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Introduction

The Leadership Foundation hosted the final day of the three-week-long ‘Advanced Programme for University Leaders of China’ at the British Academy on 4 December 2009. The programme was funded by the Chinese government and involved 24 university presidents, vice-presidents, chairs of university councils and officials from ministries and agencies. The Leadership Foundation helped with the design of the programme in partnership with the Universities of Edinburgh, Manchester and Birmingham, each of which had offered to host parts of the programme in their institutions. 
This final day was aimed at sharing what the Chinese leaders had learned about the challenges facing UK higher education – and how the challenges compared with those in China – as well as exploring the leadership skills required in Chinese higher education compared with the UK. 
A specific case study of leadership challenges and opportunities facing University College London was presented by Professor Michael Worton, vice-provost (academic and international). The Chinese participants were also keen to learn about the work of the Leadership Foundation, and to compare it with the work of parallel Chinese agencies such as the National Academy for Education Administration in Beijing (NAEA), with which the Leadership Foundation has recently signed a memorandum of understanding to support the development of joint programmes and projects.

This article focuses on comparing the challenges facing the UK and China, as reported by the Chinese leaders, and comparing the skills and qualities of leadership in the two countries.

UK challenges
The brief opening presentation by John Fielden, director of CHEMS Consulting and international associate of the Leadership Foundation, drew attention to some of the main challenges facing UK universities, arising from strategies at different levels of the system (Table 1). John asked whether these were reflected in the visits to UK universities and how they compared with the challenges facing Chinese higher education.
Table 1: 15 key challenges for UK higher education
	National strategies 
	Institutional strategies
	Management & management development strategies

	Make financial cuts
	Change business models and structures
	Develop leaders and all staff

	Widen access and participation
	Enhance quality of teaching and learning and students’ experiences
	Change and develop cultures of innovation and enterprise

	Maintain UK research competitiveness
	UK and international competition – building on strength
	Develop skills and infrastructure

	Strengthen universities’ links with business and community
	Increase internationalisation –international linkages and student numbers
	Build sound governance and management structures and processes

	Improve sustainability – environmental, academic and financial
	Achieve more with less
	Use ICT effectively


The lessons learned from visiting three UK universities

· The challenges presented were broadly an accurate reflection of what the Chinese had learned from their visits;
· A further challenge the Chinese leaders had noted was the issue of graduate employability, and the current high levels of graduate unemployment in the UK;
· The economic impact of the downturn on UK HEIs was noted;
· External factors seemed to be major drivers of university strategies in the UK;
· Competition was reported as being of great importance for UK universities, both from within the UK and internationally (in relation to teaching, research and internationalisation) – because the UK universities were ‘aiming high’;
· Teaching and research in the UK seemed increasingly linked to business;
· The Chinese leaders had gained a good impression of the quality of research in the universities visited;
· Internationalisation in the UK should not just be about the recruitment of international students but about collaboration to solve global problems, the Chinese leaders said.
Challenges facing Chinese universities and how they compare with the UK

There were many resonances between the reported challenges facing Chinese universities and those facing UK HEIs. These included the top challenges of funding and graduate employment in China, as well as the debate over the way Chinese universities could best support economic recovery. Some challenges were very familiar to a UK audience – for example, the challenges facing the best staff as they sought to deal with the parallel pressures and time conflicts involved in producing excellent research and delivering high-quality teaching. 
Other parallels were subtle but no less important and interesting.  Examples included the way the development of universities will match and fit with the needs of industry and the Chinese economy, and the observation that ‘the relationship between government, the universities and society was not quite clear at the moment; sometimes it felt that the universities had more responsibilities than power’. 
Some specific challenges included: 
· The major changes and expansion of the Chinese higher education system since 1999, with the proportion of enrolments increasing from 9% to 23% of the relevant age group at undergraduate level – this had brought challenges with respect to the skills of staff and research quality;
· China’s Ministry of Education will publish statistics on graduate employment next year, not least because the cost of education to families places a premium on good graduate employment;
· HEIs in both the UK and China have a similar challenge in seeking to recruit the best students;
· Chinese universities have different characteristics, structures and teaching quality, and some of the changes needed will take time to deliver;
· A recent policy of the Chinese government was to merge small HEIs to create large ones, but this policy is being reconsidered with a view to retaining some smaller, focused, professional colleges;
· Internationalisation and globalisation is a challenge for China - universities want to hire more foreign faculty but language and culture are barriers. Internationalisation is believed to improve the quality of teaching and learning but there is also a concern about retaining Chinese culture and ways of teaching;
· China is seeking to change from being simply large to being powerful, and the same is true of its universities;
· There are big challenges between the rich and poor parts of the country, with a challenge to overcome the east-west divide;
· In smaller HEIs, leaders spend most of their time seeking funding to support the university;
· Students are very important and are at the heart of universities. Alumni are also very important.
Leadership skills, qualities and characteristics: a UK perspective and Chinese response
Robin Middlehurst introduced two pieces of research (out of several other studies) commissioned by the Leadership Foundation. These had sought to identify and explore the leadership skills, qualities and characteristics needed by leaders operating at different levels of leadership in higher education (in this case, at departmental and institutional levels). The first was derived from a review of the literature on leadership in higher education by Professor Alan Bryman of the University of Leicester (Table 2). The second was an empirical study of vice-chancellors by Professor Glynis Breakwell and Michelle Tytherleigh of the University of Bath (Table 3).

Table 2: Facets of leadership that are important at departmental and institutional level (based on a review of literature on leadership in higher education) 
	Providing direction
	Facilitating participation in decision-making, consultation

	Creating a structure to support the direction
	Providing communication about developments

	Fostering a supportive and collaborative environment
	Representing the department/institution to advance its cause(s) and networking on its behalf

	Establishing trustworthiness as a leader
	Respecting existing culture while seeking to instil values through a vision for the department/institution

	Having personal integrity
	Protecting staff autonomy

	Having credibility to act as a role model
	


Table 3: Leadership and management characteristics needed to be a vice-chancellor (based on empirical study undertaken in 2006-7)
	Academic credibility/sensitivity to academic community
	Self-confident

	Being open, participative and collegial
	Fundraising capacity

	Financial awareness and literacy
	Being networked or able to create networks

	Intellectual stamina
	Planner on long timescales – strategic vision

	Physical stamina, energy, drive, determination
	Skill as a team-builder

	Political acumen
	Inspirational and a motivator

	Presence - a forceful personality
	Ease with working across international/cross-cultural boundaries

	Socially skilled
	


The Chinese had the opportunity to consider the kind of skills and characteristics they sought in their leaders, in relation to the challenges they reportedly faced in higher education. These were then compared with the UK evidence. Once again there were many similarities and resonances with the UK. Several observations might strike a chord with UK audiences – for example: ‘recognising the importance of middle management’; ‘developing a culture of tolerance between academics where people could listen better to each other and learn from each other’; ‘active communication with society’; ‘dealing with local and national government with regard to funding’. 
The overarching capabilities required of Chinese higher education leaders were described in terms of a triangle of skills:





Political skills




Business skills




Education skills
Political and business skills were becoming more important. One participant described what was needed as: ‘an educator who understands politics and who can speak as a politician’. This triangle of skills, and the growing importance of political and business skills, is readily transferable to a UK context.

More specific characteristics and capabilities were identified by participants: 
· Team-building skills;
· Fundraising skills;
· Creating an environment where professors wanted to work, and treating professors well;
· Giving ideas to people and using people appropriately;
· Leading change (eg in developing colleges to PhD-granting universities);
· Communication to all parts of the institution;
· Recruiting and developing talented people capable of rising to national and international challenges;
· Skills of persuasion. 

Conclusion
This final day of the ‘Advanced Programme for University Leaders of China’ provided an invaluable opportunity to exchange experience and insights about leadership and the challenges facing leaders today in the UK and China. The observations by Chinese leaders that are recorded in this article illustrate the many common challenges faced by the two countries and their universities; they also hold a mirror up to UK higher education leaders and leadership. Viewing your own challenges and experiences through the eyes of leaders from a different culture provides valuable perspective on what you face. Equally valuable is the opportunity to identify comparable experience where mutual learning across cultures is possible. Although this day and the programme as a whole were designed for the Chinese visitors, we hope that the visits to the three UK universities – and this article – have also provided an opportunity for reflection and learning for UK leaders, managers and institutions. 
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