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Leaders in higher education are required to address the imperatives for 
change that come from extrinsic sources, as well as from intrinsic pressure 
that results from the growth of knowledge itself. Academics need to have 
the confidence to exert their power and be at the forefront of leading other 
people towards the actualisation of the objectives of a team.[1] In the higher-
education sector, visible leadership is usually expected both from people in 
formal roles, such as heads of school, departmental chairpersons or deans, 
and those in informal roles, such as postgraduate-degree supervisors who 
are beginning to master self-leadership. Persons engaging in self-leadership 
frequently cultivate a sense of ownership in terms of their tasks and work 
processes. As a result, self-leading individuals may demonstrate higher 
levels of commitment to their tasks, goals, teams, or organisations than 
individuals who do not engage in self-leadership.[1] 

In order to understand self-leadership, one needs to have insight into how 
one is classified as a leader in higher education, whether the role is formal or 
informal, whether the leader exerts an intentional influence or is it determined 
by context, and how leadership is embodied in individuals.[2] One must first be 
able to lead oneself before leading others. Perceptions of who leads, and why 
they lead, are as important as what they do and how and where they do it. Now, 
perhaps more than ever, leadership is seen to be associated with those who 
manage to create and promote a compelling and meaningful sense of their 
own values and identity. This is nothing unique to higher education, but the 
way in which it must be accomplished is highly context-specific.[3]

Self-leadership of academics fundamentally refers to being driven 
by motivation and self-influence to direct oneself towards achieving 

optimum performance in a situation.[1] Leadership should be from 
within, and can thus be defined as ‘authentic self-expression that creates 
value’.[4] This form of leadership can thus be identified at all levels of 
an organisation. Leadership cannot be removed from the culture of an 
organisation. The philosophy of the Faculty of Community and Health 
Sciences at a higher-education institution in South Africa (SA) focuses 
on developing leaders at all levels who are able to adapt, collaborate and 
work within diversity, and who can lead themselves. As it had not been 
previously studied, it was unclear how academics experienced their self-
leadership in their day-to-day challenges as senior academics. Thus the 
aim of this study was to explore experiences of academics in a higher-
education institution of their self-leadership traits in an educational 
environment. 

The study was conducted within Cashman’s[4] theoretical framework of 
seven pathways for an academic, as it was considered relevant to the specific 
concept of self-leadership and to the context of academics in this study, 
focusing on leading from the inside out.

Methods
Study design
This study used a qualitative, exploratory, descriptive and contextual 
research design. This design provided insight into the experiences of 
academic self-leaders in a changing higher-education environment, 
obtaining rich data and an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon, 
namely self-leadership. 
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Setting and study population
The study population consisted of all senior academic leaders in the 
Faculty of Community and Health Sciences at a residential university, 
in the disciplines of physiotherapy, occupational therapy, dietetics, 
psychology, social work, sport, recreation and exercise science, natural 
medicine, nursing and public health. Purposive convenience sampling 
was used, and 10 participants, occupying the roles of deans, heads of 
department (HODs) and directors of schools and academic units, were 
selected until data saturation occurred, when no new data emerged. 

Data collection
Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted that lasted 
approximately 45 minutes. The interviews were tape-recorded and held 
in a private room.

Data analysis
The data were analysed through open coding, to identify themes and 
categories. The authors and independent coder reached consensus on 
the themes that emerged from the data. 

Ethical considerations
This study received ethics clearance (ref. no. 23/4/2015) from the 
Senate Research and Ethics Committee at a university in the Western 
Cape, SA. All participants signed a written consent form after receiving 
information on the purpose of the study. They could withdraw from 
the study at any stage. The interviews conducted were confidential, and 
names did not appear on the transcripts.

Results
Seven themes emerged that corresponded to the self-leadership skills 
outlined by Cashman:[4] 

Developing awareness and mindfulness of character and 
personality (personal mastery)
Self-awareness can be described as adopting a strong orientation toward 
achievement, holding high expectations for yourself and others and 
pushing yourself and others to achieve at high levels.[5] One participant 
mentioned that he focused on discovering himself while being mindful 
of his abilities:

 ‘We can be aware of what is a leader, a leader should do, should do 
this, and this, and this, you should manage, you should do this, you 
should manage time, you should […] but I think leadership is also 
discovering of yourself, and your abilities.’ 

Another participant was aware of his inner self (inner consciousness), 
which he said contributed to his leading of others:

 ‘So I think a lot of my drive and a lot of my work starts with my inner 
work and I do believe that things work from the inside out, and if I’m 
on top of my game my inner world then the outer world follows, then 
I’m able to provide the leadership, then I’m able to be the role model.’

One of the participants also mentioned that leadership characteristics 
should be developed within a person, and that this development takes 
time:

 ‘So I think there are certain skills that, or values that [are] inbred in 
the person that makes them a leader, but there are also certain skills 
that need to be developed within a person.’

Another participant indicated that the changes in personality and 
characteristics of a developing leader were bound by the environment 
or context:

 ‘That people can learn those skills and that quite often what emerges   
  as leadership qualities is dependent on the environment in the 
context in which the individual finds themselves.’

The importance of actions having a purpose (purpose 
mastery)
Purpose mastery acknowledges creating a vision and figuring out where 
the organisation is heading, and getting people moving in that direction.[5]

An HOD mentioned having a vision, with a clear plan of the actions 
that were needed to move forward:

 ‘On the one hand, is that the person should have a vision. He 
should know where he takes the people to, and then of course you 
should have an idea how to get there […] The vision is to make this 
department the best department […] but should be realistic […] you 
should have a clear path on how you can get there, and all the things 
you should put in place to get there.’

Another participant mentioned setting clear goals (purpose) through 
mentorship and coaching:

 ‘So I think that mentorship and coaching is very important. I think 
that peer networks, sharing, getting people doing similar things. 
Setting goals, goal setting, you know.’

From problem focus to opportunity (change mastery)
Effective leaders should not lose sight of their long-term vision in the 
midst of change.[4] One participant realised that in the past there were 
limitations in the higher-education sector, and mentioned that changing 
oneself to act as a leader was better for the future:

 ‘I think everybody is protecting their own territory […] It comes 
from the past where they needed to do that and if we are able to move 
outside of our silos and move into, if everybody realises that they are 
a leader and they are promoting, for example, the faculty […] then we 
would start moving better.’

Also, being aware of change, and able to adapt, is needed  on different 
levels, and it was mentioned that: 

 ‘You need to be in touch with what is going on, the changes. Things 
are rapidly changing, so you need to be aware of what’s going on in 
education and in health, and politically, on education, on a whole lot 
of levels.’

Recognising that there are contributing factors that make 
leaders successful (interpersonal mastery) 
Another contributing factor in becoming a successful leader is 
interpersonal mastery, where people learn from each other.[4] A need 
was identified for interpersonal sharing of ideas through peer support:

 ‘I think peer support is a very important thing, because I think at 
the moment you come into the position, and you have to deliver, but 
there’s actually not a place where you can really go and create ideas 
and things like that’.

A participant stated that a two-way relationship is essential:
 ‘I think also being in leadership the relationships are always 
bidirectional, it can never just come from one side’.
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Taking your own journey into being (being mastery)
Self-leaders should take time to realise who they are, by reflecting on their 
life experience, where they have been and where they might go.[4] One 
participant was of the opinion that to achieve more as a leader, one first 
needs to understand oneself and one’s own potential as an individual: 

 ‘Myself, I think it started off with me and engaging in processes with 
myself to get to a point where I could understand myself. I don’t think one 
could be an effective leader if you haven’t done the work on yourself. It’s 
like I always start my courses and say research and know thyself. Because 
one can never go out and know something or somebody else if you don’t 
know yourself, so I think a lot of my drive comes from that.’

It was also mentioned that self-confidence was needed:
 ‘I think part of leadership is about confidence within yourself and if you 
… if you are solidly grounded within yourself and you confident in terms 
of who you are and it doesn’t require somebody with a big voice.’ 

Making choices wisely, to be effective (balance mastery)
Mastering balance refers to recognising that every choice we make potentially 
also affects our work balance to survive.[4] One participant highlighted her 
own role in empowerment and choices in self-development:

 ‘I know that my opinion is that I will go ahead and empower and build my 
knowledge and get the books and everything, my growth is in my hands. 
So I’m going to do it irrespectively whether someone else does it or not.’

Another participant mentioned his own role in taking wise and accountable 
decisions and actions:

 ‘They should be able to take up initiatives, if nothing is happening, say at 
a certain level as the job’s got to be done. We can’t all wait for something 
to happen, we’ve got to actually, sometimes say, this is the situation, I’m 
accountable to staff and students and everything; if no one else is guiding 
me, I go out and find it.’

The importance of sharing experiences with other people also came to the fore:
 ‘As leaders we are not prepared for all circumstances in life but if we are 
given an opportunity to share and in a safe space, then I feel that people 
will grow, because I find that I learn a lot from sharing, talking to others.’ 

Taking actions connected to purpose and vision (action 
mastery)
Our inner resources and values shape our actions and behaviour in the 
world. Personal values shape decisions and behaviour, and are drivers 
in creating organisational values.[6] The process of drawing others into a 
common vision was outlined:

 ‘What comes to mind is vision […]  It’s around knowing long-term where 
your department is heading, and how it should get there. And then, to 
facilitate a group of people to buy into that vision, share that vision, and 
be moving towards that vision.’ 

One participant expressed how her experiences in life had developed her 
as a leader:

 ‘I think you […] leadership skills one develops, your personal experiences 
in life is definitely one of the things that contribute to the development 
of leadership skills. Your values, and your beliefs in life also contributes 
to the type of leadership and then the opportunities that you have had, to 
be in a leadership role.’

Discussion
Personal mastery is considered to be achieved when one comes to see life 
from a new perspective, while following the principles of having purpose, 
vision, belief and commitment, and knowing oneself.[7] It seemed that 
through self-awareness, the participants sought new ways of doing things 
and shaping their environment, while encouraging their followers to be 
a part of the changing process. Under the mentorship model, a more 
experienced person provides advice and serves as a partner in developing 
the mentee’s skills, so as to become more self-aware in situations in which 
leadership should be shown, and also as part of developing him/her for 
future leadership succession. The participants highlighted the importance 
of having a vision or purpose for the future. Leadership was shown in that 
participants indicated that they moved from problems to opportunities, 
that their workplace was always changing and they needed to accept this, 
and that they needed to adapt to change. Participants understood that to 
create change, it is important to have a clear vision of the future within 
an organisation that benefits the community it serves. Participants saw 
the need to create an organisational culture where people work together 
toward success, and this indicated their awareness of the importance of 
adaptability in change. This requires transformational leadership that 
involves the enactment of behaviours that inspire followers to perform 
beyond expectations.[8] Participants found that having a vision helped 
leaders and their teams to become inspired and committed to a shared 
goal of quality education. Effective leadership is an essential attribute for 
the provision of professional and high-quality education. 

Certain factors contribute to effective leadership, and the findings 
indicated that a leader cannot exist in isolation, as effective interpersonal 
relationships are needed. Some of these relationships are with peers, and 
participants mentioned that peer support could provide opportunities to 
develop teamwork that could enhance the quality of services rendered 
in the university setting. A study in Ireland[9] also confirmed that having 
peers support one another, especially during challenging times, is very 
valuable. Support can also be seen in a two-way relationship, which could 
be established through consultation. Consultation is bidirectional, and 
provides individuals with a voice to openly exchange information, which 
leads to development within a group.[10]

The participants experienced their own unique journey while working 
in different departments as they used their intuition to lead themselves. 
The intuition of man informs him of the existence of ‘something within’ 
which transcends all intellectual knowledge and reasoning processes, but 
which is perceived to be ever-present at the very heart of one’s being.[11] 
One should make wise choices in an academic environment. Professional 
and personal development originates from one’s own personal skills 
and expertise.[10] People need to be encouraged to develop the skills 
and competencies they require to become better workers, managers, 
entrepreneurs and innovators, who make wise decisions. In this study, 
the findings indicated that ‘making sense of things’ was part of self-
leadership that shaped how academics understood themselves and their 
competencies. A leader’s abilities and values are related to how they 
structure tasks and manage the interpersonal relationships between other 
members of their department, which could impact the processes and 
ultimately the performance of a team[10] or faculty.

Conclusion
Leadership is no longer to be found only among organisational leaders, but 
also among academics. All the characteristics (masteries) of self-leadership 



Research

202         December 2017, Vol. 9, No. 4  AJHPE

described in Cashman’s[4] theoretical framework were mentioned by partici-
pants. Participants were self-aware of their leadership roles, and as leaders 
expressed who they were as individuals, and discussed their diverse leader-
ship experiences in the different departments. The experiences that the 
participants shared demonstrated a clear philosophy in the Faculty of 
Community and Health Sciences of focusing on leadership development 
and the succession of academics. 
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