higher Education Leadership
Higher Education in the UK is undergoing a major transition, including changing funding mechanisms, regulation and audit, increasing customer demands, competition and internationalisation.  Combined with a need to deliver high quality teaching and research and engage more actively with business and community it is, perhaps, unsurprising that ‘good leadership’ is increasingly espoused as a strategic and operational imperative (HEFCE, 2004).  The structure and nature of HE institutions, however, is not generally well suited to ‘top-down’ leadership - there remains a deep-seated desire for collegiality, consultation and academic freedom.  In such a context, where universities must steer an uncertain path through competing and conflicting demands and expectations, how can they offer a sense of continuity, motivate staff to work towards a shared purpose and mobilise collective engagement with institutional leadership?
In this paper we will present findings from a recent study comprising interviews with 152 university leaders (both academic and non-academic) at various levels  (including senior executive, faculty, school and department) in 12 UK universities (selected to give a range of location, type, size and disciplinary mix) to explore competing perceptions, experiences and approaches to leadership within HE. In particular, we explore the concept of ‘distributed leadership’ (Gronn, 2000) and its potential as a descriptive and analytic framework.  Analysis of transcripts reveals two principal perspectives on the distribution of leadership in HE – the first as devolved authority (associated with top-down, formal accountability) and the second as emergent influence (associated with bottom-up, horizontal and informal influence).  Our conclusion is that effective HE leadership requires both individual hierarchical leadership and shared bottom up leadership at all levels, thereby supporting the conclusions of Collinson and Collinson (2006) in the FE sector.
In addition to the tension between individual and collective leadership our research also reveals numerous other tensions, each of which can give rise to multiple and conflicting identities (personal, professional and social) that can discourage academics from actively seeking and embracing formal leadership roles. Using distributed leadership as analytic framework that draws attention to the broader contextual, temporal and social dimensions of leadership (Spillane, 2006) we present a model of leadership practice that incorporates the individual, social, structural/organisational, contextual and developmental aspects of leadership identified in our own study that endeavours to give a more comprehensive representation of leadership in HE.
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