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Institutional Leadership: Exploring the gaps between theory and practice

Leadership in organisations has been studied intensely over the last twenty-five years.  In that period, researchers have identified findings that are remarkably consistent in terms of the behaviours, styles and expectations of leaders across sectors.  Despite this academic picture, Governing Boards and employees continue to demand better, stronger or different leadership, governments talk of leadership deficits and studies and books on leadership continue to proliferate.  So why is there such an apparent gap between theory and practice?
The argument in this paper is in four parts.  The first part considers the evidence base on leadership, drawing on seminal studies of leadership from the US (for example, Bass, 1985; Kouzes & Posner, 2003) as well as UK and European studies.  The literature on higher education will be compared with these studies (for example, Birnbaum, 1992, Middlehurst, 1993, Bargh et al 2000) with special attention given to Bryman’s (2007) recent literature review of effective leadership in higher education.
The second section of the paper focuses on other literature that is widely referenced by practitioners including autobiographical or biographical studies, studies of exceptional leaders and composite analyses that seek to bring a disparate set of perspectives together (Grint, 2005).  The aim is to identify similarities or differences in the evidence drawn from research and that drawn from practice through observation, reflection on experience or historical analysis and interpretation.
The apparent gap between theory and practice will be examined in the third section by assessing some of the weaknesses in approaches to leadership research.  These include methodological, conceptual and practical issues.  The gap between theory and practice in higher education is, arguably, wider than in other sectors.  The specific reasons for this are examined with reference to several recent studies commissioned by the Leadership Foundation in addition to Bryman’s work.  Experience drawn from the Leadership Foundation’s developmental programmes is also drawn upon to highlight particular issues such as different forms of leadership (in apparently similar roles), and potential links between stages of individual or organisational development and leadership practice.
The paper concludes by arguing that research on institutional leadership in higher education offers a wider perspective on leadership than is often seen from research in other sectors.  As such, new insights into leadership are offered and new avenues for research within and beyond higher education are opened up.
References

Bass, B.M. (1985). Leadership and Performance Beyond Expectations. New York, Free Press.

Bargh, C., Bocock,J., Scott, P. & Smith, D. (2000). University Leadership: The Role of the Chief Executive. Buckingham, SRHE & Open University Press.

Birnbaum. R. (1992). How Academic Leadership Works: Understanding Success and Failure in the College Presidency. San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.

Bryman, A. (2007). Effective Leadership in Higher Education: Summary of findings. London, Leadership Foundation for Higher Education.

Grint, K. (2005). Leadership: Limits and Possibilities. Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan.

Kouzes, J.M. & Posner, B.Z. (2003). The Leadership Challenge. New York, Jossey Bass Wiley.

Middlehurst,R.M. (1993). Leading Academics. Buckingham, SRHE & Open University Press.






