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ABSTRACT 
 

Leadership in higher education has become increasingly complex due to globalization, 
technological advancements, and evolving policy frameworks. Institutions are expected to 
adapt quickly while maintaining academic excellence and inclusivity. This paper examines 
major leadership models in higher education using secondary data drawn from academic 
literature, books, and policy documents. The study focuses on transformational, distributed, 
servant, and situational leadership models and evaluates their relevance in modern 
educational institutions. It also incorporates the Indian context, particularly the implications 
of the National Education Policy 2020. The findings suggest that no single leadership model is 
sufficient to address the dynamic challenges faced by higher education institutions. Instead, a 
hybrid approach that combines flexibility, collaboration, and innovation proves to be the most 
effective. The paper concludes that leadership in higher education must continuously evolve to 
meet institutional and societal expectations. 

KEYWORDS: Leadership models, Higher education, NEP 2020, Transformational 
leadership, Distributed leadership

 
Introduction 

Higher education institutions play a 
significant role in shaping the intellectual and 
economic future of societies. They are 
responsible for developing skilled 
professionals, fostering research and 
innovation, and promoting critical thinking. 
Leadership within these institutions is a 
crucial factor that determines their 
effectiveness, adaptability, and long-term 
success. Higher education leadership has 
become more complex due to globalization 
and technological advancement (Bass, B. M., 
& Riggio, R. E. (2006).  
 
Modern institutions increasingly prefer 
collaborative leadership approaches 
Spillane, J. P. (2006).  

NEP 2020 emphasizes innovation, 
autonomy, and institutional transformation 
(Ministry of Education, 2020). 

Traditionally, universities operated under 
hierarchical leadership structures where 
authority was concentrated at the top levels 
of administration. However, this approach 
has gradually shifted toward more 
collaborative and inclusive models of 
leadership. Modern higher education 
institutions require leaders who can manage 
diverse stakeholders, including students, 
faculty members, administrators, and 
policymakers, while also responding to 
rapidly changing external environments. In 
India, reforms such as the National 
Education Policy 2020 have further 
emphasized the need for innovative and 
adaptive leadership practices. 
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This paper aims to analyse major leadership 
models in higher education, examine their 
impact on institutional performance, and 
explore their relevance in the Indian context. 
The study is based entirely on secondary data 
and seeks to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of leadership practices in 
contemporary higher education. 

Research Methodology 

Literature Review 

This research is based on a qualitative 
analysis of secondary data. The study relies 
on existing literature, including peer-
reviewed journal articles, books, and policy 
documents related to leadership in higher 
education. The National Education Policy 
2020 has been used as a key reference for 
understanding the Indian context. 

The method of analysis involves reviewing 
and synthesizing information from multiple 
sources to identify common themes and 
patterns. A comparative approach has been 
adopted to evaluate different leadership 
models and their effectiveness in higher 
education settings. Since the study does not 
involve primary data collection, its findings 
are based on the interpretation of existing 
research.   

Leadership in Higher Education 

Leadership in academic institutions differs 
from corporate leadership because of shared 
governance and academic autonomy 
Spillane, J. P. (2006).  Universities operate in 
a unique environment characterized by 
academic freedom, shared governance, and 
intellectual autonomy. Leaders in such 
institutions must balance administrative 
responsibilities with the need to support 
academic independence and innovation. 

Effective academic leadership requires 
adaptability and strategic thinking (Kasalak 
et al., 2022).  Leaders must also be capable 
of fostering collaboration among diverse 

groups while maintaining institutional goals. 
Unlike traditional management roles, 
leadership in higher education is often 
decentralized, making it essential for leaders 
to engage with multiple stakeholders and 
encourage participation in decision-making 
processes. 

Leadership Models in Higher Education 

One of the most widely discussed leadership 
models in higher education is 
transformational leadership. 
Transformational leadership focuses on 
inspiration, innovation, and institutional 
vision (Bass & Riggio, 2006). 

This leadership style promotes creativity and 
institutional excellence in higher education 
(Bass & Riggio, 2006). They play a key role 
in driving institutional change and fostering 
a culture of excellence. In higher education, 
this approach is particularly effective in 
promoting research, improving teaching 
practices, and enhancing student 
engagement. 

The concept of transformational leadership 
can be understood through a simple 
progression in which a clear vision leads to 
inspiration, which in turn motivates 
individuals to innovate and contribute to 
institutional growth.  

 
Figure 1: A progressive framework illustrating the journey from 
Vision and Inspiration to Innovation and ultimately Institutional 

Growth. 
 
Another important model is distributed 
leadership, which emphasizes shared 
responsibility and collective decision-
making. In this approach, leadership is not 
confined to a single individual but is 
distributed among various members of the 
organization. Faculty members, 
administrators, and even students contribute 
to leadership processes. Distributed 
leadership encourages shared responsibility 

Vision Inspiration Innovation Institutional 
Growth
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and participative decision-making (Spillane, 
2006). Faculty and administrative 
collaboration strengthens institutional 
effectiveness (Spillane, 2006). 

The structure of distributed leadership can be 
visualized as an interconnected system where 
different stakeholders contribute to shared 
goals. 

 

Figure 2: A collaborative institutional framework highlighting the 
interconnected roles of leadership, faculty, administration, and 

students in promoting shared decision-making. 

 
Servant leadership is another model that has 
gained importance in higher education. This 
approach focuses on serving others rather 
than exercising authority. Leaders prioritize 
the needs of their followers and work toward 
their growth and well-being. In academic 
institutions, servant leadership helps build 
trust, improve relationships, and create a 
supportive learning environment. Servant 
leadership prioritizes the growth and well-
being of followers (Greenleaf, 1977). This 
model helps create supportive academic 
environments and trust among stakeholders 
(Greenleaf, 1977). 

Situational leadership offers a flexible 
approach by suggesting that there is no single 
best leadership style. Instead, leaders must 
adapt their behavior based on the needs of the 
situation and the capabilities of their team 
members. Flexibility is essential for 
managing diverse educational challenges 
(Hersey & Blanchard, 1982). Situational 
leadership suggests that leadership styles 
should vary according to circumstances and 
team capability (Hersey & Blanchard, 1982). 

The adaptability of situational leadership can 
be illustrated as a progression from directing 
to delegating based on the competence of 
team members. 

 
Figure 3: Coaching as a strategic approach to guidance, 

mentoring, and continuous development within an 
organization. 

 
Indian Context: Leadership and NEP 
2020 

The introduction of the National Education 
Policy 2020 marks a significant shift in 
India’s higher education system. The policy 
aims to transform the sector by promoting 
multidisciplinary education, institutional 
autonomy, and research innovation. These 
changes have important implications for 
leadership in higher education. 

Leaders are now expected to adopt more 
flexible and forward-thinking approaches to 
governance. NEP 2020 promotes 
multidisciplinary learning, institutional 
autonomy, and innovation (Ministry of 
Education, 2020). At the same time, they face 
challenges such as limited resources, 
bureaucratic constraints, and resistance to 
change.  

The success of NEP 2020 largely depends on 
the ability of institutional leaders to 
effectively implement its recommendations. 
Educational leaders in India are expected to 
adopt adaptive and collaborative approaches 
(Ministry of Education, 2020). 

Case Studies 

The Indian Institutes of Technology provide 
a strong example of transformational 
leadership in higher education. These 
institutions have consistently demonstrated a 
clear vision for excellence in research and 
education. Their leadership has focused on 
innovation, global collaboration, and the 
development of a strong academic culture. 

Leadership

Admin Students

Shared Decision-Making

Faculty

Low Ability Directing Coaching Supporting Delegating High 
Ability
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As a result, they have achieved high rankings 
and recognition at the international level. 

Delhi University represents an example of 
distributed leadership, where decision-
making is shared among various 
stakeholders. Faculty members play an active 
role in academic and administrative 
processes, which promotes inclusivity and 
transparency. However, this approach can 
sometimes lead to challenges in coordination 
and efficiency. 

Private universities in India often adopt a 
combination of situational and 
transformational leadership models. Their 
leaders focus on adapting to market 
demands, integrating industry-oriented 
curricula, and leveraging technology for 
teaching and learning. This flexibility has 
enabled them to respond quickly to changes 
in the educational landscape and improve 
student outcomes. 

Impact of Leadership Models 

Leadership models have a significant impact 
on various aspects of higher education. 
Faculty satisfaction is closely linked to 
leadership style, as supportive and 
participative leadership tends to increase 
motivation and productivity. When faculty 
members feel valued and involved in 
decision-making, they are more likely to 
contribute positively to the institution. 

Student outcomes are also influenced by 
leadership practices. Effective leadership 
improves teaching quality, enhances learning 
experiences, and fosters a supportive 
academic environment. This ultimately leads 
to better academic performance and higher 
levels of student engagement. 

Institutional performance is another area 
where leadership plays a critical role. Strong 
leadership contributes to improved 
organizational efficiency, increased research 
output, and enhanced reputation. Institutions 
with effective leadership are better equipped 

to overcome challenges and achieve long-
term success.  Leadership style significantly 
influences faculty motivation and job 
satisfaction (Kasalak et al., 2022). 

Institutional success is strongly linked to 
effective leadership practices (Guzmán et al., 
2020). 

Emerging Trends in Leadership 

Leadership in higher education is evolving in 
response to changing global trends. There is 
a growing shift from hierarchical structures 
to collaborative and participatory models. 
Leaders are increasingly expected to 
demonstrate emotional intelligence, which 
includes empathy, self-awareness, and 
effective communication. Leadership in the 
Industry 4.0 era requires strong digital and 
strategic competencies (Guzmán et al., 
2020). Modern leadership increasingly 
emphasizes technological adaptability and 
innovation (Cinnioğlu, 2020). 

Industry 4.0 has increased the importance of 
digital and innovative leadership in 
education (Bapat, 2023). Leaders must now 
manage online learning platforms, support 
virtual classrooms, and ensure the effective 
use of technology in education. Additionally, 
there is a greater emphasis on diversity and 
inclusion, with leaders working to create 
equitable learning environments for all 
students. 

Challenges in Leadership 

Despite these advancements, leaders in 
higher education face several challenges. 
Resistance to change remains a significant 
barrier, as faculty and staff may be reluctant 
to adopt new policies or technologies. 
Resource constraints also limit the ability of 
institutions to implement innovative 
practices. 

Another challenge is balancing academic 
freedom with accountability. Leaders must 
ensure that faculty members have the 
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autonomy to pursue research and teaching 
while also maintaining institutional 
standards. Managing diverse stakeholders 
with differing expectations further 
complicates the leadership process. 

Discussion 

The analysis of leadership models suggests 
that no single approach can effectively 
address all the challenges faced by higher 
education institutions. Each model offers 
unique advantages, but also has limitations. 
Transformational leadership is effective for 
driving innovation, while distributed 
leadership promotes collaboration and 
inclusivity. Servant leadership strengthens 
relationships, and situational leadership 
provides flexibility. 

Therefore, a hybrid approach that combines 
elements of multiple leadership models is 
most suitable for modern higher education. 
Such an approach allows institutions to adapt 
to changing circumstances while maintaining 
a strong focus on their core objectives. 

Conclusion 

This study concludes that successful 
leadership in higher education requires 
adaptability, collaboration, and a 
commitment to innovation. By integrating 
multiple leadership models, institutions can 
enhance their performance and contribute to 
the development of society. 
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