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ABSTRACT 

This study aimed to propose guidelines for developing the 21st- century leadership 

components for university administrators in Taian City, Shandong Province, China.  A 

qualitative approach was used, including document analysis and a focus group discussion with 

nine purposively selected administrators from Shandong Agricultural University and Taishan 

University. Data were analyzed through content analysis and thematic synthesis. The findings 

identified three major leadership components:  leadership skills, leadership styles, and 

leadership behaviors.  Leadership skills included social skills, teamwork, innovation, critical 

thinking, lifelong learning, strategic thinking, cross- cultural adaptability, self- management, 

decision- making, and digital competency.  Leadership styles included autocratic, democratic, 

laissez- faire, situational, paternalistic, transactional, and transformational leadership. 

Leadership behaviors included goal setting and tracking, employee motivation, teamwork, 

decision-making, and problem-solving. In total, 49 development guidelines were proposed to 

strengthen leadership competencies through collaboration among government agencies, 

universities, society, and administrators.  The guidelines provide a practical framework for 

enhancing leadership capacity and supporting the modernization and sustainable development 

of higher education institutions in China. 

 

KEYWORDS:  21st- century leadership, University administrators, Leadership development, 

Higher education, Shandong Province 

 

Introduction 

The rapid transformation of higher 

education in the 21st century has created 

unprecedented challenges and 

opportunities for university administrators. 

Globalization, digital transformation, 

international competition, technological 

innovation, and the increasing demand for 

high- quality education have significantly 

changed the role of university leaders. 

Higher education institutions are no longer 

responsible only for teaching and research 

but are also expected to drive innovation, 

strengthen international collaboration, 

respond to societal needs, and contribute to 

sustainable national development.  As a 

result, university administrators must 

possess leadership competencies that 
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enable them to navigate complex and 

rapidly changing environments. 

The concept of 21st- century 

leadership emphasizes the ability of leaders 

to adapt to change, promote innovation, 

manage diversity, encourage collaboration, 

utilize digital technologies, and develop 

organizational sustainability. 

Contemporary leadership studies have 

highlighted the importance of 

communication skills, teamwork, strategic 

thinking, innovation, critical thinking, and 

digital competence as essential leadership 

capabilities in modern organizations (Katz, 

1955; Adair, 2005; Ehlers, 2020) . 

Furthermore, leadership effectiveness is 

influenced not only by leadership skills but 

also by leadership styles and leadership 

behaviors that shape organizational culture 

and performance ( Burns, 1985; Witt & 

Stahl, 2016; Noorderhaven et al., 2016). 

In China, higher education has 

undergone substantial reform and 

expansion during the past decades.  The 

Chinese Ministry of Education has 

continuously emphasized the importance of 

strengthening leadership capacity among 

university administrators.  The Interim 

Measures for the Management of 

University Leaders issued by the Ministry 

of Education in 2017 stated that university 

leaders should possess strategic vision, 

educational expertise, management 

capability, moral integrity, and the ability to 

guide institutional development in a rapidly 

changing society.  These requirements 

reflect the growing expectation that 

university administrators must demonstrate 

competencies beyond traditional 

administrative management. 

As an important educational center 

in Shandong Province, Taian City is home 

to several higher education institutions that 

play a significant role in regional 

development and talent cultivation. 

However, the changing higher education 

landscape requires university 

administrators to respond effectively to 

challenges such as digital transformation, 

internationalization, organizational 

innovation, stakeholder expectations, and 

increasing competition among universities. 

Previous observations indicate that 

although many university administrators 

possess strong academic qualifications and 

professional expertise, there remains a need 

to strengthen leadership competencies that 

support strategic management, innovation, 

organizational development, and effective 

decision-making. 

Previous studies have examined 

various aspects of leadership in educational 

organizations, including transformational 

leadership ( Burns, 1985) , team- building 

and collaborative leadership 

( Noorderhaven et al. , 2016) , innovation-

oriented leadership ( Çekmecelioğlu & 

Özbağ, 2016), digital-age leadership (Su & 

Liu, 2022) , future skills for educational 

leaders ( Ehlers, 2020) , and inclusive 

leadership (van Knippenberg & van Ginkel, 

2022). While these studies provide valuable 

insights into leadership theories and 

practices, most focus on specific leadership 

styles, leadership characteristics, or 

leadership behaviors.  Limited research has 

attempted to develop a comprehensive 

framework that integrates leadership skills, 

leadership styles, and leadership behaviors 

specifically for university administrators 

within the context of Chinese higher 

education. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of 

empirical studies focusing on university 

administrators in Taian City under 

Shandong Province.  The unique social, 

educational, and policy contexts of the 

region may require leadership 
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competencies that differ from those 

identified in other settings.  Therefore, a 

systematic investigation is needed to 

identify the essential components of 21st-

century leadership and develop practical 

guidelines that can support leadership 

development among university 

administrators in the region. 

The findings of this study are 

expected to contribute both theoretically 

and practically.  Theoretically, the study 

expands the understanding of 21st- century 

leadership in higher education by 

integrating leadership skills, leadership 

styles, and leadership behaviors into a 

comprehensive framework. Practically, the 

proposed leadership development 

guidelines can assist government agencies, 

universities, and university administrators 

in designing leadership development 

programs, strengthening institutional 

effectiveness, enhancing organizational 

competitiveness, and supporting the 

modernization of higher education in Taian 

City and other regions of China. 

 

Purposes 

To propose guidelines for the 21st 

century leadership components 

development for administrators of 

university in Taian City under Shandong 

Province. 

 

Literature review 

1.  Concept of 21st- Century 

Leadership 

Leadership in the 21st century has 

evolved from traditional command- and-

control approaches to more adaptive, 

collaborative, and innovation- oriented 

practices.  Contemporary leaders are 

expected to respond effectively to rapid 

technological changes, globalization, 

digital transformation, workforce diversity, 

and increasing organizational complexity. 

Therefore, leadership is no longer limited to 

directing organizational activities but 

involves inspiring people, promoting 

innovation, facilitating collaboration, and 

creating sustainable organizational 

development. 

According to Ehlers (2020), future-

oriented leaders must possess a broad range 

of competencies, including lifelong 

learning, adaptability, digital literacy, 

critical thinking, and innovation 

capabilities.  Similarly, Schüller et al. 

(2019) emphasized that digital competence 

and data literacy have become essential 

skills for leaders in modern organizations. 

In higher education institutions, university 

administrators are required to lead 

organizational transformation while 

simultaneously maintaining academic 

excellence and institutional 

competitiveness. 

2.  Leadership Skills in the 21st 

Century 

Leadership skills refer to the 

capabilities that enable leaders to 

effectively perform managerial functions 

and achieve organizational goals.  Katz 

( 1955)  proposed that effective 

administrators require a combination of 

technical, human, and conceptual skills. 

Although developed several decades ago, 

Katz’ s framework remains highly relevant 

in explaining the competencies needed by 

contemporary leaders. 

Adair ( 2005)  further argued that 

effective leadership requires the ability to 

balance task achievement, team 

maintenance, and individual development. 

In educational organizations, leadership 

skills involve communication, teamwork, 

decision- making, strategic thinking, and 

problem-solving abilities. 
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Innovation has become another 

critical leadership competency. 

Çekmecelioğlu and Özbağ ( 2016)  found 

that leadership significantly influences 

creativity and innovation within 

organizations.  Likewise, Driscoll ( 2022) 

suggested that innovative leaders are more 

capable of responding to environmental 

uncertainty and organizational change. 

Strategic thinking is also considered 

a crucial competency for educational 

leaders.  Fulmer et al.  ( 2000)  emphasized 

that leaders should possess the ability to 

formulate long- term visions, anticipate 

future challenges, and guide organizations 

toward sustainable success.  Petriglieri and 

Peshkam ( 2022)  similarly highlighted the 

importance of reflective learning and 

strategic adaptation in leadership 

development. 

In addition, contemporary leaders 

must demonstrate strong interpersonal and 

teamwork capabilities.  Knippenberg and 

van Ginkel ( 2022)  argued that inclusive 

leadership enhances collaboration and 

organizational effectiveness in diverse 

work environments.  Gerpott et al.  ( 2019) 

also found that effective communication 

and interaction among team members 

contribute significantly to leadership 

emergence and team performance. 

3. Leadership Styles 

Leadership style refers to the 

pattern of behaviors leaders use when 

interacting with followers and influencing 

organizational performance.  Different 

leadership styles may be appropriate under 

different organizational circumstances. 

Transformational leadership is one 

of the most influential leadership theories in 

modern organizations.  Burns ( 1985) 

described transformational leaders as 

individuals who inspire followers through 

vision, motivation, and personal 

development.  Such leaders encourage 

innovation, organizational commitment, 

and continuous improvement. 

Situational leadership emphasizes 

the leader’ s ability to adjust leadership 

approaches according to the readiness and 

competence of followers.  Garavan ( 2016) 

suggested that leadership effectiveness 

depends largely on the alignment between 

leadership behaviors and situational 

requirements. 

Democratic leadership encourages 

participation, shared decision- making, and 

open communication among organizational 

members.  Noorderhaven et al.  ( 2016) 

reported that collaborative leadership 

enhances team effectiveness and project 

success. 

Paternalistic leadership, which is 

widely observed in many Asian contexts, 

emphasizes care, guidance, and moral 

responsibility toward followers.  Silin 

( 1976)  and Redding ( 1990)  argued that 

paternalistic leadership strengthens trust, 

loyalty, and organizational harmony. 

Transactional leadership focuses on 

performance management through rewards, 

accountability, and clearly defined 

expectations.  In contrast, laissez- faire 

leadership provides followers with greater 

autonomy and independence while 

maintaining supportive supervision. 

4. Leadership Behaviors 

Leadership behavior refers to the 

observable actions and practices 

demonstrated by leaders when managing 

organizational activities and interacting 

with employees.  Effective leadership 

behavior directly influences employee 

motivation, organizational commitment, 

and institutional performance. 

Adair ( 2005)  emphasized that 

leaders must demonstrate behaviors that 

support goal achievement, team cohesion, 



VOL.15   NO.1 JANUARY – JUNE 2026 PAGE 74 

and individual growth. Similarly, Singfield 

( 2020)  highlighted the importance of goal 

setting and performance monitoring in 

achieving organizational transformation. 

Motivating employees is another 

critical leadership behavior. Obama (2014) 

suggested that leaders should inspire 

individuals to contribute their best efforts 

by creating meaningful purposes and 

opportunities for development.  Effective 

leaders also provide recognition, support, 

and encouragement to improve employee 

engagement. 

Decision- making and problem-

solving behaviors are essential in higher 

education administration.  Witt and Stahl 

( 2016)  argued that responsible leaders 

should consider multiple stakeholder 

perspectives when making decisions. 

Huang Meng ( 2015)  and Megheirkouni 

( 2020) further emphasized that effective 

problem- solving behaviors contribute to 

organizational resilience and sustainable 

development. 

Team- building behavior also plays 

a significant role in leadership 

effectiveness.  According to Xiong et al. 

(2011) and Shen (2022), leaders who foster 

collaboration, trust, and communication are 

more successful in developing high-

performing organizational teams. 

 

Research Process 

Phase 1:  Document Analysis. 

Relevant literature, theories, policy 

documents, books, academic journals, and 

previous studies related to leadership and 

higher education administration were 

reviewed and analyzed using content 

analysis.  The purpose of this phase was to 

identify the essential components of 21st-

century leadership for university 

administrators and to develop a preliminary 

framework of leadership components. 

Phase 2:  Focus Group Discussion. 

The preliminary framework derived from 

the document analysis was further 

examined through a focus group discussion. 

The discussion aimed to validate the 

identified leadership components and 

generate practical guidelines for the 

development of 21st- century leadership 

among university administrators in Taian 

City under Shandong Province.  The 

findings from both phases were synthesized 

to formulate the final leadership 

development framework. 

 

Population and Key Informants 

The population of the study 

consisted of approximately 730 

administrators from Shandong Agricultural 

University and Taishan University in Taian 

City, Shandong Province, China.  The key 

informants were selected using purposive 

sampling.  A total of nine participants were 

invited to participate in the focus group 

discussion, including administrators and 

academic personnel with at least ten years 

of experience in higher education 

administration.  The participants consisted 

of five representatives from Shandong 

Agricultural University and four 

representatives from Taishan University. 

Selection criteria included administrative 

position, professional experience, 

educational background, and recognized 

contributions to university management. 

 

Research Instruments 

Two research instruments were 

employed in this study including ( 1) 

Document Analysis Form.  A document 

analysis form was developed to collect and 

synthesize information from academic 

literature, policy documents, books, and 

previous research related to leadership 

components and leadership development in 
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higher education.  ( 2)  Focus Group 

Discussion Guide. A semi-structured focus 

group discussion guide was developed 

based on the preliminary findings from the 

document analysis.  The guide consisted of 

open- ended questions concerning 

leadership skills, leadership styles, 

leadership behaviors, and strategies for 

developing leadership competencies among 

university administrators. 

 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using content 

analysis.  Relevant concepts and themes 

were identified and synthesized from the 

document review, while focus group data 

were coded and categorized to identify key 

themes and recommendations. The findings 

from both phases were then integrated to 

develop the framework of 21st- century 

leadership components for university 

administrators in Taian City under 

Shandong Province. 

 

Conclusion and Discussion 

Conclusion 

1. Literature Research 

From review of literature, the 

researcher has studied variables from 

related concepts, principles, theories, and 

related research.  Findings from the 

Literature Review 

The review of related literature, 

theories, and previous studies revealed that 

21st- century leadership for university 

administrators extends beyond traditional 

administrative functions and requires a 

comprehensive set of competencies that 

enable leaders to respond effectively to 

dynamic educational, technological, and 

societal changes. 

The findings indicated that 

leadership in the 21st century can be 

categorized into three major dimensions: 

leadership skills, leadership styles, and 

leadership behaviors. 

The first dimension, leadership 

skills, represents the core competencies 

required by university administrators to 

manage educational institutions effectively. 

The literature emphasized the importance 

of communication skills, decision- making 

ability, teamwork, innovation capability, 

social competence, adaptability, strategic 

thinking, self- management, and 

professional knowledge. In addition, recent 

studies highlighted the growing importance 

of digital competence, lifelong learning, 

critical thinking, and cross- cultural 

adaptability as essential competencies for 

leaders operating in increasingly complex 

and globalized environments.  These 

competencies enable university 

administrators to cope with organizational 

change, promote innovation, and enhance 

institutional competitiveness. 

The second dimension, leadership 

styles, focuses on the approaches leaders 

use to influence and guide organizational 

members.  The literature identified several 

leadership styles relevant to higher 

education administration, including 

situational leadership, democratic 

leadership, laissez- faire leadership, 

paternalistic leadership, transactional 

leadership, and transformational 

leadership.  The review suggested that 

effective university administrators should 

be capable of applying different leadership 

styles according to organizational 

circumstances, staff characteristics, and 

institutional goals.  Among these styles, 

transformational leadership was frequently 

emphasized as an important approach for 

inspiring organizational change, 

innovation, and long-term development. 

The third dimension, leadership 

behaviors, refers to the observable actions 
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performed by leaders in managing 

organizations and interacting with 

employees.  The literature consistently 

identified employee motivation, goal 

setting and monitoring, decision- making, 

problem- solving, and team building as 

critical leadership behaviors contributing to 

organizational effectiveness.  These 

behaviors support the achievement of 

institutional objectives while fostering 

employee engagement, collaboration, and 

continuous improvement. 

Furthermore, the literature review 

revealed that leadership development does 

not occur solely at the individual level. 

External factors, including government 

policies, technological support, 

organizational resources, and the broader 

social environment, also play significant 

roles in shaping leadership effectiveness. 

Therefore, leadership development should 

be viewed as a collaborative process 

involving universities, administrators, 

government agencies, and society. 

Based on the synthesis of the 

literature and related studies, the researcher 

concluded that 21st- century leadership for 

university administrators is a 

multidimensional construct comprising 

leadership skills, leadership styles, and 

leadership behaviors.  These three 

dimensions served as the conceptual 

framework for the subsequent focus group 

discussion and the development of 

leadership guidelines for university 

administrators in Taian City under 

Shandong Province. 

2.  Findings from Focus Group 

Discussion 

The focus group discussion 

involved nine experts, including university 

administrators and academic personnel 

from Shandong Agricultural University and 

Taishan University, all of whom possessed 

extensive experience in higher education 

administration.  The discussion aimed to 

validate the preliminary leadership 

components identified from the literature 

review and to formulate practical 

guidelines for leadership development 

among university administrators in Taian 

City under Shandong Province. 

The findings confirmed that 21st-

century leadership for university 

administrators consists of three interrelated 

dimensions:  leadership skills, leadership 

styles, and leadership behaviors.  The 

experts agreed that these dimensions 

collectively contribute to leadership 

effectiveness and institutional development 

in the contemporary higher education 

environment. 

Regarding leadership skills, the 

participants emphasized that university 

administrators should possess 

competencies beyond traditional 

management capabilities.  The most 

frequently mentioned competencies 

included innovation, decision- making, 

digital literacy, communication, teamwork, 

strategic thinking, lifelong learning, cross-

cultural adaptability, and self-management. 

The experts highlighted that digital 

transformation, international collaboration, 

and increasing organizational complexity 

require administrators to continuously 

update their knowledge and develop 

adaptive leadership capabilities. 

With respect to leadership styles, 

the experts indicated that no single 

leadership style is sufficient for all 

situations.  Effective university 

administrators should demonstrate 

flexibility in applying different leadership 

approaches according to organizational 

contexts and stakeholder needs. 

Democratic leadership, transformational 

leadership, and situational leadership were 
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identified as particularly important for 

promoting participation, organizational 

innovation, and institutional change.  In 

addition, paternalistic leadership was 

considered relevant within the Chinese 

cultural context because it promotes trust, 

responsibility, and supportive relationships 

between leaders and staff. 

Concerning leadership behaviors, 

the experts emphasized the importance of 

establishing clear organizational goals, 

encouraging participation in decision-

making, motivating employees, fostering 

teamwork, and strengthening problem-

solving capabilities.  The participants 

agreed that effective leadership behaviors 

directly influence organizational 

performance, employee engagement, and 

institutional success. 

The discussion also revealed that 

leadership development should not be 

viewed solely as an individual 

responsibility.  Universities, government 

agencies, and society all play important 

roles in supporting leadership development 

through policy support, professional 

development opportunities, resource 

allocation, mentoring systems, and 

collaborative networks.  Therefore, 

enhancing leadership effectiveness requires 

coordinated efforts among multiple 

stakeholders. 

Based on the consensus of the 

experts, a total of 49 practical guidelines 

were synthesized and organized under the 

three dimensions of leadership skills, 

leadership styles, and leadership behaviors. 

These guidelines formed the foundation of 

the proposed framework for developing 

21st- century leadership among university 

administrators in Taian City under 

Shandong Province. 

Following the literature review and 

the focus group discussion, the findings 

from both phases were synthesized to 

develop a comprehensive framework of 

21st- century leadership for university 

administrators in Taian City under 

Shandong Province.  The integrated 

analysis revealed that leadership 

development is a multidimensional process 

involving leadership competencies, 

leadership styles, leadership behaviors, 

organizational support, and external 

environmental factors. The key findings are 

presented as follows. 

 

Development of the 21 st- Century 

Leadership Framework for University 

Administrators 

The synthesis of findings from the 

literature review and focus group 

discussion revealed that the development of 

2 1 st- century leadership among university 

administrators is a multidimensional 

process involving leadership competencies, 

organizational support, and external 

environmental factors.  The findings 

suggest that leadership effectiveness is not 

solely determined by individual capabilities 

but is influenced by the interaction between 

leadership skills, leadership styles, 

leadership behaviors, institutional 

resources, organizational policies, and 

external support systems. 

The analysis indicated that 

leadership development begins with several 

key inputs, including leadership 

competencies, organizational resources, 

policy support, and external environmental 

factors.  These inputs provide the 

foundation for strengthening the leadership 

capacity of university administrators.  The 

literature review highlighted the 

importance of leadership skills, leadership 

styles, and leadership behaviors, while the 

focus group discussion further emphasized 
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the role of resource allocation, 

organizational support, and policy 

implementation in facilitating leadership 

development. 

The process of leadership 

development involves three major 

mechanisms.  First, university 

administrators need to continuously 

enhance their leadership skills, particularly 

in communication, teamwork, innovation, 

strategic thinking, decision- making, self-

management, cross- cultural adaptability, 

and digital competence.  Second, 

administrators should adopt flexible 

leadership styles that are appropriate to 

different organizational contexts and 

challenges.  Third, effective leadership 

behaviors, including goal setting, employee 

motivation, teamwork promotion, 

participative decision- making, and 

problem- solving, should be consistently 

practiced improving organizational 

performance. 

The findings further revealed that 

leadership development requires 

collaborative support from multiple 

stakeholders.  Universities play an 

important role in providing organizational 

resources, learning opportunities, and 

supportive policies.  Government agencies 

contribute through policy formulation, 

leadership development programs, and 

institutional support.  Society and external 

organizations facilitate leadership growth 

through partnerships, resource sharing, and 

professional collaboration.  At the 

individual level, university administrators 

are responsible for continuous learning, 

self- reflection, and professional 

development. 

As a result of these interconnected 

processes, the proposed framework is 

expected to enhance leadership 

effectiveness, strengthen managerial 

competencies, improve institutional 

competitiveness, and support the 

modernization of higher education. 

Ultimately, the framework contributes to 

the development of capable university 

administrators who are prepared to lead 

higher education institutions in responding 

to the challenges and opportunities of the 

21st century.  

Based on these findings, the study 

concludes that 2 1 st- century leadership for 

university administrators consists of three 

interrelated dimensions including 

leadership skills, leadership styles, and 

leadership behaviors, supported by 

institutional, governmental, and societal 

mechanisms that collectively promote 

sustainable leadership development and 

organizational excellence.  Based on the 

synthesis of findings from the literature 

review and focus group discussion, a 

comprehensive framework for developing 

21st- century leadership among university 

administrators in Taian City under 

Shandong Province was established.  The 

framework illustrates the relationships 

among leadership skills, leadership styles, 

leadership behaviors, supporting factors, 

and expected outcomes.  The proposed 

framework is presented in Figure 1.
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Leadership

Skills

Leadership

Style

Leadership

Behavior

1.Improve communication skills

2.Develop team management skills

3.Encourage employees to put forward new 

ideas 

4.Create an open academic environment

5.Encourage develop learning plans 

6.Promote cross-depar tmental cooperation

7.Encourage international exchanges Establish 

goal setting

8.Provide mental health suppor t and resources

9.Establish a decision suppor t system

10.Provide digital technology training and 

resources

1.Cultivate open leadership styles

2.Establish a culture of shared decision-making

3.Provide suppor t and resources

4.Understanding team members

5.Establish a culture of suppor t

6.Establish clear  goals aEstablish a common 

vision and goals

1.Determine clear  goals

2.Provide development oppor tunities

3.Establish a positive team culture

4.Promote par ticipation and shared decision-

making

5.Develop problem-solving skills

Leadership skills

social skills

teamwork skills

innovation skills

cr itical thinking skills

lifelong learning skills

strategic thinking skills

cross-cultural adaptability

self-management ability

decision-making ability

digital ability

Leadership Styles

Author itar ian Leadership

Democratic Leadership

Laissez-faire Leadership

Contextual Leadership

Paternalistic Leadership

Transactional Leadership

Transformational Leadership

Leadership behaviors

goal setting and tracking

motivating employees

teamwork

decision-making

University

1.Ensur ing clar ity in policies.

2.The effective implementation of 

policies.

3.The investment of resources.

4.The par ticipation of employees.

5.Communication and cooperation.

6.Providing learning and 

development oppor tunities.

Social

1.Social suppor t and recognition.

2.Industry collaboration.

3.Social resource investment.

4.Social evaluation system.

5.Social advocacy and publicity.

6.Social par ticipation and 

cooperation.

7.Promotion of social initiative.

Government

1.Formulate policy suppor t.

2.Build a leadership training platform.

3.Establish a leadership award program.

4.Establish a mentor  system.

5.Strengthen policy communication and 

publicity.

6.Carry out leadership research and 

evaluation.

7.Strengthen international exchanges and 

cooperation

University Administrators

1.Self-assessment and reflection.

2.Par ticipate in professional training and learning 

oppor tunities.

3.Seek guidance and suppor t from mentors.

4.Establish a good teamwork relationship.

5.Improve cr itical thinking ability.

6.Continuous learning and development.

7.Establish a good self-management ability.

the 21st Century 

Leadership Skills

Figure 1 Model for improving the 21st leadership skills of university administrators in Taian 

City under Shandong Province 

 

Figure 1 presents the proposed 

framework for developing 21st- century 

leadership among university administrators 

in Taian City under Shandong Province. 

The framework was developed through the 

synthesis of findings from the literature 

review and focus group discussion. 

The framework consists of three 

interrelated components.  The first 

component, 21st- century leadership 

components, comprises leadership skills, 

leadership styles, and leadership behaviors. 

Leadership skills include communication, 

teamwork, innovation, critical thinking, 

lifelong learning, strategic thinking, cross-

cultural adaptability, self- management, 

decision- making, and digital competency. 

Leadership styles encompass democratic, 

transformational, situational, paternalistic, 

transactional, autocratic, and laissez- faire 

leadership.  Leadership behaviors focus on 

goal setting and monitoring, employee 

motivation, teamwork, decision- making, 

and problem-solving. 

The second component involves 

leadership development strategies, which 

focus on strengthening leadership 

competencies, promoting appropriate 

leadership styles, and enhancing effective 

leadership behaviors.  Key strategies 

include improving communication and 

team management skills, fostering 

innovation and lifelong learning, 

encouraging collaboration and international 
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engagement, strengthening decision-

making capabilities, promoting shared 

decision- making, establishing a common 

vision, and developing problem- solving 

and team-building practices. 

The third component highlights key 

stakeholders in leadership development, 

including universities, government 

agencies, society, and university 

administrators themselves.  Universities 

contribute through policy implementation, 

resource allocation, and professional 

development opportunities.  Government 

agencies support leadership development 

through policy initiatives, training 

programs, mentoring systems, and 

international collaboration.  Society 

contributes through partnerships, 

recognition, and resource support, while 

university administrators play a central role 

through self- reflection, continuous 

learning, professional development, and 

self-management. 

Collectively, these components 

contribute to enhanced leadership 

effectiveness, stronger managerial 

competencies, improved institutional 

performance, and the sustainable 

development of higher education 

institutions in the 21st century. 

 

Discussion 

The findings revealed that 21 st-

century leadership for university 

administrators in Taian City under 

Shandong Province consists of three major 

dimensions:  leadership skills, leadership 

styles, and leadership behaviors.  This 

finding suggests that effective leadership in 

contemporary higher education extends 

beyond traditional administrative functions 

and requires a comprehensive integration of 

competencies, leadership approaches, and 

leadership practices. 

First, the study found that 

leadership skills constitute a fundamental 

dimension of 21st-century leadership. The 

identified competencies include 

communication, teamwork, innovation, 

critical thinking, lifelong learning, strategic 

thinking, cross- cultural adaptability, self-

management, decision- making, and digital 

capability.  This finding is consistent with 

Katz (1955), who emphasized that effective 

administrators require a combination of 

human, technical, and conceptual skills.  It 

also supports the views of Adair ( 2 0 05) , 

who argued that successful leadership 

requires balancing organizational goals, 

team development, and individual growth. 

Furthermore, the emphasis on innovation, 

lifelong learning, and digital capability is 

consistent with Ehlers (2020) and Schüller 

et al.  ( 2 0 1 9 ) , who highlighted the 

importance of future skills and digital 

competencies in responding to rapid 

technological and societal changes.  The 

researcher believes that these competencies 

are particularly important for university 

administrators because higher education 

institutions are increasingly expected to 

adapt to digital transformation, 

internationalization, and organizational 

innovation. 

Second, the findings identified 

leadership styles as an essential component 

of leadership development.  The study 

revealed that effective university 

administrators should be capable of 

applying various leadership styles, 

including democratic, transformational, 

situational, paternalistic, transactional, 

autocratic, and laissez- faire leadership, 

depending on organizational 

circumstances.  This finding is consistent 

with Burns ( 1 9 8 5 ) , who emphasized the 

importance of transformational leadership 

in inspiring organizational change and 
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development.  It also supports the work of 

Noorderhaven et al. (2016), who found that 

participative and collaborative leadership 

contributes to team effectiveness and 

organizational success.  The prominence of 

paternalistic leadership in this study may 

reflect the cultural characteristics of 

Chinese organizations, where trust, 

guidance, and supportive relationships 

between leaders and followers are highly 

valued. The researcher therefore argues that 

leadership flexibility is a critical 

characteristic of university administrators 

in the 21st century. 

Third, leadership behaviors 

emerged as a key dimension influencing 

organizational effectiveness.  The findings 

highlighted goal setting and tracking, 

employee motivation, teamwork, decision-

making, and problem- solving as essential 

leadership behaviors.  These findings are 

consistent with Adair ( 2 0 0 5 ) , who 

emphasized the importance of task 

achievement, team maintenance, and 

individual development in leadership 

practice.  Similarly, Singfield ( 2 0 2 0 ) 

stressed that goal setting and performance 

monitoring are crucial for organizational 

improvement, while Witt and Stahl (2016) 

emphasized responsible decision- making 

and stakeholder engagement.  The 

researcher believes that these leadership 

behaviors provide a practical mechanism 

through which leadership competencies and 

leadership styles can be translated into 

effective organizational outcomes. 

In addition, the findings 

demonstrated that leadership development 

is not solely the responsibility of individual 

administrators.  Universities, government 

agencies, and society also play important 

roles in supporting leadership development 

through policy support, resource allocation, 

professional development opportunities, 

mentoring systems, and collaborative 

networks.  This finding supports the 

perspectives of Strielkowski and 

Chigisheva ( 2 0 1 8 ) , who emphasized that 

leadership development requires 

cooperation among educational 

institutions, policymakers, and external 

stakeholders.  Therefore, leadership 

development should be viewed as a 

systemic process involving multiple actors 

rather than as an individual endeavor. 

Overall, the study contributes to the 

understanding of 21st-century leadership in 

higher education by integrating leadership 

skills, leadership styles, and leadership 

behaviors into a comprehensive 

framework.  The proposed framework 

provides practical guidance for 

strengthening leadership capacity among 

university administrators and supports the 

modernization and sustainable 

development of higher education 

institutions in Taian City under Shandong 

Province. 

Recommendation 

Recommendations for Practical 

Application 

The findings of this study indicate 

that 21st- century leadership for university 

administrators consists of leadership skills, 

leadership styles, and leadership behaviors. 

Therefore, universities should utilize the 

proposed framework as a guideline for 

leadership development programs and 

professional training activities. 

1)  Universities should strengthen 

leadership skills by promoting 

communication, innovation, strategic 

thinking, decision- making, digital 

competency, and lifelong learning among 

university administrators.  These 

competencies are essential for responding 

to rapid changes in higher education and 

enhancing institutional competitiveness. 
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2)  Universities should encourage 

administrators to adopt flexible leadership 

styles that are appropriate to different 

organizational contexts.  Particular 

emphasis should be placed on 

transformational, democratic, and 

situational leadership styles to promote 

participation, innovation, collaboration, 

and organizational effectiveness. 

3)  Universities should foster 

leadership behaviors that contribute to 

organizational success, including goal 

setting and monitoring, employee 

motivation, teamwork, participative 

decision- making, and problem- solving. 

These behaviors should be incorporated 

into leadership evaluation and professional 

development systems. 

4)  Government agencies should 

provide policy support, leadership training 

opportunities, mentoring systems, and 

collaborative platforms to strengthen 

leadership development in higher education 

institutions.  Universities should also 

establish partnerships with external 

organizations and communities to enhance 

leadership learning and knowledge 

exchange. 

5)  Recommendations for Policy 

Development.  Government agencies and 

higher education authorities should develop 

policies that support systematic leadership 

development for university administrators. 

Such policies should emphasize digital 

transformation, innovation capability, 

international collaboration, and continuous 

professional development.  Furthermore, 

leadership development programs should 

be integrated into institutional strategic 

planning to ensure sustainable leadership 

growth and organizational excellence. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Future studies should examine the 

applicability of the proposed leadership 

framework in different higher education 

contexts across China.  Quantitative 

research is recommended to validate the 

relationships among leadership skills, 

leadership styles, leadership behaviors, and 

organizational effectiveness.  Comparative 

studies across provinces or institutional 

types may also enhance the generalizability 

of the findings. 

 

References 

Adair, J. (2005). How to grow leaders. Kogan Page. 

Aga, D.  A. , Noorderhaven, N. , & Vallejo, B.  (2016) .  Transformational leadership and project 
success:  The mediating role of team- building.  International Journal of Project 
Management, 34(5), 806–818. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2016.02.012 

Barbaroux, P. (2022). Developing leadership skills through simulation-based training: A research 
framework and interpretive case study.  Management International, 26(1) , 192–208. 
https://doi.org/10.7202/1088443ar 

Bennis, W.  G. , & Goldsmith, J.  (1997) .  Learning to lead:  A workbook on becoming a leader. 
Perseus Books. 

Ciulla, J.  B. , Knights, D. , Mabey, C. , & Tomkins, L.  ( 2018) .  Guest editors’  introduction: 
Philosophical approaches to leadership ethics II:  Perspectives on the self and 
responsibility to others.  Business Ethics Quarterly, 28( 3) , 245– 250. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/beq.2018.16 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2016.02.012
https://doi.org/10.7202/1088443ar
https://doi.org/10.1017/beq.2018.16


83 | P A G E    A P H E I T  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  J O U R N A L  

Ehlers, U. D. (2020). Future skills: The future of learning and higher education. BoD–Books on 
Demand. 

Fulmer, R.  M. , Gibbs, P.  A. , & Goldsmith, M.  ( 2000) .  Developing leaders:  How winning 
companies keep on winning. Sloan Management Review, 42(1), 49–59. 

Gerpott, F.  H. , Lehmann-Willenbrock, N. , Voelpel, S.  C. , & van Vugt, M.  (2019) .  It’s not just 
what is said, but when it’s said: A temporal account of verbal behaviors and emergent 
leadership in self-managed teams.  Academy of Management Journal, 62(3), 717–738. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2017.0149 

Gündüz Çekmecelioğlu, H. , & Özbağ, G.  K.  (2016) .  Leadership and creativity:  The impact of 
transformational leadership on individual creativity. Procedia - Social and Behavioral 
Sciences, 232, 243–249. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.11.020 

Katz, R. L. (1955). Skills of an effective administrator. Harvard Business Review, 33(1), 33–42. 

Knights, D.  ( 2020) .  Critical perspectives on leadership:  The language of corporate power. 
Academy of Management Learning & Education, 19( 4) , 600– 602. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2020.0003 

Knippenberg, D. van, & van Ginkel, W. P. (2022). A diversity mindset perspective on inclusive 
leadership.  Group & Organization Management, 47( 4) , 779– 797. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601121997229 

Munby, S.  (2020) .  The development of school leadership practices for 21st century schools. 
European Journal of Education, 55(2), 146–150. https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12394 

Murnieks, C. Y., Cardon, M. S., Sudek, R., White, T. D., & Brooks, W. T. (2016). Drawn to the 
fire:  The role of passion, tenacity and inspirational leadership in angel investing. 
Journal of Business Venturing, 31( 4) , 468– 484. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.05.002 

Petriglieri, G., & Peshkam, A. (2022). Stranger leaders: A theory of marginal leaders’ conception 
of learning in organizations.  Academy of Management Journal, 65(4) , 1240–1273. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2019.0162 

Rauf, F.  H.  A. , Khalid, F.  M. , Rahman, M.  S.  A. , & Ghani, M.  K.  I.  C.  (2020) .  Leadership and 
communication skills towards emotional intelligence:  A case of a Malaysian private 
university. Global Business & Management Research, 12(4), 647–654. 

Schüller, K., Busch, P., & Hindinger, C.  (2019).  Future skills: Ein framework für data literacy. 
Hochschulforum Digitalisierung. 

Shen, M.  (2022) .  On the principal’s leadership:  Team building and characteristic development. 
Fujian Research on Basic Education, (8), 23–25. 

Singfield, A. K. (2020). Transformational change in the NHS: Using action research to improve 
the way change leadership skills are developed. 

Strielkowski, W., & Chigisheva, O.  (2018) .  Leadership for the future sustainable development 
of business and education. In Proceedings of the International Conference (PRIZK & 
IRC). Springer. 

Su, X., & Liu, S. (2022). Leadership and human resource management in the digital age. China 
Market, (27), 112–114. 

Witt, M. A., & Stahl, G. K. (2016). Foundations of responsible leadership: Asian versus Western 
executive responsibility orientations toward key stakeholders.  Journal of Business 
Ethics, 136(4), 623–638. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-014-2534-8 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2017.0149
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.11.020
https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2020.0003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601121997229
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12394
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.05.002
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2019.0162
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-014-2534-8


VOL.15   NO.1 JANUARY – JUNE 2026 PAGE 84 

Xiong, Z. , Qian, Y. , & Chen, X.  (2011) .  Problems and countermeasures of middle-level cadre 
assessment in colleges and universities.  School Party Building and Ideological 
Education, (4), 37–38. 

Yang, F.  ( 2022) .  The essence, development and application of character leadership in 
organizational management. Leadership Science, (9), 103–106. 

Zhang, C., Wu, B., & Zhou, L. (2020). Taian City: Multiple measures to eradicate unpaid wages. 
Shandong Human Resources and Social Security, (8), 48–49. 

 


