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Background to UK 
Universities
• A time of unprecedented change and 

uncertainty
• Challenges of massification and 

globalisation
• New government regulatory body - the 

Office for Students
• Landscape of increased regulation and 

measurement
• Rising workloads, poor student-staff ratios, 

challenging working conditions
• Old systems of leadership based on elitism 

are no longer relevant



From a study on 
decline and 
performance in US 
universities in 1998 
(Cameron and Smart 
1998)…

• Two decades ago, Richard Cyert (1978, 
p. 345), former president of Carnegie 
Mellon University, characterized the 

challenge this way: 
“The major problems that will face the 

managers of colleges and universities in 
the coming decades can be put quite 

simply: How can the attention of faculties 
and administrators be kept focused on 
maintaining excellence in the face of 

overwhelming forces pulling their 
attention to mere survival?”

(Cameron and Smart, 1998, p.79)



Towards a New 
Model of 
Leadership

• Where I think we are failing:
• Policies instead of people
• KPIs resulting in “ends justifying the means” 

approaches
• Measuring outputs instead of evaluating 

processes

• For example:
• Student mental health is, rightly so, a major 

concern for UK universities
• So we’ve put in place policies
• But what happens to the one lecturer who 

spends hours with a student, ensuring they get 
the right help and as a result misses the 
deadline for an important grant application?

• We don’t get to have everything – we need to 
prioritize what’s important
• People are important!



“The Dirty 
Dozen” and 
Leadership

Cameron and 
Smart 1998

Attribute Explanation
Centralization Decision-making pulled towards the top of the organization
Short term crisis mentality Long-term planning neglected; focus on immediacy

Loss of innovativeness Less tolerance for risk and failure associated with creative activity

Resistance to change Protectionist stance and ”hunkering down”
Decreasing morale Infighting infects the organization
Politicized interest groups Climate becomes politicized and special interest groups become 

more vocal
Nonprioritized cutbacks Across the board cutbacks used – priorities are not obvious
Loss of trust Leaders lose the confidence of subordinates and distrust increases

Increasing conflict Fewer resources result in internal competition and fighting for a 
smaller pie

Restricted communication Only good news is passed upwards. Information not widely shared 
due to fear and distrust

Lack of teamwork Individuals resist cooperation and individualism and 
disconnectedness make teamwork difficult

Scapegoating leaders Leaders scapegoated, priorities are unclear, siege mentality 
prevails



A New Model of Leadership

• Courage
• Compassion
• Resilience

• But the core is compassion – people centred



Courage

From the French “Coeur” – “heart”

Leaders require courage to act true to values and 
convictions to make effective decisions

Core of values-centred leadership

Stepping up and being courageous even in the face of 
great opposition

Leaders not acting with courage and integrity makes it 
more difficult for those further down in the 
organisation



Resilience

What is resilience?

The ability to come back from 
failure and find a way through 
uncertainty, change, crisis and 
threat

Resilience results from culture 
change to support courage and 
compassion



Compassion –
Martha 
Nussbaum

Nussbaum (1996) views compassion as a 
bridge “…between the individual and the 
community” (p.28)

Most importantly, it is a “…sort of thought 
about the well-being of others” (p.28)

Compassion is often rooted in early moral 
development and is therefore a form of 
reasoning

Awareness of our own vulnerability is key 
for compassion



Self-
Compassion

The core of compassion is courage

“The courage to be compassionate lies in 
the willingness to see into the nature and 
causes of suffering – be that in ourselves, in 
others and the human condition.” The 
Compassionate Mind Foundation

But the great challenge is then to do 
something about it

Leadership development needs to work 
with potential and current leaders to help 
them balance their minds against constant 
perceptions of threat – so that they can 
help others in their organisations



What does 
compassionate 
leadership look 
like in reality?

• Humane response to tragedy:
• Visible leadership demonstrating personal 

emotions and vulnerability
• Authentic understanding of what was 

important to staff and students
• Taking time to understand the symbols that 

were important
• Strong action on improving campus safety
• Doing what was right was prioritized over 

rankings and the reputation of the 
university

• ”Compassion is about recognizing the 
difficulty of the other’s position and doing 
something about it…she acknowledged the 
pain in the community and did something 
about it.”



• “The important thing about 
compassion in higher education is 
that we might not always know how 
it feels for someone else but we can 
recognize that it is difficult and act 
on that.”

• “Compassion builds trust and you 
have to be able to trust your 
leaders.”



Towards a New Model of Leadership

Courage Compassion
Resilience



Where Next?

• Questions for you:
• Are these three the right 

elements?
• Where do I go from here?
• What am I missing?
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