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Leadership and Power in Higher Education 
Examining power in higher education 
This article’s premise is that power is omnipresent and essential to the practice of leadership. Consequently, a better understanding of this complex phenomenon would be advantageous to leaders and those supporting leaders in higher education. The article begins by considering the nature of power, reflects on a large literature on leadership in the sector that, directly or by implication, depicts a negative view of the use of power, presents the perspectives of a sample of leaders in the sector and, finally, concludes what the implications of analysis of the data may be for individual leaders and their organisations.
Shapeshifter power

Power itself is conceptualised in varied and contradictory ways. A common defining factor is the ability of the holder of power to make something happen as he or she wishes. Some perceive this ability simply, rather as in engineering where the use of physical force shapes material to the purpose of the designer: so, power is the ability to bend others’ will, to compel them to act in a way that they might not otherwise have done. Such power relies on ‘do as I tell you’. An effective leader, within this discourse, is one who adopts a zero-sum approach to the acquisition of power and who sees building personal or role power as a prerequisite to competent leadership (Pfeffer, 2010). 
However, power is rarely absolute (Jones et al., 2012). Consequently, more complex conceptualisations stress not a compulsion to act as those who hold power wish but the creation of a context in which people will choose to do so. A considerable literature has developed a range of models that characterise approaches to achieving change by means other than compulsion. For example, Lukes (1974) describes two-dimensional power as establishing boundaries so that, although some people may be discontented with aspects of a power-holder’s actions, they nevertheless hesitate to challenge them, as questioning is seen as transgressive. Put another way, leaders create a culture within which it is perceived to be acceptable to speak and act in only certain ways. Lukes’ (1974) three-dimensional model of power takes it one stage further, so that an individual is no longer even aware of how his or her beliefs, values and actions are shaped by those who hold power. Three-dimensional power is used to influence not just words and actions but thought itself:


to prevent people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way that they accept their role in the existing order of things, either because they can see or imagine no alternative to it, or because they see it as natural and unchangeable. (p.43)
There is considerable disquiet about power used in this way in a sector that historically prizes autonomy and is staffed by scholars whose professional identity is based on rationality and highly developed independent thinking (Bryman, 2007; Manning 2017). 

In this context, much more acceptable and attractive is a concept of power that analyses effective leadership not as the acquisition of power but as giving power to others through empowerment (Dambe & Moorad, 2008). Leaders are especially applauded for empowering those who are seen as less powerful, for example women, students and subordinates generally (Merry, 2017; Savigny 2014; Singh & Kwhali, 2015). Empowerment is popularly promoted as a positive aspect of organisations, usually based on a simple model of one-directional power: leader to employee or student. It ignores literature that suggests that, rather than being a zero-sum game, empowerment increases the power of the leader. In giving away power, paradoxically one accrues more of it (Shields, 2005). Giving away power to another may bind that individual to the giver ever more strongly, in part because the stability of the power received depends on the leader’s continued underwriting of the power ratio. This is one example of the shapeshifter nature of power. From one perspective, empowerment results in more power for those whom the leader empowers. From an alternative perspective, empowerment results in the greater power of the leader and the greater dependence of those empowered. 
A logical development of the multiple and shifting definitions of power is to conceptualise it rather as a complex, multidirectional flow resulting from social interaction, rather than a stable accrual by an individual (Blackmore, 1999). Whatever the putative source of power in organisations, through knowledge, expertise, authority, resources and so on it is retained, depleted and used through the concurrence of the community (Arendt, 1970). Ultimately, if a community refuses to cooperate, a leader is no longer a leader. Leadership is, then, the use of power such as to achieve sufficient community buy-in to enact plans, whether decided by the leader or a wider group. As Foucault (1979) points out, if power were solely negative, people would habitually disobey and rebel. As it is, leadership demands decisions about the legitimate use of power to engage followers to bring about change.
Drawing together the threads of this brief consideration, power appears as a concatenation of contradictions: a shapeshifter. It is both uni- and multidirectional. It can be accrued from a variety of sources. Giving it away does not necessarily decrease one’s power: quite the contrary. Given cultural reservations about its use in the sector, a common characteristic is that its use is hidden or, in Pfeffer’s (1981: 137) term, ‘unobtrusive’. Its exercise has ‘metamorphic effects’ on individuals’ psychology and behaviour and defines their impact (Sligte et al., 2011), not least their capacity to bring about change. Exploring how far leaders in higher education concur with any of these conclusions and how they themselves use power is consequently of importance to leadership practice. 

Power in higher education
Many leaders in higher education assert that they have no power and that their actions are trammelled by national policy, by those in the organisation who hold authority over them and by the resistance of those over whom they formally hold authority. Noble and Pym’s (1970) description of ‘the receding locus of power’ (p.435) has resonated down the decades as generation after generation of education leaders recognise a belief that the real centre of power is always somewhere else, leading to a sense of powerlessness (Blackmore & Sachs, 2012). From vice-chancellors whose actions are shaped by national legislation and the organisation’s council to team leaders trammelled by teaching and research structures and regulations, the ultimate power of making decisions appears to lie elsewhere. 

However, the literature on leadership in higher education in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries generally presents a very different view: that power is all too evident amongst leaders. Concepts of managerialism, new public management and performativity in higher education cumulatively construct a negative view of leaders, largely because they are viewed as inappropriately wielding power over academics and other workers (Ball, 2012; Deem, 1998; Lorenz, 2012; Mok, 1999; Teelken, 2012; Trowler, 2010). The use of power appears connected by some to the pursuit of self-interest or the interests of an in-group in a narrative that reflects deplored power play: ‘Welcome to the real world. It may not be the world we want, but it’s the world we have. You will not get far, neither will your strategic plans, if you can’t build and use power’ (Pfeffer, 2010: 84). 
‘Managerialist’ has become a ubiquitous and strongly pejorative adjective when applied to leadership: ‘an ersatz leadership, a pernicious form of managerialism masquerading as leadership’ (Samier, 2014: 37). Shepherd (2017) argues that the concept is understood in numerous ways, but that the (mis)use of power is a defining feature:
· Increased control and regulation of academic work by managers

· A perceived shift in authority from academics to managers and consequent weakening of the professional status of academics. (Shepherd, 2017: 1) 
Higher education staff, depicted as subjugated and demoralised, nevertheless continue to resist the incursions of management (Marini et al., 2016). 
Resistance to external controls is a behaviour evident in many cultures, and particularly in a sector that has a long history of protecting individual autonomy and a preference for ‘self-leadership by autonomous academic professionals’ (Bolden et al., 2012: 3, original emphasis). However, the situation is, as ever, complex. Using a case study of a university in New Zealand, Chong et al. (2017) argue that, although some academics persist in rejecting what they label managerialist forms of power, others have come to accept the necessity for such new ways of leading as justified by the changed context of higher education in the twenty-first century. From one perspective, such acceptance is a rational calculation of the appropriate way to lead in higher education in the early twenty-first century. From another, it is a demonstration of the three-dimensional power of leaders who have succeeded in changing others’ thinking so that new ways have become accepted as the norm.
Caffyn (2010) argues that effective leadership demands the use of power from both realist and psychodynamic perspectives. Outward-looking realists observe ubiquitous everyday transactions in which human beings shape information and relationships to position themselves to achieve their chosen ends (Morley, 2000). Inward-looking psychodynamic perspectives view the frailties of human self-identity and self-worth and a need for power to secure one’s position in in-groups and to repel out-groups (Collinson, 2003). Education leaders then face a conundrum. Research has repeatedly affirmed the centrality of power to bring about change (Samier, 2014). At the same time, leaders face what Sykes (2015: 79) describes as ‘traditional concerns about the malevolent uses of power’. Samier (2014: 6) recalls that ‘The results of Bryman and Lilley’s study on leadership in higher education are suggestive of leadership problems that permeate the contemporary university: the respondents were able to recall very few effective leaders, but had encountered “a whole raft” of ineffective ones...’ (B ryman, 2009: 337). Samier unequivocally connects the ineffectiveness of leaders with ‘the abuse of power’ involving covert manipulation, disinformation and various forms of untrustworthy behaviour. If, then, the use of power is both essential to leadership and deplored by those who are led, the sector needs to persist in deepening understanding about the nature and outcomes of the use of power and how it can be used legitimately.
The research

Researching power is problematic in that its use is often obscured, even to the self. Observation may reveal aspects of behaviour and relationships, but not the intentions behind them or the impact on individuals and the organisation. Self-report, by means of whatever instrument, offers only subjective description. Interviews of leaders are likely to reflect self-performance to some degree, shaped by the ‘heroic narratives’ that Bryman (2007: 11) identifies in his higher education research. Nevertheless, despite their limitations, interviews offer a means to interrogate individuals’ understanding of what they believe or wish others to understand that they intend, the issues that are implied and the outcomes that they perceive. 
Nine men and nine women were interviewed. Given that the attitudes ranged from unease to condemnation of its use in the sector, asking leaders to speak frankly about their use of power required a good deal of trust that their anonymity would be maintained. Consequently, limited demographic information is provided about those interviewed, and the quotations are presented in such a way as to prevent the reader from building knowledge of an individual voice and so potentially identifying it. Consequently, the characteristics of respondents are presented as summary lists rather than clusters of characteristics describing each respondent, as in a table.

Fourteen of those interviewed held a variety of roles in higher education organisations in England, Scotland and Wales: six were vice-chancellors, two were pro-vice-chancellors, two were registrars and one held a senior administrative role at faculty level. The group also included a dean, a head of department and a member of a university council. Additionally, as the organisation has extensive experience in this area, four members of the Leadership Foundation for Higher Education were interviewed concerning their perceptions of the transition to leadership and development of leaders. 
Each individual was asked about their understanding of power, how it worked in organisations, how they themselves used it or not, and/or how they observed others using it. The interviews were carried out by the author, audio recorded with permission, transcribed and verified prior to thematic analysis, identifying a range of conceptions of power and approaches to practice. Initial coding identified conscious practice. A second run of coding looked for the confirmation or contradiction of their practice, as compared to their stated beliefs: espoused theory and theory in practice.
The practice of leadership 
Analysis uncovered denial of the use of power alongside narratives of its use. One-dimensional, top-down direction was not commonly described, but strategies using two- and three-dimensional forms of power were. These fell into four themes in terms of the aim: creating a favourable impression; acquiring the support of others; shaping discussion and decisions; and weakening opposition. 

Denial of power

In exploring the views on power of a group of women leaders in higher education, Shields (2005) found that she had the same experience as earlier researchers: ‘The initial, almost knee-jerk response of women leaders when asked to reflect on the power they have – a response which is typically, “Power? What power!” Then, only a split second later, the response is attenuated, expanded, and clarified in complex and nuanced fashion’ (p.79). Similarly in this dataset, the initial response by most to the questions, ‘Are you aware of the necessity to create and sustain power in your own role and, if so, how do you go about it?’ was to deny the use of power and then to go on to talk about it:
I don’t think it is about me having power. (governor) 

Power implies that you can make things happen easily and I have always been aware that that’s not possible. (dean)

I don’t think that, with any university, with academics you have the power in the sense that a private sector company would have. (vice-chancellor)
Each of these respondents nevertheless talked in detail about how they exercised power. Others acknowledged their use of power without hesitation:
We are talking about the advancement of power. (faculty administrator)

Clearly, yes, there is a need to exert some sort of power by the authority given in the role. (vice-chancellor)
The power comes with the role, I mean I’m under no illusion about that. (vice-chancellor)
Those who rejected the idea of using power, at least initially, consistently appeared to hold a simple, top-down concept of power. All respondents believed that they rejected top-down power because it was both illegitimate and ineffective:

I don’t believe you can lead in a top-down hierarchical kind of way, because a university is too complicated. (vice-chancellor)


(I) would think twice before trying to exercise any kind of absolute control. (faculty administrator)
It may be that the reluctance by some to acknowledge the use of power is in part because they conceive power narrowly as one-dimensional, telling people what to do. At the same time, though, there was an awareness of the presence of such power, particularly in the practice of others: 
I have worked for people that have said look, these are the facts: bloody well accept them. (vice-chancellor)
Where top-down power was admitted, its impact was presented as muted or transformed into the benign by the use of a range of tactics. For example, there was justification: 
everything has to be explained and justified, so it’s certainly not absolute power. (faculty administrator)
Alternatively, it was said to be limited by the power held by others, a balancing force that in effect neutralised an individual’s power and divested it of its potency: 
You’ve got to stand up and say this is what I think, please hold me accountable if I am wrong. (vice-chancellor)
Leadership Foundation trainers reflected a different experience, that the use of top-down power was common in specific areas, such as restructuring, performance management and the closure of disciplines. Their experience is that the blurring that is evident in the analysis of leaders’ use of power, to both themselves and others, is customary. They find that leaders undergoing development by coaching or other means bring the issue of power to the surface early and frequently, yet find the concept difficult and talking about it even more so. Some leaders disavow the use of power or use a range of strategies to camouflage its use, so maintaining a self- and social identity that uses power in limited ways or not at all. Where consciousness of power surfaced in this dataset, rather than more sophisticated forms of power, it was most often in relation to simple, top-down, one-directional power, which was deplored. 
Despite this, the narratives provided evidence of various forms of power that are habitually in use. 
Subtle forms of power

Creating a favourable impression 

All of those from higher education organisations recounted instances of using power, not as one-dimensional, top-down power but in more subtle forms. Impression management was a theme that emerged, demonstrating two-dimensional power. One vice-chancellor made a point of knowing the name of everybody with whom he came into contact. Such courtesy created what he referred to as ‘an undertone’, as being treated respectfully defused disagreement:

because people think well, ok, I just may agree with him and I might disagree with him really violently on some things, but I have been treated in a respectful manner. (vice-chancellor)

The shapeshifter or Janus-like nature of power is evident. Courteously taking the trouble to know the name of everybody to whom you are introduced is a positive, respectful and collegial way of behaving. At the same time, creating a courteous identity brings benefits by weakening any opposition to change. 

At the most senior levels, more obvious impression management included the size of salaries and accoutrements, or the deliberate divestment of such. One vice-chancellor always took standard-class rail travel and dressed down whenever possible. Given the belief that his organisation would never acquire the status of a more prestigious university by displaying signs of wealth such as first-class travel, his impression management used visible signals of moral high ground, avoiding displays of wealth and attempting to acquire status and power by foregrounding a commitment to equity.

Shaping discussion and decisions 

Those who did not believe that they used power may not have recognised some of their actions as such. For example, using communication prior to a meeting to influence a decision is a two-dimensional power strategy:
I would never take a key decision cold to any such committee. There is a lot of influencing, I wouldn’t say lobbying, but discussion and then adapting, happens outside the committee… I do find that time spent before the meeting ensuring that anything is well socialised and that you’ve had a chance to respond to some initial feedback in the first place is invaluable. (faculty administrator)

The example of a leader ensuring that all is ‘well socialised’ provides a good illustration of the complexity of the use of power. On one level, arguably this appears to be a consultative and ongoing process of one-to-one discussion. Ensuring that committee members have the information and the chance to raise and discuss issues prior to a meeting could be considered as empowerment. From another perspective, while this leader denies lobbying – ‘I wouldn’t say lobbying’ – the pre-discussion on a one-to-one basis is aimed at optimising the chance that a preferred decision will be made unproblematically at the meeting. 
How, then, is one to interpret pre-meeting corridor discussions? Are they level-playing field discussions between peers, or a leader using two-dimensional power to create a situation where objecting to the desired decision becomes transgressive? Certainly, some respondents recognised the potential for creating inequity through private, individual discussions prior to a meeting:
Going into meetings with a paper, cold, can lose you a lot of time because you need to get people on board before the paper is read, if you want to make difficult decisions. Now the difficulties with that are, you know, you end up with in-crowds and out-crowds. (pro-vice-chancellor)
Keeping information back prior to meetings, is a strategy, at the polar opposite. One newly appointed head of department was handed a wad of sheets on attending his first management meeting:


These things were just presented as I walked into the meeting and then I was sort of attacked on the data contained within them and expected to respond.

Unprepared, he was unable to do so, and decisions were made to his department’s detriment. Two respondents explicitly rejected ‘the old cliché, “knowledge is power”’ (vice-chancellor), yet both they and several others spoke of how knowledge and information were used to leverage their ability to drive the organisation in the desired direction. Knowledge appears to be still very much related to power.
Acquiring the support of others 

‘Trading’ was in play:


it’s judging what’s most important for that individual to hear or for a group to hear… people are thinking, will this be more work for me, or is this work I want to invest time in, will this benefit me? (dean)

The dean found it easier to trade by speaking to individuals and so identify their preferred benefit from agreeing with a particular decision or action. ‘Trading’ has connotations of cynical payments in kind to acquire support. However, pragmatically, for some it was essential for effective leadership as, without such support, change might not happen:
Everybody’s got interests, so politics is all about interests and objectives and projects instead of ultimate concerns, and I think the politics are there, that constantly mediating those to try and find negotiated outcomes, because if you don’t do that and satisfy the long-term interests, it is unlikely that a solution would stick, anyway. (vice-chancellor)
The ‘ultimate concerns’, presumably the best interests of the team, department, faculty, organisation or country, take second place to satisfying the need of the individual who is involved in negotiation. Leaders might be censured for taking this path, but those on the receiving end are mutually implicated. Although in the literature it is leaders who are criticised for managerialist actions, a bargain is between two people. Followers, as well as leaders, must share responsibility for the kind of trading that goes on.

Weakening opposition 

Co-option and appointment to roles/posts of those in opposition were described as a means of ensuring the maximum chance of achieving a desired change. For example, a pro-vice-chancellor won her post against a highly admired and popular internal candidate. Anticipating problems that might result from resentment at losing the post, ‘I got her a promotion immediately’. This could be interpreted as harnessing the experience and abilities of the individual to the benefit of the organisation and also as defusing any challenge to power. Obligation to another for a gift of resources or post confers power on the giver. Similarly, withholding resources is a means of weakening the opposition of another. A head of department felt that ‘an attempt to block what was a key appointment which was sort of held in abeyance’ had been used by a senior manager as a strategy to deflect the head of department’s opposition.
Readers will be aware that the examples given here frequently fit into more than one theme. Creating a favourable impression can defuse opposition, as can trading. Exploring power inevitably involves navigating slippery slopes where intention and outcome can be variously interpreted, not just as alternative understandings but as the multiple and sometimes contradictory effects that are simultaneously in play.

This small dataset cannot present a definitive view of how power functions within higher education. However, the experience of this group of leaders, their assembled perspectives acting rather like a hologram, offers a snapshot of a distinctive world. Rather than a view of the sector where reasoned debate prevails, the community that emerges from this snapshot is a combative society that, although often camouflaged by a polite veneer, some experienced as ‘the rudest place on earth in which to work’ (vice-chancellor). The self-identity of many in higher education as transparent and collegial appears a very incomplete picture of leaders, and also of those who are led. As the normative ideal of how higher education organisation should be led, it also seems inadequate. 
Reflecting on power 

Several respondents commented that the interview was the first occasion on which they had been challenged to think explicitly about their use of power. On a pragmatic level, there is then a need to support reflective practice by enabling discussion on this central facet of leadership. The complexity of power, its slippery nature, demands multiple perspectives on how it might be understood and discussed. Here, rational, psychodynamic and political analyses are selected from the contemporary perspectives suggested by Sturdy (2004) and used as heuristic tools to indicate the kind of reflection on power that might result. 
Rational perspectives suggest that, in the very complex world of higher education, leadership of the sector would be best served by data-informed and inclusive decision-making, harnessing the experience and skills of the optimum group of people. Recent theories such as distributed leadership adopt such a perspective ‘whereby leadership is conceived of as a process dispersed across the organization (within systems, activities, practices and relationships)’ (Bolden et al., 2009: 258). Several respondents stressed their belief in the rational and inclusive way in which they operated, setting out the facts of the case and expecting others to challenge if the facts were wrong or decisions were based on faulty logic, and holding leaders accountable. Despite the undoubted attraction and seeming fitness of such rational use of power, research has exposed its inadequacy as an explanation of leaders’ practice, not only in the literature on managerialism and new public management reviewed briefly earlier in this article but in studies of higher education and corporations over decades (Burns, 1955; Becher, 1988; Marshall & Scribner, 1991; Manning, 2017). 
Psychodynamic perspectives seem to have more traction. Leaders must work through other people. Consequently, their ability to engage others is a key element of their effectiveness as leaders. However, they face a particularly acute problem in that being a leader does not represent a positive identity to many in the higher education sector (Lumby, 2012). The role of formal leader is perceived often as in conflict with a fundamental requirement for staff autonomy. Those taking on leadership roles are subject to a kind of double jeopardy. The more that they appear like their colleagues – that is, not like the minority group of formal leaders – the more they are approved of by the majority, while the more that they adopt a leadership role – exercising power in whatever form – the more they risk being seen in a negative light. The higher education context in which an individual steps into a leadership role is one in which the foundation of that role, the exercise of power, is disapproved of by the colleagues with whom they must work. The choice appears to be perceived as either failing as a colleague or failing as a leader.
Hogan, Jones and Cheek (1985: 178) see ‘getting along and getting ahead’ as universal key human challenges. Getting along is the precursor to getting ahead, and is dependent on conforming to the values and requirements of those with whom one works. Limiting, concealing, disguising or, in other ways, mitigating the use of a commodity – power – that many disapprove of is therefore neither superficial gaming, as suggested by some of the more negative interpretations, nor deliberately unethical behaviour. Rather, it is a social means to enable the individual to negotiate and finagle a means of behaving that retains both self- and social approval sufficient to be a leader. The often-unconscious process of disavowal or blurring of power is entirely understandable and, in many ways, adaptive to the requirements of leading in higher education. However, working in the dark, without self-awareness, has obvious disadvantages. Without self-awareness, ethical choices cannot be made.
The application of political analyses is long-standing in research, but most recently is generally constructed from the perspective of what one might call the innocent bystander. Much of the literature on managerialism, for example, casts leaders as the over-powerful oppressors of the workforce (Samier, 2014; Shepherd, 2017). Political perspectives, based on unravelling trading and bargains between leader and individuals, leader and community, demand a fuller understanding of the power plays on both sides. Leaders in this dataset emphasised the significant impact of the interests of particular individuals or groups who would acquiesce with a suggestion based on a calculation of the impact on them, rather than on the organisation or on any higher good. If power is, from a political perspective, the result of social interaction, then the advent of managerialism, for example, is the result of the community’s action and not just that of its leaders. ‘Power corresponds to the human ability not just act, but to act in concert’ (Arendt, 1970: 239). The literature on education since the 1990s, in schools and technical colleges as much as higher education institutions, suggests that inappropriate power is being given to leaders, who use it to disempower those who teach and research. This picture may reflect a part of experience but, taken in isolation, is in its way as simplistic as the respondents in this study who conceived of power only as simple and top-down.
Implications
This study has implications for individual leaders, for organisations, for those who design and deliver leadership development and for researchers on leadership. All might take greater note of the identity tensions that leaders face in undertaking a leadership role and the pressure to obscure the use of power. 
The appointment process is an initial step in leader development, in that the interview provides both applicants and selectors with an opportunity to surface values and intentions explicitly. The stated policies of many universities assume an objective process of matching an applicant against criteria of experience and skills (Grandzol, 2005), and applicants use impression management to project their match to the criteria (Roulin & Bourdage, 2017). The process, as currently undertaken, particularly for first- and middle-level appointments, may encourage the leader to project a disingenuous identity, conforming to a normative, idealised leader prototype, for example favouring notions of collegiality and transparency. This is not to suggest that collegiality is not an effective means of acting as a leader but rather to highlight that it is unrealistic to imagine that it is the only, always the best or even sometimes even a possible way of leading. The appointment process offers an opportunity to discuss with more openness the stance of the potential leader in using power and to probe how they see its legitimacy and abuse.
Once appointed, leaders’ identity work needs to be supported. This is problematic, in part because many may be reluctant to surface all aspects of their practice and in part because research evidence on often unconscious processes is likely to be in short supply (Lumby, 2015). Development would not aim to overcome or remove impression management, for example, as an aspect of building power, but to help leaders to become more self-aware. In Goffman’s (1986: 41) terms, ‘this work of careful disattention’ denying the use of power runs risks. The significance of failure was evident to a member of the UK national training body, the Leadership Foundation, which had coached many leaders:

When I think of examples of leaders who have failed in their roles, in almost all instances they are people who, in my view, lacked an understanding of the importance of soft power, and did not show much self-awareness.... So, while I am sure self-awareness and self-reflection are no guarantees of leadership success, I definitely think an absence of such skills is likely to be a limitation. 
Leaders need to be sufficiently self-aware and skilled to navigate nimbly between personal identity, which acknowledges the need to use power and the majority culture, which insists that it is illegitimate or at least obscured (Curtis, 2017). Supporting leaders to reflect upon and develop their self-awareness and understanding of (il)legitimacy in the use of power also needs to be a core component in all forms of leadership development, both institutional and national.
Finally, there are implications for researchers in understanding that the investigation of leaders’ activity needs to distinguish more clearly between oppressive, top-down forms of power and the much more prevalent forms that are embedded in social interaction, and therefore involve the actions and ethics of the wider community. There may indeed be unethical and oppressive forms of leadership based on inappropriate uses of power by the individual, but the results of this study suggest that the part played by others in the construction of power flows is also crucial and currently often ignored, for example in studies focusing on managerialism.
Definitions of leadership are habitually characterised as the ability to create vision and values; that is, to shape thinking, beliefs and parameters for action. The common understanding of leadership, then, by definition necessitates the use of power. Generally, the higher education sector circumnavigates this reality, preferring instead to focus on Bryman’s (2007: 11) ‘heroic narratives’ or on normative sets of leadership competencies, which are so generalised as to offer little guidance. Getting to grips with power, not just for leaders themselves but for the whole community, has the potential to improve the quality of leadership in the sector by grounding it more fully in the realities of practice.
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