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Leading During Crisis: A Scottish Higher Education Perspective 

 

Summary 

The current COVID-19 emergency has exposed flaws in Higher Education Institution (HEI) 

business models and presents a real challenge for senior leaders in HE. There has been a clarion 

call for effective leadership, however what this means in practice remains ambiguous. 

Particularly, within Scotland there is limited research that examines leadership skills required 

in the times of crisis in HEIs. 

The aim of this study is to examine leadership skills required to cope with the immediate 

response and the longer-term process of readjusting to the evolving political, social and market 

environment emerging from the Covid-19 emergency.  The proposed methodological approach 

of this study will draw upon mixed methods, including questionnaires and semi-structured 

interviews as the primary modes of data collection to be used. The study will involve the senior 

leadership teams of HEIs in Scotland. The study results will provide a rich picture of the lessons 

learned during the pandemic. 
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Introduction 

Crisis leadership literature is a relatively new area of research thus, a general conceptual 

paradigm of the field is lacking, and the concept is mostly fragmented (Knebel, Toomey and 

Libby, 2012). Within the leadership during crisis literature, there is no significant study that 

highlights the important leadership skills required to succeed in Higher Education during a 

pandemic. Studies have sought to examine leadership during crisis from a broad organisational 

perspective (James and Wooten 2005; Boin, Kuipers and Overdijk, 2013). However, there is 

no study that has provided a clear understanding of the leadership skills required during a 

pandemic of the COVID-19 nature in Scottish Higher Education. In particular, there is no 

definite skill-based model for leadership during a COVID-19 pandemic within this context. It 

is important to understand the challenges that the pandemic brings to leadership within Higher 

Education and lessons are learnt for better preparedness for such crisis and recovery post-crisis. 

 

Aims and objectives of the proposed research 

The aim of this research is to examine leadership during a pandemic/crisis from a Scottish 

Higher Education perspective and develop a multi-dimensional construct of skills for leaders 

during the times of crisis in this context.  

Towards achieving this aim, five research objectives have been developed namely. 

• To examine current conceptualisations of crisis leadership in existing research through 

a review of literature. 

• To develop a multi-dimensional construct of leadership skills required during crisis in 

Scottish Higher Education Institutions which contributes to existing theory and 

facilitates a greater understanding of the phenomenon. 

• To explore the lived experience of leaders in Scottish Higher Education during the 

pandemic and identify the challenges faced, through qualitative interviews. 

• To identify the skills, competencies and behaviours of leaders in Higher Education 

during a pandemic/crisis through analysis of questionnaire and interview data. 

• To provide empirical evidence for the Government and other stakeholders in Higher 

Education to support leadership by informing policies related to leadership skill 

development. 

 

Research questions 

The study seeks to answer four research questions, provided below: 

• What type of leadership is required during a time of crisis? 

• What challenges are faced by leaders in Higher Education during a time of crisis? 

• What skills, competencies and behaviour are required by leaders in Higher Education 

to adequately meet these challenges? 

• What lessons can be learnt to develop more leadership preparedness during a 

pandemic? 

 



Crisis leadership 

We live in uncertain times propelled by complex systems, climate change and the use of 

technology which possess various threats. Leaders are put to test, and people continue to look 

up to their leaders for solutions (Boin, Kuipers and Overdijk, 2013). Under this deep 

uncertainty conditions, timely, legitimate, and effective response is expected from leaders. A 

crisis is “when a group of people, an organization, a community, or a society perceives a threat 

to shared values or life-sustaining systems that demands an urgent response under conditions 

of deep uncertainty” (Ansell and Boin, 2019, p. 1081). Lockwood (2005) further defined crisis 

management as an organization’s preestablished activities and guidelines for preparing and 

responding to significant catastrophic events or incidents (i.e., fires, earthquakes, severe 

storms, workplace violence, kidnappings, bomb threats, acts of terrorism, etc.) in a safe and 

effective manner (p. 2). These preestablished activities such as teamwork and emergency 

response, business continuity, risk management and disaster recovery are essential elements of 

crisis management. Crisis management involves planning, organising, leading, motivating and 

controlling before, in time and after crisis.   

However, a distinction has been made between crisis management and crisis leadership. 

Knebel, Toomey and Libby (2012) define crisis leadership as “including all the crisis 

management activities but extends beyond that and include cultivating the followers’ desire in 

achieving a vision and mission in a time of crisis.” (p. 25). The authors also identified three 

fundamental components in the definition of crisis leadership as effective communication, 

clarity of purpose, values and vision, and fostering and mentoring relationship. They argue 

further that leaders who nurture, practise or recognise these qualities tend to be effective in 

addressing the significant elements of a crisis: human dimension. This suggests that being an 

influencing and visionary figure and making strategic decisions at every phase of the crisis is 

the hallmark of crisis leadership. 

Crisis leadership is a distinct area from daily leadership activities.  At times of crisis, leadership 

that permits quick reactions to the changing business environment becomes necessary. Crisis 

leadership provides series of actions to effect immediate change in peoples’ attitudes, beliefs, 

behaviour and in accomplishing a set outcome (Gardner and Laskin, 1995). Leaders are 

expected to rapidly recognise the impending danger and put in place the required procedures 

and infrastructure to manage the crisis (Boin, Kuipers and Overdijk, 2013). Though there is 

limited agreement in the literature on the most effective leadership approach which positively 

impacts on team members’ performance in uncertain times (Holenweger, Jager and Kernic, 

2017), scholars of crisis leadership have provided several frameworks for crisis management 

effectiveness.  

Crisis leadership is a relatively new area of research; thus, a general conceptual paradigm of 

crisis leadership is lacking, and the concept is mostly fragmented spreading through various 

field of studies (Knebel, Toomey and Libby, 2012).  Bowers, Hall and Srinivasan (2017) 

offered three crisis response leadership principles (CRLP) – a more proactive and realistic 

approach to crisis management effectiveness. The CRLP provide a realistic framework for an 

organisation to improve its initial disaster response and enhance crisis management 

effectiveness. Given that the role of those in authority is to provide leadership at times of crisis 

as rapidly and successfully as conceivable, Bowers, Hall and Srinivasan, (2017) further argue 

that an upgraded environmental scanning prescribed by CRLP is effective. 



Similarly, James and Wooten (2005) presented six competencies expected of crisis leaders. 

They argue that in times of crisis, traditional situation management approach, such as public 

relations and corporate communications management – though they are necessary –   are 

insufficient due to the scale of the challenges inherent in the uncertain situations. What is 

required is a leadership approach which completely harmonises and relates the crisis with the 

organisation and environment.  Thus, crisis leaders are required to establish a foundation of 

trust because an organisation strategy and decision-making process rely heavily on trust. 

Therefore, building trust involves honest and open communication and information sharing 

among stakeholders, which connote a sign of trust particularly in times of crisis. James and 

Wooten (2005) also noted that crisis leaders should create a different corporate mindset due to 

stakeholders’ pressure to accommodate diverse perspectives. Moreover, crisis leaders are 

expected to identify non-transparent organisational vulnerabilities, make rapid but sound 

decisions, initiate courageous action and learn from the crisis for change implementation.  

 Boin, Kuipers and Overdijk (2013) identified three crucial dimensions upon which successful 

crisis management can be assessed.  Leaders who are – charged with crisis management 

responsibilities – should (i) make things happen by reducing the impact of the crisis through 

effective crisis management involving organising, directing, and implementation of action 

plans; (ii) getting the work done through teamwork and enhanced cooperation among otherwise 

fragmented agents, and encouraging “work arounds” when schedules and assets don't work; 

and (iii) should provide the needed guidance and direction.  They further provided an evaluative 

framework that is useful in assessing the leadership performance in time of crisis- before, 

during, and after crisis. These are tasks or the necessary steps for an effective response to crisis. 

For example, leaders are expected to be vigilant about the impending crisis and put in place the 

required procedures and infrastructure for data gathering at the hit of the crisis – sense making. 

 

Study design  

Following the evidence of the literature review, this study aims to provide a detailed 

understanding of leadership skills required during a pandemic based within the context of 

higher education. Specific attention will be placed on defining relevant skills and identifying 

the influence of contextual elements. Higher education is selected as the setting for the 

research, as this represents a very important sector within UK. They support innovation, work 

alongside industry, support local and regional growth and jobs, and drive productivity. They 

generate more than £73 billion a year, contribute nearly 3% of UK GDP, and generate more 

than 750,000 jobs (Universities UK, 2020). However, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought 

with it challenges that has threatened the sustainability of this sector. The implication of such 

impact is that leaders in higher education are required to enact leadership skills to meet these 

diverse challenges. Therefore, in this study, leadership in the context of higher education in 

Scotland is modelled with the aim of drawing more general conclusions which can be applied 

in other regions of the UK. 

Given the exploratory nature of the study, an idiographic methodology based on a mixed 

method approach is considered most appropriate (Yin, 2003). It will employ a mixed method 

approach in order to fully understand and explore the in-depth experiences of the leaders within 

Higher Education in Scotland during the pandemic. From the study results, a vivid picture of 

the leadership skills, behaviour and competencies required for success during a pandemic will 



be formed. The study will involve the senior leadership team across the 19 HEIs in Scotland. 

For the quantitative approach, leaders will be invited to complete an online self-administered 

survey to gauge views on leadership skills and how these relate to wider policy. The survey 

questionnaire will be developed based on a systematic review of crisis leadership and higher 

education literature. Based on the outcome of this review, questions will be developed that will 

enable a clear understanding of the institutional leaders’ experience. 

For the qualitative approach, data will be collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews 

with identified senior leaders across the HEIs. This will allow for a structured approach to be 

followed and provide flexibility which is required to understand the lived experience of HEIs 

leaders. The choice of interviews is also influenced by the number of leadership during crisis 

studies adopting this approach (Preda and Stan, 2016). However, such studies have taken a full 

structured approach to interviewing. In order to address this limitation, the research designed 

for this study employs semi-structured interviews. A major advantage of this approach is that 

opposed to very structured questions, the interviewer can respond to the flow of the 

conversation and introduce themes as the conversation allows (Harrison et al, 2018; Omeihe et 

al., 2020). To ensure validity and consistency across both data collection and analysis all 

interviews will be guided through an interview protocol (King and Horrocks, 2010; Yin, 2003). 

This approach facilitates subsequent analysis in which patterns in the data can be examined 

and explored (Harrison et al., 2018). The developed interview protocol will be based on the 

evidence of a comprehensive literature review and the findings of previous studies (Harrison 

et al., 2016a; b; 2018; Harrison, 2018). Within data analysis an inductive approach will be 

employed whereby the interviews are analysed through identifying recurring themes and 

emerging trends. To this end, a three-step framework derived from the work of King and 

Horrocks (2010) will be adopted to enable a rigorous analysis of the collected interview data. 

 

Further development 

This study is at a nascent stage; therefore, it is expected that data collection would have 

commenced before the British Academy of Management conference in September 2021. The 

findings of this study will provide new insights on leadership during a pandemic by exploring 

the lived experience of leaders in Scottish Higher Education during the pandemic and 

identifying the challenges faced. The project will inform leadership development as well as 

play an important role in developing future leaders within Higher Education. This will inform 

the government policy on Higher Education as the study seeks to examine the lived experience 

of leaders within Higher Education and identify the challenges they face. 

 

 

References 

Ansell, C. and Boin, A. (2019). Taming deep uncertainty: The potential of pragmatist principles 

for understanding and improving strategic crisis management. Administration & 

Society, 51(7): 1079-1112. 

Boin, A., Kuipers, S. and Overdijk, W. (2013). Leadership in times of crisis: A framework for 

assessment. International Review of Public Administration, 18(1): 79-91. 



Bowers, M. R., Hall, J. R. and Srinivasan, M. M. (2017) Organizational culture and leadership 

style: The missing combination for selecting the right leader for effective crisis management, 

Business Horizons, 60(4): 551-563. 

Gardner, H. and Laskin, E. (1995). Leading Minds: An Anatomy of Leadership (p. 400). New 

York: Basic Books 

Harrison, C., Paul, S. and Burnard, K. (2016a) Entrepreneurial leadership in retail pharmacy: 

developing economy perspective, Journal of Workplace Learning, 28(3):150-167  

Harrison, C., Paul, S. and Burnard, K. (2016b) Entrepreneurial leadership: a systematic 

literature review, International Review of Entrepreneurship, 14(2): 235-264  

Harrison, C. (2018) Leadership Theory and Research: A Critical Approach to New and 

Existing Paradigms, Switzerland, Palgrave MacMillan.  

Harrison, C., Burnard, K and Paul, S. (2018) Entrepreneurial leadership in a developing 

economy: a skill-based analysis, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 

25(3): 521-548. 

Holenweger, M., Jager, M. K. and Kernic, F. (Eds.). (2017). Leadership in Extreme Situations. 

Cham: Springer. 

James, E. H. and Wooten, L. P. (2005). Leadership as (Un) usual:: how to display competence 

in times of crisis. Organizational Dynamics, 34(2): 141-152. 

King, N. and Horrocks, C. (2010) Interviews in Qualitative Research. London: Sage.  

Knebel, A. R., Toomey, L. and Libby, M. (2012). Nursing leadership in disaster preparedness 

and response. Annual Review of Nursing Research, 30, 21. 

Lockwood, N. R. (2005). Crisis management in today’s business environment. SHRM 

Research Quarterly, 4, 1-9. 

Omeihe, I., Harrison, C., Simba, A. and Omeihe, K. (2020), The role of the entrepreneurial 

leader: a study of Nigerian SMEs, International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small 

Business, available at: 

https://www.inderscience.com/info/ingeneral/forthcoming.php?jcode=ijesb, in press. 

Preda, M. and Stan, O. M. (2016) Leadership styles during crisis: ‘We’re all in this together... 

The crisis as new normality, Transylvanian Review of Administrative Sciences, 12(SI), 55-74. 

Universities UK, (2020) Universities drive productivity and growth [Online] Available: 

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/facts-and-stats/impact-higher-education/Pages/universities-

drive-productivity-and-growth.aspx [Accessed: 6 March 2021] 

Yin, R. K. (2003) Case Study Research: Design and Methods. Thousand Oaks CA: Sage. 

 

 

 

https://www.inderscience.com/info/ingeneral/forthcoming.php?jcode=ijesb
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/facts-and-stats/impact-higher-education/Pages/universities-drive-productivity-and-growth.aspx
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/facts-and-stats/impact-higher-education/Pages/universities-drive-productivity-and-growth.aspx

