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ABSTRACT

This study explores how Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) can
advance the understanding of academic leadership in HE during
a time of crisis and uncertainty. A qualitative methodology was
applied to address the research question, ‘How do academic leaders
in higher education understand leadership during a crisis?’ We used
duoethnography to garner data through recorded conversations
and other artifacts about our leadership experiences as associate
deans for learning and teaching. Drawing from the three CLT lea-
dership strands (operational, entrepreneurial, enabling) for analysis,
we show enabling leadership as critical to doing operational and
entrepreneurial leadership. Additionally, we demonstrate that
enabling leadership, beyond its functional role, is suffused with
emotion work and care. Uniquely, our findings suggest the need
to extend CLT's enabling leadership to integrate compassionate
leadership for personal wellbeing and to support others during
challenging times. Moreover, the study contributes to existing CLT
knowledge by providing useful insights to extend the concept of
enabling leadership by incorporating ways of thinking and
approaching leadership practices relevant to the current higher
education context.

Introduction

Dialogue between two associate deans in Higher Education (HE) on leadership during
the COVID-19 pandemic identified that many of the challenges represented an ampli-
fication of existing experiences of working with complexity, uncertainty and a context of
continual change (Howden et al.,, 2021; Watermeyer et al., 2022). The paper uses the
context of COVID-19 through the lens of Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) to make
sense of leadership applicable to post-pandemic times of crisis. The aim of this paper is to
explore how academic leaders in higher education understand leadership during a crisis.
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We anticipate this will interest researchers and practitioners in HE and wider educational
settings.

Academic leaders are scholars who take on managerial or administrative responsibil-
ities. Such roles include leadership within and external to the institution and include
positions such as faculty and department heads, leaders of research or teaching, directors
of programs, and leading committees and working groups (Grajfoner et al., 2022).
Academic leadership in higher education is demanding and can include a myriad of
complex tasks such as curriculum planning, timetabling, teaching and assessing learning,
budget management, resource management, coordination, and collaboration (Parpala &
Niinist6-Sivuranta, 2022; Quinlan, 2014). The pandemic exacerbated the already challen-
ging and complex responsibilities of academic leaders. The impact of the COVID-19
pandemic was unparalleled, rendering ‘traditional rules, policies, procedures, and guide-
lines’ outdated or impractical (Schmidt et al., 2022, p. 46). More than usual, leaders in HE
had to swiftly make decisions and act to manage extensive educational communities,
addressing the increased needs of students and staff, all while considering the broader
societal requirements (Dumulescu & Mutiu, 2021). Moreover, this rapid decision-
making consisted of minimal, ‘if any, available data’ to inform those decisions
(Schmidt et al., 2022).

The pandemic was a time when new ways of working, learning, and leading emerged;
it was a period of intense challenge and a time when academic leadership was highly
visible. With that in mind, we sought to explore ways of thinking about and ‘doing’
leadership through this period using the reflexively captured experiences of two associate
deans." Our approach was to apply CLT as a conceptual lens, seeking to understand its
potential value in explaining academic leadership (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017) when
considering ways of thinking, knowing, and practising.

Notwithstanding the pandemic, turbulence and uncertainty within global HE are
known to have substantially increased (Watermeyer et al., 2022). This type of environ-
ment is commonly referred to using the acronym VUCA - volatile, uncertain, complex,
and ambiguous (Lemoine et al., 2017; Sarkar, 2016). VUCA environments are character-
ized by rapid change, unpredictability, limited - or lack of - knowledge, extensive
interconnected parts (Taskan et al., 2022), and wicked problems that evade straightfor-
ward solutions (Sempiga & Van Liedekerke, 2023). Within HE, LeBlanc (2018) criticizes
the hierarchical nature of HE that is also ‘highly regulated and fueled by third-party
payers’ whilst emphasizing the need for agility if HE is to survive against the velocity of
change (p. 23). Against the backdrop of global challenges and a VUCA environment,
questions surrounding the purpose of HE, now and in the future, arise (Gaus et al., 2022).
Therefore, this paper is relevant to global leaders in HE. The continuous global socio-
cultural-political shifts influence practices within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)
and demand leadership that can work with complex challenges.

Change, adaptability and innovation in HE are therefore crucial for competitive
advantage and continuous institutional progress in today’s societies (Kucharska &
Rebelo, 2022). Universities are operating in volatile times with increasing complexities,
so they must respond faster than ever before to prepare for the unknowns and ‘remain
relevant’ (Macken et al.,, 2021, p. 9). As universities face turmoil, HE leaders must adapt
to sustain, thrive, and circumnavigate the real threats of universities becoming irrelevant
(Suresh, 2015) by taking advantage of potential new opportunities.
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Effective leadership across an HEI is perceived as crucial for good functioning,
particularly considering the dynamic and complex nature of such organizations
and the range of stakeholders involved (Carvalho et al., 2022). Regardless of the
leadership level, leadership service in HE typically incorporates activities such as
a ‘manager, futurist, mentor, and academician’ (Carvalho et al., 2022, n.p.). Yet,
reflecting the sector in general, leadership in HEIs is in a state of flux brought
about by competing demands and issues associated with uncertainty (Mowles
et al, 2019). This is coupled with continuing drives to influence teams toward
greater performance and organizational success (Carvalho et al., 2022) whilst
advancing multi-faceted missions of learning, research and social responsibility
(Grant, 2021). To address these notable demands and challenges, regardless of
geographical location, HE leaders must adopt an approach that embraces com-
plexity to drive necessary change and implement ‘systemic responses’ (Siemans
et al, 2018, p. 42). CLT offers a means to explore leadership in practice and
understand how leadership can positively influence unpredictable and dynamic
HE environments.

The pandemic highlighted the potential impact of crisis and unpredictability on
educational leaders and their leadership methods. Regarding crisis, and drawing from
Callahan (1994) and Gigliotti (2019), we define this as a time of intense difficulty, trouble
or danger involving a situation that poses a significant threat to individuals, commu-
nities, organizations, or societies as a whole that requires immediate and decisive action.
Characterized by urgency, uncertainty, disruption, risk, and impact, crises can arise from
various sources, including natural disasters and public health emergencies, amongst
others. Evidence suggests that such complexity and uncertainty are here to stay
(Adobor et al., 2021; Lemoine et al., 2017), so there is a need to explore the ways in
which HE leaders from across the globe understand and interact with such volatile
environments. This paper seeks to explore this context of leadership in uncertainty,
addressing the question ‘How do academic leaders in higher education understand
leadership during a crisis?’

Theoretical framework

Leadership theories exist in abundance, and educational leadership is no different;
scholars have studied educational contexts through many theoretical lenses. In this
research, we use Uhl-Bien and Arena’s (2017) Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) as
an analytical framework. Since its conception (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), the framework has
been recognized as valuable across various sectors - for example, in healthcare (Hanson &
Ford, 2010) and education (Beresford-Dey et al., 2024). Set within a recognized highly
complex environment, Hanson and Ford (2010) argue that healthcare industry leaders
require leadership capabilities congruent with CLT. Such leaders have the capacity to
cultivate skills that foster attributes such as ‘interaction and interdependence’, thereby
‘fostering collaboration, innovation, and organizational learning’ (p. 6594). Also, albeit in
the primary school system, Beresford-Dey et al. (2024) used mixed methods to explore
leadership, whereby the authors reported a need for a culture shift. Consistent with CLT,
this shift concerned a realignment from top-down leader-centric leadership to
a collective endeavor that balances formal and informal structures resulting in adaptation
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and knowledge sharing across networks. Through a CLT lens, the authors recognized the
potential to consider school leaders as social intrapreneurs rather than entrepreneurial
(Beresford-Dey et al., 2024). In these two studies, CLT was found to be useful as
a framework to examine the challenging nature of leadership functions, the collective
nature of leadership, and leadership strategies within contexts with high levels of
complexity.

Complex environments such as HEIs consist of interrelated elements that influence
a system’s structure; this structure results from the system’s history and its present state
alongside other contextual interactions. These interactions require responsive, agile
leaders who balance managing conflict with the need for fluid and dynamic change
(Tsai et al., 2019). Owing to the complex nature of HE, CLT offers an ideal framework to
conceptualize leadership in knowledge-producing organizations. We consider CLT as
a potentially valuable lens to recognize the continuous shifts within HEIs and their ‘ever-
growing spectrum of roles’ and associated leadership duties (Sanchez-Barrioluengo et al.,
2019, p. 470).

CLT derives from its parent concept, Complexity Theory. Originating in the natural
sciences, Complexity Theory embeds change through concepts such as adaptation,
evolution, and survival (Hager & Beckett, 2022; Morrison, 2002). Change in complex
systems is characterized by a ‘non-linear suddenness’ where prediction through knowl-
edge of the system or initial conditions cannot be assumed (Stacey, 1996, p. 303).
Complexity can be understood as a theory of adaptation and change (Hager & Beckett,
2022; Morrison, 2002; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) that allows us to
explain change within a system alongside behaviors to thrive in turbulent, unpredictable
environments. Like other social science scholars, we embrace complexity due to the
emphasis on ambiguity, interdependency, non-linearity, uncertainty, and unpredictabil-
ity (Beresford-Dey et al., 2024; Cilliers, 2000; Hager & Beckett, 2022; Regine & Lewin,
2002); properties that are prevalent in knowledge-intensive organizations, such as HEIs.

CLT stands aside from some of the traditional leadership texts that focus on the
leader’s traits, personal attributes and decision-making approaches (Marion, 2008).
These early typologies of leadership have often overlooked that leadership goes beyond
the actions of individuals. Instead, it is intricately woven into a complex interplay of
multiple interacting forces (Schophuizen et al., 2022). Similarly, according to Whittaker
and Montgomery (2022), conventional academic leadership models primarily rely on
managerial and transactional methods. These approaches often reinforce individual
success within the existing structures rather than promoting values-based leadership
centered on collective institutional or sustainable endeavors. More contemporary leader-
ship models regularly look toward approaches that support collaborative, institution-
wide efforts and innovations that prioritize leadership from a community stance.
Leadership through a CLT lens is considered a collective endeavor (Howden et al.,
2021; Gordon & Cleland, 2021; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) and
a shift from the top-down traditional and transactional leadership typology. From the
non-leader-centric position, Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) identify three leadership func-
tions within the CLT framework: operational, entrepreneurial, and enabling leadership
(Figure 1).

In operational leadership, individuals plan and oversee strategies to meet a vision
within formal organizational structures. Whilst Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) had originally
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Figure 1. A simplified diagram of the complexity leadership model adapted from Uhl-Bien and Arena
(2017).

proposed this strand as administrative leadership, according to Malikhah (2021), opera-
tional leadership goes further through the communication processes that become guiding
rather than directive, thus inspiring team members and reducing controlling ‘commu-
nication patterns’ (p. 4645). However, it is also important to note that operational
leadership in higher education aligns with the strategic leadership and management of
finances, quality, resources, space, and staff, which is found in many large organizations
(Yielder & Codling, 2004). In Uhl-Bien and Arena’s (2017) CLT framework, operational
leaders play a crucial role in transforming emerging ideas into organizational systems
and structures by supporting, aligning, and implementing initiatives.

Entrepreneurial leadership is associated with generating novelty (such as new prac-
tices, products and services) through creativity and innovation by driving a collective
approach within cohesive teams (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Central to entrepreneurial
leadership is leading processes to produce results efficiently by maintaining alertness to
capitalize on opportunities and exploit resources from various stakeholders (Leitch &
Volery, 2017). By embracing entrepreneurial principles and strategies, such as innova-
tion, risk-taking, experimenting, networking, and persistence, HEIs can effectively navi-
gate challenges and take advantage of opportunities to attract international students and
enhance research collaborations, thereby sustaining financial stability and academic
excellence. Therefore, entrepreneurial leadership has emerged as advantageous for
HEIs when facing increasing uncertainty and rapid changes.

Enabling leadership lies between the operational and entrepreneurial roles (Uhl-Bien
& Arena, 2017); it ‘combines the ambidextrous tasks of exploration and exploitation’
(Schulze & Pinkow, 2020, p. 2). Within this interfacing space, leaders intentionally
cultivate and amplify creative, adaptive spaces through creating, mobilizing, and broker-
ing networks (Boylan, 2016). Enabling leaders work to catalyze this activity by utilizing
systemic and collaborative forces to encourage the liberation and dissemination of
collective knowledge, thus activating adaptive responses (Beresford-Dey et al., 2022).
As such, within higher education, enabling leadership is crucial in balancing entrepre-
neurial and operational leadership to build a resilient and adaptive academic community
capable of effectively navigating challenges and change.

In the UK, universities are currently classified as not-for-profit institutions serving
households in the UK national accounts (Gravatt, 2023; Office of National Statistics,
2023), and therefore bear a resemblance to public sector organizations in that, despite the
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view that HEIs must demonstrate agility and innovation, unlike private sector organiza-
tions, they can be hampered by overly bureaucratic systems, thus inhibiting ‘new ways of
thinking and operating’ (Uhl-Bien, 2021, p. 1401). According to Uhl-Bien and Arena
(2017), the concepts of order response and adaptive responses are important features of
CLT. Order response is where, in times of complexity, senior leaders and managers
respond with order and control, pulling back to ‘equilibrium’ (p. 10), often through
accountability. Meanwhile, adaptive responses resist the urge to impose rigid structures
and instead leverage the collective intelligence inherent in groups and networks through
emergence. Emergence arises when there is a critical mass of diverse components, leading
to the formation of clusters and the emergence of novel phenomena beyond individual
actions (Beresford-Dey et al., 2024). Whilst we cannot disregard the bureaucratic and
hierarchical nature of the system in its entirety, for many, interdependence, networking,
collaboration, and partnership working are inherent in HE leadership practices
(Beresford-Dey et al., 2022; Leithwood, 2019), thus clearly aligning with CLT. Yet,
research connecting HE and CLT remains scarce, and building from our initial reflective
work (Beresford-Dey et al., 2022) and the value of CLT previously noted in other areas,
we aim to explore its value in the context of HE leadership.

Exploring CLT at a time of disruption

The global pandemic of COVID-19 challenged university leaders to respond quickly and
carefully to support students and staff as public health measures demanded social
distancing. After the initial phases of emergency measures, attention turned to reviewing
how learning, teaching and research activities could be sustained with new working,
teaching and learning. The early phases of the pandemic were characterized by the
oversight of multiple disrupted communities, processes and systems. We identified this
as a point in time when there was a heightened challenge to stabilize, innovate and

enable, a period that could develop our understanding of academic leadership through
the CLT lens.

Methods

The study addressed the question: How do academic leaders in Higher Education under-
stand leadership during a crisis? A duoethnographic approach was used to explore two of
us (LM and SH) who were associate deans for learning and teaching during the early part
of the pandemic (March - November 2020). Both of us are white British women who had
each worked in HE for almost 20 years. When we started collecting data, LM had been
associate dean for 18 months, and SH had held two different associate dean roles over five
years.

Duoethnography has grown in popularity over recent years (Burleigh & Burm, 2022).
An extension of autoethnography (Savin-Baden & Howell-Major, 2013), duoethnogra-
phy locates the researchers as the ‘site of the research’ (Breault, 2016, p. 778); it is
a collaborative research methodology. It consists of two researchers sharing their lived
experiences, often resulting in transformation as ‘new interconnections are made’
through blending narratives and ideas (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 11). Emergent, organic,
and dynamic dialogue enables researchers to better understand their contexts (Norris &
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Sawyer, 2012) and culture and surface ways of thinking and taking action (Savin-Baden &
Howell-Major, 2013).

This tandem working enables researchers to jointly explore and chronicle
assumptions, current issues, and experiences through ‘descriptive narration, stor-
ies, and examples’ (Burleigh & Burm, 2022, p. 1). The value of duoethnography is
that joint reflexivity through discussion, as opposed to undertaking such activities
as an individual, may reveal more about the situation or context (Savin-Baden &
Howell-Major, 2013). Our use of duoethnography emerged from initial peer
support work activities. LM and SH critically reflected on issues and actions
and supported each other’s reflections on academic leadership of learning and
teaching. It soon became clear that what began as an activity for mutual support
could hold additional value and enable insights into CLT if formalized as
a duoethnographic study.

We recognized the limitations of duoethnography, such as non-corroborated
accounts of scenarios and the challenge of distinguishing between recollection and
interpretation (Savin-Baden & Howell-Major, 2013). To limit the time between
lived experiences and reflection-in-action, the reflective dialogue between SH and
LM occurred weekly to support timely data generation (Schén, 1983). Our col-
league (MB-D), who has expertise in qualitative research, educational leadership
and complexity leadership, joined the research team post-data generation to bring
an outsider view to data analysis and interpretation. MB-D knew the study’s
context as an academic in the same institution, but could maintain a helpful
distance from the accounts as they did not hold the same position and were not
in common groups, teams or departments.

The study was carried out between the end of March and late November 2020, during
which period of the pandemic we collected data about our experiences of leadership
which comprised of recorded video call conversations (using Microsoft Teams); written
reflective posts, gathered asynchronously (also using Teams); and photos and other
images that represented our mood, thoughts, challenges and achievements at points in
time over each week (for example, Image 1). This approach enabled a longitudinal
reflective dialogue to be captured to help deepen our understanding of how our leader-
ship thinking and practices unfolded during the time of disruption, drawing together
context, person, place and time.
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Image 1. It's all bit samey! — an image capturing similar footwear depicts the repetition of activities
during the pandemic (Photograph taken by Howden (2020), published in Howden et al. (2021).

As researcher participants, LM and SH come from different disciplinary and academic
backgrounds. Throughout the research, we both held associate deans for learning and
teaching positions in schools that deliver health-related degree programs leading to
professional registration or postgraduate awards for registered health professionals
within one medium-sized, research-intensive institution in Scotland, United Kingdom.
As a co-researcher, MB-D brought expertise and did not participate in the data genera-
tion (i.e. the reflective dialogue and the collecting/sharing of images) but was integral to
the data analysis and interpretation. Ethical approval was granted by the institutional
Research Ethics Committee (ref: E2020-117). A particular aspect of the ethical considera-
tions was being conscious that the discussions included reflections on interactions and
relations with others (i.e. colleagues, students, and wider stakeholders) and taking care to
mitigate any potential to identify these individuals or associated organizations.

The voice recordings were transcribed verbatim and analyzed both manually and
using NVivo. We used Ritchie and Spencer’s Framework Analysis (Ritchie & Spencer,
1994) to thematically analyze the data, including recordings, images and postings. To
enable the ‘sifting, charting and sorting material according to key issues and themes’
(Ritchie & Spencer, 1994, p. 177), we used the five-stage systematic process of Framework
Analysis, adapted to reflect the way we merged stages three and four, indexing and
charting:

(1) Familiarization with data: We all became immersed in the data through individual
and group interactions to ensure we gained an in-depth and holistic understand-
ing of its meaning. We listened to the discussions individually, engaged in word-
for-word transcription, and read the transcripts multiple times. We also viewed
and reflected on the images and written reflections. To enhance our common
understanding and explore differences, we spent time with each other exploring
our individual familiarization work, including a day together in person.

(2) Identifying a thematic framework: We used CLT and its three leadership strands of
operational, entrepreneurial, and enabling to frame the data analysis. We took
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a pragmatic approach to developing the codes by identifying a series of codes that
aligned with one or more CLT strands, as well as using an open approach to
coding sections of text which seemed important or recurrent but not immediately
or obviously related to the CLT strands, for example, approaches to managing
emotions during conversations. After initially working individually, we triangu-
lated our coded material to develop an ‘index’, i.e. a comprehensive set of codes
that could be used to systematically match sections of the transcripts to the codes.
Coded sections could include relatively large sections of dialogue between LM and
SH and related images.

(3) Indexing and charting: As part of an iterative process, we returned to individual
work, applying the index to each transcription and annotating the data manually
(SH and LM) or through NVivo (MB-D). We then merged our indexes using
Microsoft Excel to facilitate an in-depth discussion and reach a common under-
standing. We reflected on the data together, challenging each other and working
together to make sure the analysis reflected a common understanding that was
trustworthy and credible. Next, we derived groups of codes based on the subject
areas, using an interpretive approach to our analysis that was consistent with
narrative methods (Riessman, 2008). We frequently returned to the original
dataset to verify our groupings and preliminary themes and ensure our interpre-
tation was true to the data.

(4) Mapping and interpretation: Finally, we reviewed the data as a whole again. We
mapped out the themes by identifying patterns and connections, taking into
account explanations of our interpretations, which enabled us to recognize
expected and unexpected themes.

The data analysis stage was characterized by reflexivity, continually self-assessing and
reviewing our impact as researchers. Reflexivity is an essential aspect of rigor in the
qualitative research process, enabling the identification and challenge of personal pre-
sumptions, beliefs and histories and how these might impact the research (Streubert &
Carpenter, 2011). Given the duoethnographic nature of the research, it was also parti-
cularly important to be mindful that SH and LM were interpreting their own data.
Reflexivity helps to ensure integrity in the data analysis, contributing to a credible
interpretation of the data (Bradbury-Jones, 2007). Additionally, throughout the data
collection and analysis, we sought dependability and confirmability by ensuring that
data collection methods were consistent and audit trails were maintained and transpar-
ent — allowing for verification of the research steps alongside using the different artifacts
and drawing from the third coauthor for triangulation and member checking.

Findings

In the initial section of the findings, we outline characteristics associated with operational
and entrepreneurial leadership - which is evident in the data. However, it is worth noting
that these characteristics were less prominent than enabling leadership. As such, we focus
on presenting findings related to enabling leadership in detail, elucidating its integration
and synthesis with the operational and entrepreneurial functions of CLT.
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Sections of conversation are presented as quotations, LM and SH denote the speakers,
and images are included where these were triggers for the conversation.

Operational and entrepreneurial leadership

In the early stages of the pandemic, the prevailing leadership function, perhaps
unsurprisingly, was operational leadership. At this point, activities were focused on
the emergency pivot to online learning, teaching, and working, focusing on students’
progress and support. Leadership activities were dominated by managing day-to-day
and week-to-week actions that would meet the immediate and short-term needs of
students, staff and program requirements. Three operational characteristics emerged:
time and effort of meetings, frequent and unpredictable changes in policy and
guidance, and top-down direction. Compared to pre-pandemic working, we noted
substantial increases in the time and effort related to online meetings. The move to
online meetings necessitated changes in meeting etiquette, increased screen time and
less opportunity for informal and opportunistic interactions. The volume of meetings
also increased, which included meetings with students and colleagues within each
school and across the university and with external colleagues where significant liaison
with external examiners, accrediting bodies, regulators, and placement sites was
needed. Although such activities might now be viewed as routine for HE academic
leads, what set this situation apart was the surge in the volume of these activities and
the adaptations required when meeting online. Here, LM noted the increase in
operational tasks filling the day, yet, there was a need to think ahead for when the
physical campus reopened. This demonstrated the challenge of continuing with the
operational tasks whilst considering entrepreneurial approaches to inform and enable
the new norm.

LM: I know that one of my strategies is to try to identify what I need to do. .. preparing an
agenda two hours before a meeting. It’s looking at your diary. . . It means that you don’t miss
things, that generally people will not feel that you’re not on the ball and things, but it crowds
out your time and doesn’t give you the headspace for that creative, longer-term, innovative
thinking that you actually need to do. And I'm finding it really difficult to get that sort of
headspace.

In her response, SH noted similar challenges:

SH: That makes sense. . . I feel the crowding out of the day partly imposed upon me because
of deadlines and decision-making. But it’s driven by group meetings because we need to
collaborate and be involved... which then takes my ... emotional energy and, I suppose
parts of my cognitive efforts as well in chairing meetings. And then, going in with the
agenda, the updates, the questions . . . then the action points. Which means it’s a continuous
cycle ... And then the question is, am I doing the creative or the longer-term visioning -
even for the next six months and twelve months? At the moment, I fear it’s suffering because
if it’s not happening between seven and nine [in the morning] or seven and ten at night, and
for me, that’s not a workable space for thinking, then it starts to happen on a Sunday’.

From the perspectives of our associate dean roles, the ‘top-down’ approaches
appeared to be driven by internal and external policy changes and revised or new
guidance. These were operationally focused and often transactional, with limited
consultation. In the conversations, this perspective was characterized by expressions
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of feeling passive, being told of change, and decisions made by others, our roles being
to implement and interpret.

Entrepreneurial leadership activities emerged through the fast-paced activity to move
on-campus teaching online. Creativity and innovation were borne out of necessity, and
new approaches to teaching and assessment were developed, in which we facilitated and
supported others to develop and implement innovations quickly. Sometimes, such
developmental work was being undertaken in an almost invisible way, dwarfed by
operational considerations.

Although we have identified operational and entrepreneurial leadership activities,
throughout the data, enabling leadership was a function within each of these leader-
ship components due to the overlapping nature of the operational-enabling and
entrepreneurial-enabling strands. We now report on the findings for enabling
leadership.

Enabling leadership

The prevailing sentiment conveyed by the data suggested that we were navigating a world
characterized by enabling leadership during a crisis. The importance of enabling leader-
ship was particularly evident when work was pressured. It advanced new ways of work-
ing, notably working from home, which was associated with new or repurposed physical,
social, and virtual spaces. Three themes linked to enabling leadership emerged from the
data: leader as interface, compassion and empathy in relating to people, and emotion
work and self-care.

Leader as an interface

As enabling leaders, we acted as an interface with individuals and teams within
our schools, including those involved directly in learning and teaching: module/
course leaders, program teams, student advisers, etc. We were also an interface
with institutional and external colleagues and teams. When we coded the data
with the notion of leader as an interface, this was captured by a set of terms that
foreground the relational nature of enabling leadership: relationships, teamwork,
team cohesion, networks, connections and communication. While we perceived
that we were taking a more command and control approach than would typically
feature in our leadership approaches, in fact, the process of coding and reflecting
revealed the pervasive presence of working together in partnership with others.
What was striking was the extent to which our experiences were broadly similar,
and in our conversations, we tended to reinforce and reflect on one another’s
experiences.

A leader as an interface emerged as a way to characterize relationships with individuals
in our immediate teams. On a personal level, enabling leadership revealed itself as
a tension between how we wanted to lead (supportive, collaborative leadership) and
what we felt we were doing (directive, operational leadership). In an early conversation,
LM comments:
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And I'm torn between my desire to really support that person emotionally ... But there’s
areal, I feel a real tension . .. They need to be able to put this behind them and get on with
the work, which is actually really urgent and a huge piece of work. (LM)

SH then echoes this sentiment:

But it’s another balance between listening, supporting, finding out where they think they are
in their contribution and holding back what might be my connected emotion and concern.
We have a lot to do before we welcome students back on campus in October.

This exchange captured the complexity of us as leaders, wanting to support individuals yet
feeling the pressure to achieve goals. Such sentiments continued to be a feature of many of
our conversations, if not the focus. In a later conversation, LM starts the discussion with,
Tve already said to you that quite a lot of that [hard work] is related to people. I think we
keep coming back to that’. SH then recognizes the comfort in the familiarity of our close
teams, saying, ‘I feel 'm in the middle of it in some ways, moving up and down this helter-
skelter, perhaps feeling most comfortable, being with all of my colleagues who are hard at
it “doing”, close to the student’s “doing”, supporting them.” In this context of working
through a crisis with a close team of colleagues, the leader as an interface is not just
a transactional or task-focused state, but one in which relationships and connections are as
important, if not more so, to both leader and those they work with.

Our conversations about working with more senior colleagues in our respective
schools or at the institutional level reveal a different perspective of the leader as
an interface. In these situations, the discussions shift to being more practically
orientated. SH comments, ‘It’s like being inside a fairly large project management
system where we’re rolling, we’re rolling with, and we’re rolling out workstreams
and activities’. This conversation progressed with less emotive language, and the
discussion between us centered on university planning, strategy, and how learning
and teaching had become much more of a priority as the pandemic’s impact on
students took hold. The conversations take a markedly more practical turn. LM
says:

At the moment, the main thing on my mind is the timetabling arrangements, the recom-
mendations about face to face teaching, the different messages that are coming out. ..

SH’s response continues in this operationally-focused and practical way:

I’'m watching the different work streams, the estate, the timetabling, and then the pedagogy,
the education piece.

However, while our functional, task-focused roles as an interface for our schools
with the wider university come through in the conversations and images
(Image 2), they are woven through with concern around the pressure and uncer-
tainty that the crisis brought. In an exchange in which laughter from both of us
probably conceals genuine concern and stress, LM notes, ‘You hesitate to say
anything’s going well in case it all falls apart by this afternoon’, to which SH
replies, ‘That’s something like the fragility of the situation?” The exchange that
immediately followed from this was peppered with both using words like
‘anxious’, ‘dislocated’, ‘stressful’, and ‘pressured’ - often multiple times.
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Image 2. ‘It's all so procedural ... " - an image capturing the task-focused nature of the role
(Photograph taken by Howden (2020), published in Howden et al. (2021).

In our discussions of leader as interface within our teams and schools, much of that
relation work appeared to link to us trying to support others in their work and feelings.
When we considered the interface with the wider university, which for us was mainly
working with senior colleagues to implement policy, guidance and directives, the stress
and anxiety was ours.

Compassion and empathy in relating to people

Another notable characteristic of enabling leadership was a value related to being
available, compassionate, and responsive, supporting the wellbeing of staff and students.
This was evident in narratives highlighting compassion and empathy, being open to the
uniqueness of individual experiences, being attentive in our role to respond to them as
individuals, and being mindful of the context and issues raised. What follows is
a conversation after SH had asked LM about the week’s activities and LM having spent
time reflecting on a challenging situation that had arisen with a colleague, which left LM
feeling quite fatigued.

LM: [...] So, 'm pretty drained, if 'm honest.
SH: And how does the COVID context influence this, or does it?

LM: I think it does influence it. [...] I think despite how much we’re all used to
working together, it would probably be a bit easier if we were all in the room
together, and, you know, there’s something around being able to reach out to people
when you’re having those emotional or emotive discussions. Sometimes, you want to



14 M. BERESFORD-DEY ET AL.

sit a bit closer to somebody, and sometimes, you just want to touch somebody on the
arm. Sometimes, you want to give them a hug. Or sometimes you just want to pass
them a tissue because they’re upset, and you can’t do any of that. [in an online
meeting]

SH: Every day is starting earlier or interrupting elements over the weekend, and
I think that relates to the pace at which decisions need to be made, communications
need to happen with groups of people [...] I'm trying to get into-and-out-of emo-
tional conversations as well, where people require time and support. So, I'm attempt-
ing to do a coaching style conversation where people, one-to-one, and want to spend,
need to spend a bit of time at the beginning talking about and describing what’s
happening for them, how they’re feeling, and then the main messages they wanted to
relay to me. And it feels like, my tension is, that I don’t have enough [space] in the
diary [...] to do these conversations and trying to stop myself from doing things
which are inappropriate. I believe, for example, asking any staff member, “‘Why don’t
we touch base at 8 am? ‘What about after five?’ is wholly inappropriate in these
times of being at home, attempting to work, and to get the best from people who feel
supported, cared for and listened to. I don’t see a shortcut to the one-to-one
conversation [...] It’s another balance between listening, supporting, finding out
where they think they are in their contribution and holding back what might be
my connected emotion and concern.

Listening to and responding to others is prevalent through the data, whether this
was in relation to teams or individuals. It also varied between work concerns and
decisions, personal issues and sometimes tensions between these. Although we had
experience of managing and supporting others at work, the pandemic was char-
acterized by increased volume and complexity in this area. As the work environ-
ment changed in the space it inhabited, other boundaries changed too. We found
ourselves responding to others outside normal working hours and in relation to
issues and concerns that were not always connected to work. Added to that was
the need to be highly sensitive to individual differences to ensure we had mean-
ingful, supportive responses.

The notion of compassionate approaches in our working relationships encompassed
the range of people we interacted with. Support for people who we were managing or
who were in teams we were leading came through frequently in the conversations.
However, there are also regular references to compassion and empathy for senior
colleagues, external partners in health and care, and our peers. This is partly engendered
in a listening approach.

Emotion work and self-care. Amid the reflections about care and support for others was
emotional talk about holding back, as seen in the following conversation. There were
accounts of trying not to show, through verbal or non-verbal communication, our own
feelings of fear, concern, and uncertainty when in conversations with others, individually
or in groups.

LM: so it’s trying not to just be completely subsumed by all the stuff that comes up day
to day and have that forward-thinking thing, but then exactly as you're saying, not actually
knowing what the future holds.

SH: ... is there a tension or a paradox between aspects of being perceived to be in the
leadership role, which is in part about in crafting the vision and the direction amidst
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uncertainty? . .. It is fundamentally a complex system, and you can’t, and shouldn’t, I guess,
simplify it for people because ... they can see that too, but then how do you develop
meaningful milestones for people to work to?

LM: It’s true, it is difficult to give, just difficult give people certainty, but equally, and the
people we’re working with, they’re intelligent, but you're right, they are also looking to people
like us for direction and for that kind of support, and I suppose it boils down a bit to, you
know, on the surface you're trying to give people that confidence that there are plans, which
there are, and that there will be certainty, and there will be support, while internally you're
thinking, ‘Oh my goodness, I am so scared about all of this and so stressed about all of this,
I haven’t got a clue what the answers are going to be’, but you can’t convey that to others.

The conversation then moves to the photograph LM had taken that week as a stimulus
for the reflection (see Image 3).

Image 3. ‘All boxed up’ — an image capturing aspects of self-care (hand-cream, tissues, disinfectant
wipes, and nuts and raisins) (Photograph taken by Martindale (2020), published in Howden et al.
(2021).

SH: Yep. How does your box from your photograph and some things in your box, your
photo, shows like a whole toolkit of highlighters and laptop and, of course, important
disinfectant wipes at this time? How does that connect to the aspects of managing, the
elements of your work and your activity?

LM: I think some of it is about actually the relatively small number of things you actually need to
carry on your work. .. so I think the thing about the box for me is something around actually
work is, you know, it’s not a building, it’s not an office, your conception of what work is has
actually probably fundamentally changed, but it’s also about the balance because there are,
I don’t know, you probably can’t see it very well, but there are some nuts and fruit in the box, and
there’s like hand cream and stuff, so it’s also about the stuff that actually tries to keep you going
through the day as well.

SH: That’s interesting, an interesting point there about, I suppose, aspects of self-care, nutrition,
and also, I suppose, organization - it looks organized to me, it says ‘nimble’, it’s mobile. . .

LM: I quite like having just my box of things, and I know that that’s all I need, and I can
actually just get on, and I find it easy to concentrate wherever I have to be sitting.
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It seemed that being an enabling leader and experiencing emotional labor often
went hand in hand for us in this context. There were instances when the enabling
function appeared to be relatively free of feeling strain and emotion, such as in
mentions of aiming to ‘distribute the leadership’ (LM) or ‘joint problem-solving’
(SH). However, the combination of personal and professional challenges that
most, if not all, staff were facing at this time seemed to provoke us to reflect
deeply. This often led to us masking our own emotions when we felt that this
would be helpful in a particular context or scenario.

This emotional labor raised questions about how and whether this could be sustained,
leading us to consider our own wellbeing. Alongside the discussion of emotion work,
there are references to the importance of self-care. This notion of self-care often per-
meated the visual data that we collected, including Image 4 and a quote that captured
awareness of self-care soon after the start of the pandemic.

Image 4. 'Hand-in-hand: Self-care and work’ — an image capturing aspects of self-care (flowers, hand
cream, and coffee) together with multiple workspaces (Photograph taken by Howden (2020), pub-
lished in Howden et al. (2021).

This captures my thinking and actions. . . trying to find order with a whiteboard and making
a plan, fueling the day with coffee, interspersed with glances to the flowers to help steady my
mind. (SH)

We reflected on strategies used to support self-care, such as having an organized, pleasant
workspace and making time to be in nature, exercise, and engage with social (non-work)
activities when possible. The data also reflected how we placed value in having the safe
space of our recorded discussions and the Teams site to converse with a peer, an
additional activity associated with self-care.
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Discussion

Although initially unplanned, as a research project during the first pandemic-driven
lockdown, which commenced in March 2020 (a second lockdown began in January 2021
([Scottish Government, 2022]), our peer dialogue offered an opportunity to explore HE
leadership practice during a time of intense and rapid change. Using the CLT framework
to guide the data analysis, we initially focused on identifying themes relating to opera-
tional, entrepreneurial and enabling leadership functions. The data aligned well with the
characteristics of operational and entrepreneurial leadership.

For many, operational leadership could appear as a typical day in the office, the
intensity of this aspect during the COVID-19 pandemic was unprecedented. The
demands on operational leaders surged as they had to make quick decisions to
maintain organizational continuity and adapt to new and evolving regulations. The
pandemic heightened the need for effective communication, online collaboration,
and decision-making agility in response to unforeseen challenges. All of which are
evident in the data, for example, where SH noted the increase of operational tasks
‘crowded out the day’ where the heightened frequency and intensity of meetings and
the swift implementation of policy changes left little room for strategic thinking and
planning. This, in turn, posed challenges for integrating entrepreneurial leadership
into the process of envisioning and preparing for the emerging normalcy.

As the analysis progressed, it became evident that enabling leadership aligned with the
Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) framework. Our first theme of (i) Leaders as Interface
demonstrated this alignment by portraying leaders as the connectors between opera-
tional and entrepreneurial leadership through networking and collaborative working
efforts (Beresford-Dey et al., 2022). Enabling leadership was the area in which the
findings were more complex and nuanced, resulting in two further themes - (ii)
Compassion and Empathy in Relating to People and (iii) Emotion Work and Self-care.

Hence, in addition to the prior-understood aspects of enabling leadership captured by
CLT (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017), we found a quality of enabling: compassionate leader-
ship, in which emotional labor was integral. Similarly, Tourish (2019) raised doubts
about the comprehensiveness of CLT, suggesting that the relational interactions remain
largely unexplained; our findings offer a starting point to address this critique.

Compassion is an evolutionary concept that has entered the leadership lexicon. Whilst
compassion is not a recent development, the explicit combination of ‘compassion’ and
‘leadership’ in scholarly discourse is a relatively recent phenomenon. In their literature
review on compassionate leadership, Ramachandran et al. (2023) observed a limited
number of articles published in the 1990s. Subsequently, they also reported that while
there has been consistent growth in overall publications on compassionate leadership, the
quantity of studies remains low. Compassion can be defined as an emotional experience
that an individual has when recognizing and wanting to alleviate the suffering or
perceived unmet needs of others (Goetz & Simon-Thomas, 2017; Ramachandran et al,,
2023; Waddington, 2018). In terms of leadership, the Center for Compassionate
Leadership (2019) identifies compassionate leaders as being ‘on the leading edge of
a new age of connection, creativity, and cooperation by acting with kindness, empathy,
compassion and concern for others’ (no page). Several components are noted within
these definitions, including (1) an awareness of another’s needs, experiences, and
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suffering, (2) being/feeling moved (3) acting in response to alleviate the suffering. Each of
these features are evident at various points within our data - for example, where LM
reflected on supporting a ‘person emotionally’ and at other times needing to ‘pass them
a tissue’ or ‘give them a hug’, and SH needing to ‘care, listen, and support’ without
encroaching on an individual’s personal time.

de Zulueta (2021) extends the understanding of compassion by considering an
‘inward’ flow (self-compassion) alongside the needs of others. Similarly, Nardick
(2013) and West (2021) point out the importance of self-compassion alongside showing
compassion for others is crucial for successful leadership, with West (2021) highlighting
that self-compassion is at the ‘heart of our leadership and working relationships’ (p. 219).
From this, it can be proposed that to be compassionate academic leaders in higher
education, we need to take time to truly understand and respect the needs of others
and ourselves through trusting and supportive relationships alongside maintaining
opportunities for reflection - a practice that was found valuable to SH and LM
(Howden et al,, 2021). Alongside the reflective dialogue, our data indicates a practice
of self-care, as evidenced by the presence of items such as flowers, strategically placed to
support mental wellbeing. Additionally nuts and fruit, paired with disinfectant wipes and
hand-cream were observed, reflecting the need to take care of our physical wellbeing.

Higher education educators and leaders encounter various wellbeing challenges
(Jayman et al., 2022; Kinman, 2014), including relentless workload and time pressures,
which disrupt the work-life balance, potentially leading to stress and burnout.
Additionally, they face emotional demands arising from the intensity of their work,
dealing with student and staff issues, interpersonal dynamics, a sense of isolation, poor
management, and job insecurity, amongst others (Kolomitro et al., 2020; O’Brien &
Guiney, 2018; Wray & Kinman, 2021). The onset of the global pandemic further
exacerbated these challenges (Jayman et al.,, 2022; Wray & Kinman, 2021), triggering
‘pressures and anxieties’ (Creely et al., 2022, p. 1241) as universities pivoted to online
learning, necessitating additional investment in staff development, lesson preparation,
and efforts to maintain student engagement (Henriksen et al., 2020).

While support mechanisms are typically available within institutions, such as peer
support networks, counseling, professional development opportunities and flexible
working arrangements (Kinman, 2014; Savage, 2022; Wray & Kinman, 2021).
Unfortunately, some academics lack access to resources and services or lack knowledge
of the resources (Wray & Kinman, 2021). Moreover, the stigma surrounding mental
health issues in academia may discourage individuals from seeking help or disclosing
their struggles, further undermining their wellbeing (Jayman et al., 2022). Consequently,
this may impact their capacity for compassion.

Pharoah (2018) questions why so many find compassion difficult within the
working environment; they suggest this may be due to the organizational culture
where there is potentially a perception of weakness surrounding compassionate
behaviors leading to a lack of importance on compassionate practices. More speci-
fically, according to Caddell and Wilder (2018), compassion in HEIs is challenging
to find, and this is aligned with the competitive nature of the environment.
Examples of this competition include marketization such as league tables, national
student surveys, and striving for ‘excellence’ alongside increasingly limited
resources, amongst others. Against the backdrop of ‘policies, promotion criteria
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Figure 2. An adapted model of complexity leadership to include compassionate leadership.

that privilege individual success, and measurement’, they question the affordance of
compassion (p. 20). Yet the data suggests compassion is valued, but similar to
Pharoah (2018), Caddell and Wilder recognized that institutional culture could
harm staff interactions. Thus, there is a need to reframe the cultural narrative
and practices through a compassionate lens.

Within our data surrounding compassionate leadership, we identified experiences of
emotional labor. For example, suppressing the communication of specific emotions (i.e.
fear, anxiety) with others where LM reflects on the need to show confidence and not
transmit her internal thoughts of ‘Oh my goodness, I am so scared about all of this and so
stressed about all of this, I haven’t got a clue what the answers are going to be’. Pioneered
by Hochschild (1983), emotional labor is considered as managing one’s own emotions,
the ‘coordination of mind and feeling’ (p. 7), or the ‘bracketing’ of emotions (Heffernan
& Bosetti, 2020, p. 357) to maintain objectivity and show regulated emotions rather than
one’s natural emotions within a given situation. Although the concept and acts of
emotional labor are reported in HE in non-crisis times, the pandemic triggered
a widespread surge in emotional labor among HE staff (Skallerup Bessette &
McGowan, 2020). This increase seems to have been notably pronounced for HE leaders
who are closely engaged with students and academic staff (Heffernan & Bosetti, 2020;
Skallerup Bessette & McGowan, 2020).

As we emerged from the initial wave of the pandemic, questions arose about how to
continue to adapt through enabling leadership, and to build sustainable resilience in HE
(Parkin, 2020) throughout times of uncertainty. In the context of analysis using CLT, we
propose supplementing enabling leadership by considering the need for compassionate
leadership practices. The social and emotional connectedness appeared substantive in
working with others in sustained and productive ways. We propose that an ethic of care
and compassion should be considered an integral element of enabling leadership prac-
tices for HE leaders (Figure 2) to create an environment where individuals can flourish
throughout periods of change and beyond. When considering practices aligned with
engendering social and emotional connectedness, we argue that leaders should create
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time and space for reflecting on the benefits of compassionate leadership, the risks of
sustained emotional labor, and the place of self-care and how that can be supported.

Limitations

This study is not without limitations. First, our data were generated by two of us with
responsibilities focused on learning and teaching, and our biographies will have influ-
enced ways of thinking and approaches to practice. We were also from one institution,
and given that leadership is contextual (Lakomski & Evers, 2022) and influenced by the
institution and wider society, this may limit the findings’ transferability. However, the
aim was to share insights to CLT when used as a lens to make sense of leadership in HE.
Second, it could be argued that the setting of the early stages of the pandemic did not
relate well to ‘business as usual” periods in an HEI. We recognize the extraordinary and
traumatic impact of the pandemic, which has ongoing effects. Yet, we are also mindful
that some of these challenges prevail in HE. For example, concerns for staff and student
wellbeing, managing the pace of technological advancement, and uncertainty are recog-
nizable components of ‘business as usual’ within HE. Finally, there are limitations
surrounding duoethnography, as noted previously. We are cognizant of the risk of only
seeing or having attention drawn to features of our narratives that concur or align with
CLT. However, the use of open coding of text and images, beyond the CLT functions of
leadership, resulted in identifying elements such as those related to compassionate
leadership.

Implications

To make sense of and adapt to rapidly ever-changing environments, Turner and Baker
(2019) report on the need for leaders to think and act with complexity in mind. Our study
adopts CLT and seeks to illustrate its potential as a framework for researchers and practi-
tioners to view the three leadership functions as a tool for critical thinking, collaboration,
exercising creativity, planning, and strategizing in complex organizations such as HEIs. To
augment the effectiveness of CLT, our findings bring to light a discovery emphasizing the
role of compassionate leadership. This encompasses aspects such as compassion and empa-
thy toward others, self-awareness, self-care, and the inclusion of emotional labor - all
contributing to the practice of enabling leadership. Future research might utilize our evolved
framework beyond a global pandemic through longitudinal case studies to further develop
our understanding of the role of compassionate leadership. However, this relational feature is
a circumstantial phenomenon which brings a level of complexity, and in the same way, any
attempts to simplify complexity leadership should be avoided.

In relation to practice and as we navigate beyond the pandemic, the pressing need to
persistently adapt through enabling leadership and cultivating sustainable resilience in
Higher Education remains. We recommend that current and future leaders understand
and cultivate compassionate and empathetic practices within this dynamic and uncertain
context. We advocate for including an ethic of care and compassion for the self and
others as fundamental elements of enabling leadership practices through holding con-
versations, actively listening to individuals’ needs and reflecting deeply to engage in
a thoughtful and introspective process and provide support during challenging times.
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Turning to policy, a compassionate approach means crafting regulations, guidelines,
and frameworks that consider the human element. We recommend that compassionate
policymaking involves understanding the diverse needs and circumstances of those
affected where policies are not only designed to meet organizational or societal goals,
but also to consider the impact on individuals and teams, particularly during times of
rapid change.

Conclusion

COVID-19 brought unimaginable challenges for academic leaders in higher edu-
cation (HE) as they responded to complex change at a time of stress and disrup-
tion at system and individual levels. There have been examples of effective change,
innovation and leadership that have been counterproductive (Uhl-Bien, 2021).
This research study aimed to explore the usefulness of CLT for academic leader-
ship in HE. Addressing our research question, ‘How do academic leaders in
higher education understand leadership during a crisis?’, the context (of the
pandemic) provided a unique scenario that illuminated leadership realities at
one HEI over a nine-month period (Howden et al., 2021; Beresford-Dey et al,,
2022). While we found the CLT framework to be a valuable tool, what emerged
from our findings was the substantial focus on self-care, emotional labor, and care
for others. This highlights the quality of interactions and relationships associated
with compassionate leadership that can enhance the enabling leadership function
to support operational and entrepreneurial activities.
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