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Diversities of University Leadership

• Constituencies and demands
• Roles and responsibilities
• Changing Dynamics
• Sharpening Skills of University Leaders



Challenges of University Leadership
Earlier this year, Chancellor William McRaven of the University of Texas made a 
remarkable statement. “The toughest job in the nation,” he said, “is the one of an 
academic- or health-institution president.” Under normal circumstances, one 
might take this claim with a grain of salt. In the academy, we all like to complain 
about our jobs.
McRaven, however, is not a typical academic executive. A retired four-star admiral 
and Navy SEAL, McRaven’s last job prior to the chancellorship at Texas was running 
America’s Special Operations Command. Among other tasks, he planned and 
supervised the raid that killed of Osama bin Laden. When a decorated Navy SEAL 
says that a job is tough, and leaves after three years, we ought to take special 
notice.
So what makes the job of university president so uniquely difficult? After serving 
as a college president and talking with dozens of colleagues over the years, I have 
concluded it is due to structural institutional leadership challenges faced by no 
other CEOs.
To begin, college and university presidents answer to a very large number of 
constituencies: students, staff, faculty, trustees, alumni, and, in the public sector, 
political leaders. None of these constituencies can be ignored. All are outspoken. 
And most of the time, they desire radically different outcomes.
By John Kroger, Inside Higher Education. October 19, 2018



DIVERSITIES OF CONSTITUENCIES
Key Constituencies

Internal External
 Students
 Faculty
 Staff 
 Administrators
 Governing Boards 

 Alumni 
 Government 
 Regulatory agencies
 Parents
 Partners—other universities, private 

sector, international and 
intergovernmental agencies, national and 
foreign governments, NGOs and 
community organizations 

 Donors 
 Media 



DIVERSITIES OF ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES
The VC/President/Rector serves as the chief executive officer of the 
university and the main liaison between the administration of the 
university and the University Council/Board of Trustees/Board of Regents.
Leadership responsibilities:  articulating the university’s vision, 

mission, and values with internal and external stakeholders, 
promoting the university’s distinctive traditions and strengths, and 
overseeing the development and implementation of long-range 
strategic plans and goals. 
Administrative duties: overseeing the day-to-day running and 

effective operation of the university from academic and student 
affairs, finances and human resources, to facilities and security that 
are directly overseen by DVCs/VPs/VRs.



Diversities of roles & responsibilities—Cont.

Academics-related duties: supporting and enhancing 
the institution’s academic mission and oversight of the 
quality of academic and support programs for the four 
missions of a university—teaching and learning, 
research and scholarship, public service and 
engagement, innovation and entrepreneurship.
Development and public relations responsibilities: 

enhancing and diversifying institutional resources, 
relationships, and reputation through external 
engagements with multiple constituencies.
Social and civic responsibilities: representing the 

university in public affairs and promoting its 
engagements with external constituencies and partners 
for socioeconomic impact and transformation. 



CHANGING DYNAMICS

KEY SHIFTS
 Changing generations: from Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials, 

Gen Z, to Gen Alpha.
 Diversity and inclusion: gender, class, ethnicity, nationality, race, 

religion, disability.
 Technological transformation: from Third Industrial Revolution to the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution accelerated by COVID-19.
 Digital disruptions: from seat time and cohort learning to personalized 

and competence based learning; changes in the credentialing economy 
and unbundling of the degree; imperatives of lifelong learning.



Changing Dynamics--continued
 Future of Jobs: increasing pace of automation; World Economic Forum, The 

Future of Jobs Report 2020 on declining jobs (85 million) and rising jobs (97 
million) Skilling revolution TOP 15 SKILLS OF 2025

Analytical thinking and innovation Resilience, stress tolerance and flexibility

Active learning and learning strategies Reasoning, problem-solving and ideation

Complex problem solving Emotional intelligence 

Critical thinking and analysis Troubleshooting and user experience 

Creativity, originality and initiative Service orientation 

Leadership and social influence Systems analysis and evaluation

Technology use, monitoring and control Persuasion and negotiation

Technology design and programing 



Changing Dynamics—continued

Media landscape: from traditional media to the 
emergence of social media and the pervasive 
culture of surveillance.
Internationalization: old—mobility of people and 

programs, and policy mimicry; de-globalization and 
COVID-19—emergence of virtual collaborations 
across the four missions of the university.



Changing Dynamics—continued

COVID-19 pandemic: it has devastated global 
economies, health care systems, and institutions 
including universities. 

• Exposed widespread differences and inequalities in 
terms of national capacities to manage the crisis 
and its costs. 

• It has accelerated trends towards the digitalization 
of economic and social life and the need for digital 
skills.



Changing Dynamics—continued
• Forced higher education institutions to embrace 

distance teaching and learning using online 
platforms as never before. 

• Revealed differentiated institutional resources, 
access to information technology, and capabilities 
to transition to online teaching and learning. 

• Underscored challenges of access by faculty and 
students to digital technologies and broadband 
based on the social dynamics of class, location, 
gender, and age. 



Changing Dynamics--continued
• The EDUCAUSE 2021 Top IT Issues foresees the emergence 

of what it calls alternative and overlapping futures involving 
three scenarios, restore, evolve, and transform. 

• The Restore scenario is a story of institutional survival 
focused on reclaiming the institution's pre-pandemic 
financial health

• The Evolve scenario applies to institutions that will choose 
to incorporate the impact and lessons of the pandemic into 
their culture and vision. 

• The Transform scenario applies to those institutions 
planning to use the pandemic to launch or accelerate an 
institutional transformation agenda.

Minister Blade Mzimande: “Our universities must not bounce 
back, but bounce forward.”



SHARPENING LEASDERSHIP SKILLS
According to a study by Academic Search, an American executive 
search firm, the multi-pronged health, economic and financial crises 
of COVID-19, require the sharpening of ten skills among university 
leaders from administrators to Board members.
1. Financial acuity: in addition to managing complex institutional 

budgets, university leaders need to develop ability to manage 
reductions in staffing, programs, and space. 

2. Cultural competency: university leaders must go beyond making 
statements on valuing diversity and inclusion to exhibiting 
deeper awareness of systemic injustice, inequality, and privilege 
and show boundless compassion and commitment promoting 
and inclusive institution. 



Sharpening Leadership Skills—cont.
3. Technological deftness: it’s no longer enough for university leaders to be 

comfortable in using emerging technologies but to exhibit, model and 
promote institutional technological savviness and competence, and develop 
analytics expertise to promote data-driven decision-making. 

4. Crisis management: in addition to preparing for natural and security threats, 
leaders have to manage physical and mental health crises, emergency 
preparedness and business continuity, and leading in times of uncertainty.  

5. Entrepreneurial mindset: more than ever universities need leaders who are 
calculated risk-takers, innovative entrepreneurs, and effective in promoting 
the university mission as they create beneficial external partnerships and 
revenue generation initiatives.



Sharpening Leadership Skills--cont.
6. Political savviness: university leaders are increasingly required to work in 

uncertain and politically polarized times at national, regional, and global levels 
that require them to pursue and promote advocacy and institutional discourse 
that is calm, informed, and respectful.  

7. Empathy and respect: More than ever as mental stress and financial insecurity 
rise among university constituencies, leaders are expected to demonstrate 
empathy and respect for all their internal constituencies, and reveal their 
humanity, even in decision-making.

8. Multi-genre communication skills: besides strong written and verbal 
communication skills, leaders are now increasingly expected to provide 
efficient, timely, clear and persuasive messages and stories to diverse 
constituencies using multiple platforms including social media.



Sharpening Leadership Skills--cont
9. High emotional intelligence: besides the ability to 

demonstrate confidence and empathy, leaders are more 
and more expected to demonstrate self-awareness, self-
regulation, motivation, and social skills, rather than being 
egotistic, impulsive, and prone to bullying and 
micromanagement. 

10. Agility: in addition to having well-established professional 
knowledge and experience, success increasingly depends 
on a leader’s ability to be flexible in the face of many 
changes, have the capacity to learn and assume new and 
more responsibilities, and show fortitude, unflappability 
and moral compass. 



Thank you.
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