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Abstract

The university setting presents unique leadership challenges and opportunities that existing organisational theories often
overlook. This research explored effective academic leadership across different university team types, including board,
research, administrative, and technical staff teams. Acknowledging that leadership extends beyond formal leaders, the study
examined key leadership behaviours of both formal and peer leaders. Using a mixed-methods approach, Study | involved
qualitative interviews with 36 employees from various university levels. Thematic analysis identified 52 leadership beha-
viours for formal leaders and 40 for peer leaders. In Study 2, three focus groups — each with three HR professionals — clus-
tered these behaviours into |6 leadership roles for formal leaders and 14 for peer leaders. The variety and context-specific
nature of these roles highlight the need for a tailored leadership model in academia. By identifying both formal and peer
leadership roles, this research provides a foundation for developing shared leadership structures within academic teams.
Moreover, the findings demonstrate the broader applicability of this classification across different team types. Ultimately,
this work offers a foundation for academic teams to reflect on and discuss diverse leadership practices, inspiring both aca-
demic leaders and team members to engage in leadership more consciously and collaboratively.
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Introduction commitment (Mwesigwa et al., 2020), and performance (Jameel
and Ahmad, 2020). Yet, it remains unclear what leadership
behaviours define success in academic contexts — a gap this
study addresses.

While existing organisational leadership models offer

Universities have historically contributed to knowledge,
culture, and societal development (Riiegg, 2004). Beyond edu-
cation, they drive innovation, collaborate with stakeholders, and

foster regional and nat19na1 progress (Blgme et al.., 2017; Fegla useful frameworks, many scholars argue they fall short
etal., 2021). Today, universities operate in a volatile, uncertain, in capturing academia’s unique dynamics (Rowley and
complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environment. One challenge Sherman, 2003; Samad et al., 2022). More specifically
is the increasing competition for reputation, funding, and mar- academié institlltions have a si)eciﬁc leadership structure,
ket position (Bolden et al., 2015). Another is the digital revolu- blending academic and non-academic leadership (Rowley an (i
tion, which challenges universities’ traditional roles as primary Sherman, 2003). While administrative roles are often filled by
sources of learning, with the rise of online platforms and GenAl extemall;/ recruited leaders, research groups, departments, and
(Mosca.rdini ctal, 2(.)22)' Ad@itionally, researgh faces growing ¢, ) 1ties are typically run b’y academic leade,rs, often prorr;oted
international competltlop E,lml(% resource scar§1t}i (Deem, 2004; for their teaching or research rather than leadership expertise.
Rehbock, 2020), intensifying “publish or perish” pressures that Many faculty members find themselves in leadership roles with-

can affect research quality and staff well-being (Ryazanova and L o
t formal tr: tion (Rowl d Sh , 2003),
McNamara, 2016). These challenges fall heavily on academic out formal training or aspiration (Rowley an erman )

leaders, who are expected to guide their institutions towards suc-
cess (Rehbock, 2020).
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often balancing leadership duties with ongoing research and
teaching. Leadership mandates are also temporary, with indivi-
duals frequently returning to peer roles within the same team.

Given these unique dynamics, a context-specific under-
standing of effective academic leadership — defined here as
leadership that improves team effectiveness and well-being
— is essential. Here, it is important to recognise that univer-
sities encompass a diverse range of leadership roles, with
departmental chairs and deans serving functions that differ
significantly from those of research group leaders or admin-
istrative heads. While much research has focused on high-
level institutional leaders, little is known about leadership
within faculties and departments (Bolden et al., 2012).

Furthermore, many studies conflate academic leadership
with academic management, emphasising operations rather
than people leadership (Bolden et al., 2015). Notably, research
leadership remains underexplored despite the crucial role
research group leaders play in directing projects, mentoring jun-
ior researchers, and shaping group vision (Middlehurst et al.,
2009; Rehbock, 2020). Given their impact on academic success
and institutional reputation, Rehbock (2020) emphasises the
need for a systemic approach to developing diverse leadership
types in higher education.

A contemporary understanding of effective leadership is
thus needed across all university levels — formal leaders of
departments, research teams, and administrative or technical
teams. Our first research aim is therefore to identify the key
leadership behaviours and roles of these formal academic
leaders at different levels within the university.

Expanding the scope of effective leadership in
academia

To deepen our understanding of effective academic leader-
ship, it is essential to consider another defining feature of
the academic environment and a cornerstone of academic
identity: autonomy (Henkel, 2005). Academics typically enjoy
freedom in research, teaching, and work organisation (Rehbock,
2020), resulting in democratic, decentralised decision-making
processes (Bolden et al., 2012). Consequently, hierarchical lead-
ership models are often ineffective, and shared or distributed
leadership is increasingly viewed as essential (Bolden et al.,
2012).

Shared leadership encompasses various structures — from
co-leadership to self-steering teams — and in this study, we
define it as a structure in which ‘leadership is conceived of
as a process dispersed across the organisation (within sys-
tems, activities, practices and relationships), rather than res-
iding within the traits, actions and/or capabilities of ‘leaders’
in formal positions’ (Bolden et al., 2015, 2008: 258). It
involves both formal leaders and peer leaders — team mem-
bers who informally assume leadership responsibilities with-
out official recognition (e.g. organising social events to boost
team cohesion).

Research in other domains, such as sports and business,
has shown that peer leaders can positively influence both
team performance and well-being (Butalia et al., 2025a,
2025¢; D’Innocenzo et al., 2014; Edelmann et al., 2024;
Fransen et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2014). In education,
shared leadership improves teachers’ organisational

commitment (Hulpia et al., 2009), and empowering leader-
ship enhances job satisfaction among university employees
(Horoub and Zargar, 2022). Bolden et al. (2015: 40) further
argued that ‘conditions have changed and the VUCA con-
text of contemporary higher education means that command
and control are no longer a viable option, if indeed they ever
were. From these perspectives, shared leadership is not sim-
ply a desirable approach to leadership within higher educa-
tion but a necessity’. In the same vein, Pearce et al. (2018)
argued that shared leadership is ‘a potential elixir for lead-
ing public institutions of higher learning, unleashing cre-
ative potential, focusing on pressing strategic imperatives,
and enabling sustainable systems that leverage true talent
to maximum effect’.

To implement shared leadership effectively, it is crucial
to understand what defines strong peer leadership. While
prior research has identified key behaviours and roles for
peer leaders in other contexts (Edelmann et al., 2024;
Fransen et al., 2014; Loughead et al., 2006; Morgeson
et al., 2010), these models may not translate directly to
the academic environment. Although peer leadership has
been widely studied among students, for example, in the
context of peer mentoring, there is still limited knowledge
about how peer leadership functions among academic staff
(Shook and Keup, 2012).

Kezar et al. (2011) emphasised that peer leaders within
academic staff can drive meaningful change, yet empirical
studies examining their behaviours and specific roles in aca-
demic settings remain scarce. Reflecting this gap, Rehbock
(2020) called for further investigation into informal peer
leadership among academic leaders. Adding to this concern,
Floyd and Fung (2017) highlighted a persistent challenge in
the implementation of shared leadership: the lack of clarity
surrounding leadership roles, including ambiguous responsibil-
ities and boundaries. In academic settings, leadership roles are
often neither well-defined nor transparent, both for those in
leadership positions and for those expected to engage with
them. To address this gap, a clearer understanding of essential
leadership behaviours and roles in academic settings is needed,
not only for formal leaders, but also for peer leaders.
Accordingly, the second aim of our study is to identify the
key leadership behaviours and roles of peer leaders across vari-
ous university levels, including faculty and departmental
boards, research groups, and administrative or technical teams.

To achieve both aims, we employed a mixed-methods
design inspired by Edelmann et al. (2025), who examined lead-
ership behaviours in diverse non-academic organisations. Study
1 used qualitative interviews to identify leadership behaviours
among formal and peer leaders. Study 2 involved focus groups
to cluster these behaviours into broader leadership roles,
adapted specifically to the academic context.

Study | - Qualitative interviews to identify
formal and peer leadership behaviours

Methods

Research design. We employed a qualitative research design,
particularly suited for exploratory studies as it captures
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diverse perspectives and generates rich insights through
emerging themes (Locke, 2001; Sparkes and Smith, 2013).
Following the principles of Grounded Theory (Glaser and
Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001), we adopted an inductive
approach in which data guides theoretical development —
an appropriate method given the limited understanding of
leadership behaviours in academic settings (Chun Tie
et al., 2019).

Guided by this framework, we conducted qualitative
interviews with university staff, coded the described leader-
ship behaviours, and grouped similar codes under overarch-
ing categories to identify higher-order themes. These themes
provided the foundation for Study 2, which uses focus
groups to cluster these behaviours into broader leadership
roles. This process was applied separately for formal and
peer leaders.

Participant recruitment. Participants were recruited from a
single, high-performing university that consistently ranks
among the global top 100 and excels in securing international
research funding. This ensured that identified leadership
behaviours reflected not only participants’ preferences but
also institutional excellence.

Using stratified purposive sampling, we selected partici-
pants across three disciplinary domains — (1) Biomedical
Sciences, (2) Science, Engineering and Technology, and
(3) Humanities and Social Sciences — each with distinct
organisational cultures. Within each domain, we included
members from three types of teams: (1) faculty or departmen-
tal boards, (2) research groups, and (3) administrative or
technical teams. To capture multiple perspectives, we
included both formal leaders and team members in each
stratum.

In line with saturation guidelines (Guest et al., 2006;
Hennink and Kaiser, 2022), we conducted 36 interviews —
12 per domain — with participants spanning all subgroups.
From 65 invitations sent to Dutch-speaking staff aged 18—
65, we achieved a 55% response rate. Figure 1 provides a vis-
ual overview of participant distribution.

Participants. The final sample included 22 men and 14
women, with a mean age of 48.36 years (SD=28.52) and

from eight months to 38 years. Most participants held a
PhD (n =26), and 23 held leadership roles — often simultan-
eously serving as team members in one context and leaders in
another.

Interview protocol. Interviews were conducted by the second
author and seven trained HR professionals (all women;
M ,5.=40.63, SD=17.54), all of whom worked at the same
university and had one to nine years of coaching experience
in that setting. The second author conducted the first inter-
view and shared the recording and transcript with the team
to ensure consistency. Each interviewer submitted their first
interview recording for feedback.

Interviews took place online and were conducted in the
participants’ native language. A semi-structured format was
used to ensure consistency while allowing flexibility for
in-depth responses (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). The proto-
col, adapted from Edelmann et al. (2025), began with parti-
cipants reflecting on positive leadership behaviours of peer
leaders in their current team — defined as behaviours enhan-
cing team functioning, effectiveness, satisfaction, or well-
being. They then described ideal leadership behaviours in
that context. This dual perspective on both their current
and ideal leaders ensured a broad, representative set of beha-
viours. After summarising participants’ responses and check-
ing for their accuracy, the same questions were then asked
regarding the leadership behaviours of formal leaders.

Data andlysis. With participants’ consent, interviews were
recorded and transcribed verbatim. Identifying details were
removed, and transcripts were stored securely. Analysis
was conducted in NVivo following a thematic analysis
approach aligned with Grounded Theory.

The process involved three steps (Dey, 1999): (1) open
coding (i.e. breaking text into discrete parts); axial coding
(i.e. connecting codes to identify patterns); and selective cod-
ing (i.e. developing overarching themes that integrate find-
ings) (Dey, 1999).

The second author conducted open coding, while axial
and selective coding were performed collaboratively through
peer review within the research team. Any disagreements
were resolved through team discussions involving both aca-
demics

an average tenure of 17.57 years (SD=11.27), ranging
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perspectives to enhance credibility — a process known as
investigator triangulation (Carter et al., 2014).

Results

Interview durations ranged from 50 to 97 min (M =70.44,
SD=12.11), resulting in a total of 42h of recordings.
Transcripts averaged 17 single-spaced pages per interview
(SD=3.02), with over 608 pages collected across the 36
interviews. The coding process initially yielded 175 distinct
behaviours for formal leaders and 143 for peer leaders. In the
next step, codes with overlapping content were consolidated
into broader, overarching behaviours. For instance, two peer
leadership behaviours — (1) ‘Organising activities to show
gratitude, giving compliments, and showing recognition by,
for example, sending emails on who has received publica-
tions or awards,” and (2) ‘Showing gratitude and recognition
of someone’s work and effort” — were merged into a single
behaviour: ‘Appreciating: Acknowledging the work of col-
leagues, as well as creating structures or practices to expli-
citly show this recognition or gratitude (e.g. by sending an
email to the team when a team member has received a pub-
lication or award)’.

After eight iterative rounds of revision, the final set com-
prised 52 leadership behaviours for formal leaders and 40 for
peer leaders. Each behaviour was assigned a label and a con-
cise description reflecting its underlying components. The
complete lists of leadership behaviours are presented in
Table 1 (formal leaders) and Table 2 (peer leaders).

Study 2 - Focus groups clustering
behaviours into leadership roles

Methods

Participants. Twenty HR staff members from the same univer-
sity were invited to participate, with nine accepting (response
rate: 45%). Non-participation was due to time constraints or
the inability to find a suitable date for a joint meeting. The
nine participants, split evenly across three focus groups,
were all university administrative staff — most from the HR
Talent and Development Department, and three with educa-
tional leadership expertise. The group included two men
and seven women (M 4q, =44.11, SD = 8.08), with an average
of 6.78 years of university experience (SD = 5.36).

Research design. Following prior research, the clustering pro-
cess involved two phases: individual and group card-sorting
exercises (Edelmann et al., 2025; Hawley, 2008; Thomas and
Johnson, 2013). In the individual phase, participants com-
pleted two separate card sorts (one for formal and one for
peer leadership behaviours). Each card displayed a single lead-
ership behaviour and its definition — 52 cards for formal leaders,
40 for peer leaders. Participants grouped the cards based on con-
tent similarity, determining both the number and size of clusters,
with each behaviour appearing in only one cluster. A researcher
joined via video call to answer questions and document the
rationale behind participants’ groupings.

In the group phase, participants met in person to merge
their individual groupings into a consensus clustering.

Guided by a moderator, they compared, discussed, and refined
their groupings to form a shared set of leadership roles.

The research team then compared results across focus groups.
Following Paul (2008), two behaviours were merged if they
appeared together in at least two out of the three groups. This
was done separately for formal and peer leadership behaviours.
At the end of the session, participants rated their perceived group
consensus on a 7-point scale (1 =rnot at all, 7= completely).

Results

Group sessions, recorded with participant consent, lasted
between 132 and 157 min. The average perceived consensus
was high (M =5.89 on a 7-point scale).

Most of the 52 formal and 40 peer leadership behaviours
were clustered consistently across groups. However, four
behaviours (two formal, two peer) did not meet the consen-
sus threshold. These were discussed by the research team
until agreement was reached.

The final output included 16 leadership roles for formal
leaders and 14 for peer leaders. Each role was given a clear,
descriptive label based on its underlying behaviours. The
roles, their definitions, associated behaviours, and the num-
ber of citations from interviews is shown in Table 1 (formal
leaders) and Table 2 (peer leaders). Leadership roles were
ranked by the number of interviews in which their associated
behaviours were mentioned. Multiple citations in a single
interview were counted only once.

We did not analyse differences in citation frequency across
scientific domains or between leaders and team members, as
these categories were included solely to ensure a representa-
tive sample and are not expected to yield substantial variation.
However, to address prior calls to explore diverse forms of
leadership in higher education (e.g. Rehbock, 2020), we did
examine citation patterns across team types. The results
show that the majority of leadership behaviours — 71.2% for
formal leaders and 65% for peer leaders — were mentioned
across all three team types (board teams, research teams,
and administrative/technical staff teams). Only a small pro-
portion of behaviours were unique to a single team type
(5.7% for formal leaders and 12.5% for peer leaders).

Discussion

The academic context presents unique leadership challenges
that are often inadequately addressed by general organisa-
tional theories. To better understand effective academic lead-
ership, we used a mixed-methods approach, including
interviews and focus groups, to identify leadership beha-
viours and roles specific to universities. Importantly, we
included both formal leaders and team members from board
teams, research groups, and administrative/technical teams.
A key aspect of our study was that we did not only examine
leadership behaviours from formal leaders, but also from
peer leaders.

Our classification yielded 16 leadership roles for formal
leaders (comprising 52 distinct behaviours) and 14 roles
for peer leaders (comprising 40 behaviours). A key finding
is that most leadership behaviours were cited across the three
team types (board teams, research groups, and administrative
or technical teams), supporting the generalisability of our
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classification within a university setting. It is noteworthy that
while some leadership roles appear under similar labels for
both formal and peer leaders, the specific behaviours under-
pinning these roles may differ. This reflects how leadership is
enacted differently depending on one’s formal authority or
peer status within the team. At the same time, there is a
degree of content overlap between some formal and peer
leadership roles (e.g. the role of Social Leader), indicating
that particular leadership responsibilities may be shared
across hierarchical levels. This convergence highlights the
importance of collaboration between formal and peer leaders
and supports the idea that effective academic leadership often
emerges as a shared responsibility within teams. To effect-
ively support such shared responsibility, leadership develop-
ment initiatives should not only involve both formal and peer
leaders, but also anticipate potential implementation chal-
lenges. These challenges include -clarifying leadership
responsibilities and boundaries to minimise role conflict,
ensuring a transparent selection process for peer leaders,
and involving formal leaders at all stages of implementation
(Edelmann et al., 2023; Floyd and Fung, 2017). In what fol-
lows, we describe key observations about the content of the
identified leadership roles and reflect on how these align
with, extend, or challenge existing leadership literature.

A first observation is that ensuring efficient, high-quality
work is central to academic leadership. This role of Task
Leader, seen in both formal and peer leaders, though it was
cited more often for formal leaders, includes monitoring
work, providing structure, making decisions, and setting goals.
Another task-related role for formal leaders is the Directive
Leader, who develops a vision and upholds organisational
values, aligning with previous research on effective depart-
mental leadership (Benoit, 2005; Bryman, 2007; Rehbock,
2020). Our findings extend this, showing that vision develop-
ment is also important for research group leaders and admin-
istrative or technical team leaders. Peer leaders also have
task-focused roles, such as Cooperation Leader (assisting col-
leagues with their work, promoting knowledge sharing, and
monitoring team functioning), as well as Proactive Leader (act-
ing proactively and taking initiative) and Innovative Leader
(thinking creatively to improve work processes).

A third observation is the emphasis on caring for team
members’ well-being, both inside and outside the workplace,
seen in the Well-being Leader role for formal leaders and the
Welfare Leader role for peer leaders — apparent in board
teams, research teams, and administrative and technical
teams. This finding highlights the shift in workplace coach-
ing from a focus on performance management in the 1990s
to the integration of well-being as a key aspect of leadership
(Grant, 2017). The growing evidence that well-being is a cru-
cial predictor of performance further emphasises the need for
leaders to prioritise employees’ well-being (Grant, 2017,
Harter et al., 2003).

Beyond individual care, leaders also contributed to creat-
ing a positive team climate. Characteristic leadership beha-
viours include enhancing group cohesion, and mitigating
tensions and conflicts (i.e. Conflict-resolution Leader for formal
leaders; Connecting Leader for peer leaders), cultivating a psy-
chologically safe environment (i.e. Psychological safety Leader
for both formal and peer leaders), organising social activities
(i.e. Social Leader for both formal and peer leaders), and

motivating team members (i.e. Motivational Leader for formal
leaders). Creating a positive work atmosphere to support
employee well-being is thus seen as a crucial aspect of academic
leadership. Notably, this responsibility is viewed as shared by
both formal and peer leaders, underscoring the importance of
shared leadership in academic settings, whether in board teams,
research groups, or administrative and technical teams (Bolden
et al., 2015; Pearce et al., 2018).

Our findings advocate for the integration — rather than sep-
aration — of task and social leadership, echoing critiques of
traditional role differentiation models (e.g. Bales and Slater,
1955). These dimensions are not mutually exclusive but rather
complementary and interconnected in academic leadership. In
this context, our results offer further insight into the various
facets of task- and social-oriented leadership roles.

Several additional leadership roles extended beyond the
task—social dichotomy. For instance, as Bryman (2007) noted,
a key aspect of academic leadership is the ability of effective
departmental leaders to foster open communication and
involve team members in important decisions. Our findings
confirm this, with participants highlighting the roles of
Empowering Leader (granting autonomy and instituting a
structure of shared leadership) and Participative Leader
(seeking team input and encouraging initiative). These roles
align with the work of Hulpia et al. (2009), who found that
empowering leaders boosted job satisfaction among univer-
sity staff. Our research also supports the idea that shared lead-
ership is a valuable strategy in higher education, not just for
students but also for academic staff (Bolden et al., 2015).

Participants also emphasised that leaders should prioritise
the team’s interests, advocate for them, and create a unifying
vision. These qualities resonate with the identity leadership
framework, which views effective leadership as creating a
shared social identity (Haslam et al., 2020). According to
this perspective, leaders are only effective to the extent that
they successfully represent, advance, create, and embed
this sense of shared social identity. This is reflected in four
dimensions of identity leadership: prototypicality, advance-
ment, entrepreneurship, and impresarioship (Steffens et al.,
2014). First, leaders must be seen as part of the group (iden-
tity prototypicality), which aligns with the Exemplary Leader
role for formal leaders. Second, they must prioritise group inter-
ests (identity advancement), reflected in the Team-oriented
Leader role for formal leaders and Identity-strengthening
Leader for peer leaders. Third, leaders should cultivate a sense
of belonging (identity entrepreneurship), which includes enhan-
cing group cohesion, reflected in the Connecting Leader role
(peer leaders), and defining what the group stands for by outlin-
ing core values, norms, and ideals, reflected in the roles of
Identity-strengthening Leader (peer leaders) and Directive
Leader (formal leaders). Finally, leaders should make the
group’s identity visible (identity impresarioship), reflected by
organising social activities as Social Leader (formal and peer
leaders) or taking actions that make the group visible to people
outside the group as External Leader (formal and peer leaders).
While the identity approach to leadership has gained traction in
other fields (e.g. organisations, sports, and exercise groups), its
application in education contexts is still emerging. Nonetheless,
the presence of identity leadership dimensions in our findings
reinforces the potential of this approach for higher education
leadership (Bolden et al., 2015).
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When comparing the leadership roles identified in this
study to those in previous contexts, notable differences
emerge. Morgeson et al. (2010) outlined 15 leadership roles
applicable to both formal and peer leaders in broader organ-
isational settings, while Edelmann et al. (2025), using the
same methodology as this study, identified 10 formal and
11 peer leadership roles. In contrast, our study, specifically
focused on the university context, identifies 16 formal and
14 peer leadership roles. Although some roles align with
those in general organisations (e.g. Task Leader, Social
Leader, Exemplary Leader), several novel leadership aspects
were observed. Here, we should take into account that less
frequently cited roles may still hold significant value, as cit-
ation frequency does not always reflect a role’s importance.

Firstly, the Empowering Leader role for formal leaders
emerged, highlighting the value of shared leadership in higher
education, as it enables the expertise of more people to be
acknowledged and influence change (e.g. Bolden et al,
2015; Pearce et al., 2018). Jones (2014) previously empha-
sised that shared leadership’s success depends on the endorse-
ment and support of the formal leadership hierarchy, thereby
reinforcing the importance of the Empowering Leader role.

Secondly, the Adaptive Leader role was identified,
emphasising formal leaders’ ability to adjust their leadership
style to individuals and situations, embrace change, and take
risks. This role is particularly relevant in the unpredictable
environment of modern universities and is valued across
board teams, research teams, and administrative and tech-
nical teams (Bolden et al., 2015).

Thirdly, participants also underscored the importance of
criticism in academic leadership. This was noted for both for-
mal leaders, who were appreciated for showing vulnerability,
sharing their mistakes or uncertainties, and encouraging feed-
back (reflected in their role of Self-critical Leader), as well
as peer leaders, who were recognised for their willingness to
engage in discussions and offer constructive feedback when
needed (in their roles of Critical Leader and Liaison
Leader). While Self-critical Leaders and Liaison Leaders
were cited across all team types (board teams, research teams,
administrative and technical staff teams), the Critical Leader
role for peer leaders was specifically mentioned in board teams.

Lastly, the Psychological Safety Leader role emerged for
both formal and peer leaders, focusing on creating a safe envir-
onment and ensuring respectful, honest interactions. This role
aligns with recent research highlighting the importance of for-
mal leaders in fostering psychological safety (Frazier et al.,
2017), but also emphasises that this role is valued across all
academic teams, both for formal and peer leaders.

Practical implications. The wide range and context-specific
nature of the leadership roles identified in this study highlight
the need for a tailored approach to leadership within aca-
demic institutions. Our categorisation of leadership beha-
viours offers a useful framework for universities aiming to
develop effective leadership across diverse team types.

First, this framework can prompt important conversations
about the value of leadership in academia, emphasising that
effective leadership takes many forms. Recognising this
diversity in leadership roles may expand leaders’ perspec-
tives on how they can contribute to team effectiveness and
well-being.

Second, while shared leadership is often recommended in
academic settings, clear guidance on how to implement it has
been lacking (Bolden et al., 2015; Rehbock, 2020). By iden-
tifying not just formal, but also peer leadership roles, our
findings provide a foundation for establishing shared leader-
ship structures. Teams can use these roles — along with the
Shared Leadership Mapping Technique (Fransen et al.,
2020b) — to identify key peer leaders and visualise their
team’s internal leadership networks on each of the roles.

Third, this role framework can inspire academic leaders —
formal or informal — to adopt specific leadership behaviours
aligned with their team’s needs. It also offers valuable input
for leadership development programmes, enabling targeted
training that strengthens leadership capacity at all levels.
By grounding leadership development in a clear, context-
specific framework, institutions can enhance leadership
effectiveness across board teams, research groups, and
administrative or technical teams, ultimately supporting the
success of the organisation as a whole.

Strengths, limitations, and future research avenues. This study
contributes to the literature by presenting a novel, bottom-up
categorisation of leadership roles tailored to the university
context. Unlike research that focuses solely on senior leaders
(e.g. deans or department heads), we examined leadership
across all levels — board teams, research teams, and adminis-
trative or technical staff teams. The fact that most leadership
behaviours were cited across all team types supports the gen-
eralisability of our classification. Moreover, by distinguish-
ing between formal and peer leadership roles, the study
directly responds to calls for a shared leadership model tai-
lored to the academic context and culture (Jones, 2014).

However, several limitations point to important directions
for future research. First, while citation frequency gives an
indication of how commonly a behaviour was mentioned,
it does not reflect its objective importance. A large-scale
quantitative study is needed to assess how the presence and
quality of the provided leadership in each of these roles relate
to team effectiveness and well-being.

Second, our categorisation maximised role differentiation
based on focus group input to prevent overlap. While this
approach helps preserve the unique identity of each role,
follow-up research could explore whether some roles are
consistently enacted by the same individuals and could
thus be meaningfully merged. Social network analysis could
test correlations between role networks, and roles with high
co-occurrence might be consolidated. Necessary Condition
Analysis (Dul, 2023; Edelmann et al., 2024) could further
clarify whether certain roles are essential for achieving posi-
tive outcomes. Prior research in sport teams, for instance,
found identity-strengthening and exemplary leadership to
be key roles for all leaders, instead of being separate leader-
ship roles (Fransen et al., 2020a).

Third, data collection was conducted at a single university
in a Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, and Democratic
context. While this enhanced the internal validity of the pre-
sent study, it raises questions about the extent to which our
findings can be generalised to other cultural or institutional
contexts. For instance, in cultures with higher power dis-
tance, peer leadership may be less visible or accepted, poten-
tially reducing the variety and expression of peer leadership
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roles. At the same time, several elements suggest that our
framework may have broader applicability. First, within
our own study, the fact that a majority of behaviours and
roles were consistently identified across board teams,
research teams, administrative teams and technical teams
indicates a degree of generalisability across different organ-
isational subcultures. This internal consistency supports the
idea that the leadership roles that we have identified may
not be unique to specific academic functions, but instead
reflect broader patterns of effective leadership within the uni-
versity setting.

Second, regarding the cross-cultural relevance of shared
leadership, recent research in sport has shown that shared
leadership emerges across a wide range of cultural contexts,
including high power distance societies (Butalia et al.,
2025b). These findings challenge the notion that shared lead-
ership is culturally constrained and suggest that shared lead-
ership structures, like those described in our study, can also
flourish in academic environments worldwide.

Third, in terms of the cultural validity of specific leadership
roles, cross-cultural research in organisational contexts has
demonstrated the robustness of identity-based leadership across
diverse countries (van Dick et al., 2018). Several roles identi-
fied in our framework, including the Team-oriented Leader,
the Connecting Leader, and the Identity-strengthening
Leader, reflect aspects of this identity leadership model. This
correspondence supports the view that at least some of the roles
in our framework reflect culturally transferable leadership prin-
ciples. Nonetheless, further research is needed to examine
whether the remaining leadership roles identified in our study
are also relevant and effective in other cultural contexts.

A fourth limitation of this study is that it focused solely on
positive leadership behaviours to help institutions develop
leadership potential. As such, it did not examine the ‘dark
side’ of leadership (Mackey et al., 2021). This includes the
absence or misapplication of positive behaviours (e.g. pro-
moting a self-serving vision) but also specific toxic beha-
viours (Conger, 1990). Future research should explore
which negative behaviours are most harmful to academic
teams and how they can be prevented. While some work
has identified toxic behaviours in formal academic leaders
(Green, 2014), less is known about the dark side of peer leader-
ship. Moreover, a differentiated approach across board,
research, and administrative or technical teams could aid in
designing context-specific prevention strategies. Addressing
both the positive and negative sides of leadership is key to fos-
tering healthy academic environments.

A final avenue for future research concerns the impact of
digitalisation and hybrid work on academic leadership. As
teams increasingly operate in virtual environments (e.g.
online teaching, international research meetings, virtual talks
and conferences), some leadership roles may become more
prominent while others may need to be redefined. Team
research shows that virtuality heightens the importance of
trust, cohesion, and shared identity — processes often more
difficult to maintain online (Breuer et al., 2016; Mathieu
et al., 2019). Leadership roles that foster these aspects,
such as the Social Leader or Identity-Strengthening Leader,
may therefore be particularly critical in digital or hybrid con-
texts. Similarly, a recent systematic review on leadership in
telework and remote work contexts highlights the importance

of competencies such as task-focused communication, goal
management, social support, trust-building, and empower-
ment (Bravo-Duarte et al., 2025), pointing to greater rele-
vance for roles such as the Task Leader, Well-being
Leader, and Empowering Leader. Further research is needed
to confirm these trends, but it seems likely that some roles
will gain prominence or require new forms of expression
as face-to-face interaction decreases. Understanding how for-
mal and peer leaders navigate these dynamics could offer
important insights for developing leadership in increasingly
digital academic environments.

Conclusion

This research advances understanding of the multifaceted
nature of academic leadership by identifying a wide range
of both formal and peer roles across all types of university
teams. The emergence of novel, context-specific roles rein-
forces the need for a customised leadership model in aca-
demia. Our findings lay a strong foundation for future
quantitative research into the impact of these roles and offer
a practical framework for implementing shared leadership.
Ultimately, these findings may also spark meaningful dia-
logue within academic teams about the many forms effective
leadership can take, encouraging academic leaders to
embrace and apply these roles in their daily practice.
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