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ABSTRACT 

The transformative agenda of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 places a premium 

on effective academic leadership as a critical lever for change in Indian Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs). This has spurred the creation of national capacity-building initiatives such 

as the Leadership for Academicians Programme (LEAP) and the Malaviya Mission. This 

paper presents a critical analysis of the underlying design and delivery of these flagship 

programs. Through a conceptual review of policy documents and program architectures, this 

study evaluates their alignment with established leadership theories and, more importantly, 

the unique socio-cultural and administrative fabric of Indian academia. The analysis uncovers 

several disconnects, including a heavy reliance on theoretical models that are not sufficiently 

adapted to India's high power-distance context, a pedagogical approach dominated by passive 

knowledge transfer over experiential learning, and a conspicuous absence of a robust 

framework for evaluating long-term impact. The paper argues that for these programs to 

transcend their current limitations and genuinely cultivate the leadership capacity required by 

the NEP, a fundamental redesign is necessary. It concludes by proposing a shift towards 

context-driven, experiential learning models underpinned by rigorous, multi-source 

evaluation mechanisms. 
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eadership in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) is a critical determinant of 

institutional excellence, driving the strategic vision and practices necessary for 

academic and administrative success (Bolden, Petrov, & Gosling, 2008). In India, the 

National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 has placed an unprecedented emphasis on the role of 

"highly qualified, competent, and experienced faculty leadership" to revitalize a rapidly 

evolving education system. Academic leaders are now tasked with navigating a complex 

landscape of institutional autonomy, interdisciplinary learning, and pedagogical innovation 

(Varalakshmi, 2020). 

 

Recognizing this imperative, the Government of India has launched several flagship 

leadership development programs, such as the Leadership for Academicians Programme 
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(LEAP) and the Nurturing Future Leadership Program under the Malaviya Mission. These 

initiatives aim to equip academic heads with the skills required to manage modern 

universities, foster innovation, and align institutional goals with national priorities (Malik, 

2017). 

 

However, a significant chasm exists between the policy push for leadership training and a 

critical understanding of its efficacy. The mere existence of these programs does not 

guarantee they are adequately preparing leaders for multifaceted challenges, which include 

balancing hierarchical traditions with participative governance, managing resource 

constraints, and driving digital transformation (Sinha, 2008; Campbell, 2005). As Bryman 

(2007) aptly notes, a leadership framework does not work in all contexts; it must be tailored 

to the specific cultural and organizational ecosystem. Therefore, this paper addresses a 

critical gap in the literature: the lack of a systematic, critical analysis of the design and 

theoretical underpinnings of leadership development programs for academic heads in India. 

 

This study moves beyond a descriptive inventory of programs to a conceptual evaluation of 

their potential effectiveness. It analyses these programs' objectives, pedagogical methods, 

and scientific grounding against established leadership theories and the unique contextual 

realities of Indian HE. The aim is to identify critical design gaps and propose a conceptual 

roadmap for developing more robust, culturally attuned leadership initiatives. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The role of an academic leader in India is uniquely complex, situated at the intersection of 

global academic standards and deeply rooted cultural norms. Conceptual models like Black's 

(2015) Higher Education Leadership Capabilities Framework emphasize strategic thinking 

and collaboration, which are essential yet insufficient alone. Sinha's (2008) concept of 

"nurturant-task leadership" offers a more resonant model, describing a style that blends 

hierarchical authority with paternalistic care and participative engagement. This aligns with 

Hofstede's (2002) cultural dimensions, which highlight the high-power distance in India, 

necessitating leaders who can navigate established hierarchies while fostering 

empowerment. 

 

The NEP 2020 adds another layer of complexity, demanding leaders who are not merely 

administrators but also visionaries, entrepreneurs, and change agents (Campbell, 2005). 

They must foster inclusiveness, drive technology integration, and build strategic 

partnerships within a system often characterized by bureaucratic inertia. 

 

Leadership theory provides a vital lens for evaluating training programs. Transformational 

Leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006) is often promoted as the ideal for driving institutional 

change. However, its universal application is problematic. Berkovich (2018) critiques its 

decontextualized application, suggesting its effectiveness in the specific, high-power-

distance milieu of Indian HEIs requires careful adaptation rather than wholesale adoption. 

 

Contingency Theory (Fiedler, 1967) underscores that no single leadership style is best; 

effectiveness depends on the situation. This theory is crucial for arguing that Indian 

leadership programs must move beyond one-size-fits-all models to develop adaptive leaders. 

Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) highlights the importance of observation, imitation, 

and modelling. This supports the integration of mentorships, case studies, and peer 
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learning—methods whose prevalence and effectiveness in Indian programs need greater 

emphasis. 

 

Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) Theory (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) is particularly relevant 

for understanding the relational dynamics in Indian HEIs, where in-group/out-group 

formations can significantly impact organizational culture. Effective training must make 

leaders aware of these dynamics to foster equity. 

 

Evaluating the impact of leadership development is notoriously difficult. Kirkpatrick’s 

model (reaction, learning, behavior, results) provides a classic framework but is often 

insufficiently applied, with many programs stopping at measuring participant satisfaction 

(Level 1). A more robust evaluation requires assessing the transfer of learning to on-the-job 

behavior and, ultimately, institutional results (Cannon-Bowers et al., 1995). 

 

A critical disconnect often exists between program activities and desired outcomes. As 

Russon and Reinelt (2004) point out, programs aiming for organizational impact must 

design activities that go beyond individual skill-building. The use of a program theory or 

theory of change is essential to ensure this alignment, a component often missing in program 

design. 

 

Analysis of Indian Leadership Development Programs 

A review of flagship programs like, LEAP, the Malaviya Mission's Nurturing Future 

Leadership Program, and NIEPA's workshops, reveals a concerted national effort. However, 

a critical analysis against the theoretical and contextual frameworks highlights several 

potential gaps. 

 

1. Theoretical-Contextual Misalignment: There is a predominant emphasis on Western-

originated transformational leadership models. While valuable, this focus may overlook the 

critical need for nurturant-task (Sinha, 2008) and contingency-based skills. Training leaders 

to "inspire" without equipping them to navigate India's specific bureaucratic and hierarchical 

constraints creates a theory-practice divide. 

 

The curriculum of major programs is robust in covering high-level strategic themes like 

NEP 2020 alignment, academic leadership, and governance. However, it exhibits a critical 

gap in addressing the "contextual mechanics" of Indian HEIs. There is a pronounced lack of 

practical, nuanced content on managing complex stakeholder dynamics, such as negotiating 

with resistant faculty unions or navigating political pressures from student bodies. 

Furthermore, modules on ethical crisis leadership—handling incidents of sexual harassment, 

financial misconduct, or student suicides—are conspicuously absent, leaving leaders 

unprepared for their most challenging moments. The content prioritizes what a leader should 

do (set a vision) but often neglects how to do it within the specific, often bureaucratic, 

constraints of the Indian system. 

 

2. Pedagogical Inertia: The dominant pedagogical model remains heavily lecture-based, 

relying on expert talks from senior academics and administrators. This "chalk and talk" 

approach stands in stark contrast to global best practices in leadership development, which 

emphasize experiential learning. There is a critical scarcity of teaching cases rooted in the 

Indian context, forcing a reliance on Western examples with limited applicability. More 

active methodologies like Action Learning Projects (where participants solve real problems 
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from their institutions) and immersive simulations (for budget crises or public relations 

disasters) are notably underutilized. This pedagogical inertia limits the translation of 

theoretical knowledge into practical behavioral change. 

 

3. The "Evaluation Gap": Based on available information, these programs appear to lack a 

robust, multi-source evaluation framework. Without systematic 360-degree feedback or 

long-term tracking of participants' impact on institutional indicators (e.g., research output, 

student success, faculty morale), claims of effectiveness remain anecdotal. The leap from 

measuring participant satisfaction (Kirkpatrick's Level 1) to demonstrating behavioral 

change and organizational results (Levels 3 & 4) is rarely made. 

 

4. Structurally, programs are often designed as "one-off" events with no formal post-

program mentoring or structured alumni networks, creating a "support cliff" upon the 

leaders' return to their institutions. This lack of continuity severely hampers the transfer of 

learning. Culturally, while programs may pay lip service to models like Sinha's (2008) 

nurturant-task leadership, the core curriculum often implicitly promotes Western leadership 

frameworks without a critical examination of their applicability. Leaders are not sufficiently 

equipped with tools to balance the hierarchical expectations of their role with the 

participative and nurturant behaviors required to build trust and collaboration in the Indian 

context. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Towards A Context-Driven Leadership Development Model 

The analysis indicates that for Indian academic leadership programs to be truly effective, a 

paradigm shift is necessary, moving from a prescriptive, event-based model to a 

developmental, ecosystem-based one. 

 

Programs must bridge the gap between strategy and practice by incorporating modules on 

the "nuanced realities" of Indian HEIs. This includes case studies on ethical crises, 

stakeholder management, and the practical implementation of NEP reforms, all developed 

from and for the Indian context.  

 

A shift from passive to active learning is non-negotiable. Curriculum designers must 

integrate Indian case studies, Action Learning Projects, and leadership simulations as core 

pedagogical components. This will help leaders practice and refine their skills in a safe 

environment before applying them in their institutions. 

 

The "one-off" model must be replaced with a longitudinal approach. This involves 

establishing structured mentorship programs, pairing new leaders with experienced ones and 

creating alumni communities of practice for continuous peer learning and support. 

 

A new evaluation framework must be mandated. This should include pre-post assessments 

of leadership competencies, 360-degree feedback at 6- and 12-months post-training, and 

longitudinal studies to track the correlation between program participation and key 

institutional performance metrics. This data is crucial for proving value and continuously 

improving program design. 

 

By implementing these changes, leadership development in Indian higher education can 

evolve to truly empower academic heads, equipping them not just with knowledge, but with 
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the practical wisdom, supportive network, and adaptive skills needed to navigate complexity 

and drive meaningful institutional transformation. 

 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The success of India's ambitious educational reforms is inextricably linked to the quality of 

its academic leadership. This conceptual analysis has identified critical gaps in the current 

leadership development ecosystem, arguing that effectiveness is hampered by theoretical 

misalignment, pedagogical limitations, and insufficient evaluation. 

 

The implications of this analysis are significant- for Policymakers future initiatives must be 

designed with an explicit theory of change and funding tied to robust, long-term evaluation 

that measures impact, not just activity. Curriculum must be refined to reflect the hybrid, 

context-driven model, incorporating more experiential and culturally nuanced learning 

methods. 

 

This study calls for empirical research to test the propositions raised here, particularly 

longitudinal and comparative studies on the impact of different leadership development 

approaches on Indian institutional performance. 

 

Ultimately, this study concludes that effective leadership development is not about 

importing Western models but about crafting indigenous, nuanced, and evidence-based 

programs that empower academic heads to lead Indian institutions with competence, 

confidence, and cultural intelligence. 
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