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Abstract 
Academic leadership is considered a key factor in university and research institute development. In a competitive 
environment, the role of academic leadership has become increasingly important. At present, China is committed 
to building world-class universities and advanced research institutes, while academic leadership is one of the key 
factors. Thus, what is the ideal academic leadership in China’s institutional environment? What professional 
qualities should principal investigators have? This study investigates these issues with in-depth interviews of six 
principal investigators. The finding shows that the definition of academic leadership by principal investigators 
refers to academic expertise, assigning the team member, setting a direction, academic social skills, managing 
team member relationships, boosting team morale, and teamwork skills. Furthermore, academic expertise is 
often supposed to be more important than other abilities. In terms of competence, the definitions of leadership by 
Chinese principal investigators and the literature on Western academic leadership are similar.  
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1. Introduction 
In the past decade, leadership research has continued to develop in higher education, and most of the research 
focuses on individuals who hold formal management positions at higher levels, such as university presidents, 
school directors, and provosts. Scholars appoint professors, researchers, and administrators who have made 
significant contributions to the performance and development of the university, and translational research 
focuses on these groups (Meng, Tan, & Li, 2017). 

Two opposing paradigms influence the success of an organization-leadership and management. These two 
paradigms are generally recognized as institutions of academic governance in the field of higher education. 
Management, often considered less than ideal, has been described in higher education terminology as intrusive, 
restrictive, and based on unnecessary administrative tasks related to functional effectiveness and efficiency. On 
the other hand, leadership is collaborative, focusing on setting and motivating others in new directions, 
combined with achieving established and common goals, to promote high-quality teaching and learning (Parrish, 
2013). Leadership is an important part of a position with supervisory responsibilities in any organization. This is 
the element that the organization relies on to transform goals into achievements (Simon, 1976). Also in the 
higher education era, research on the characteristics of effective formal leadership and management confirms 
that leaders and leadership are essential to improve the governance, learning, teaching, relevance, and success of 
higher educational institutions (HEIs) (Bryman, 2009; Bryman, 2007; Hofmeyer, Brenda, Klopper, & Warland, 
2015).  

In the neoliberal culture that defines 21st-century colleges in developed countries, research performance is the 
main task of research-intensive universities and universities with research aspirations. Performance indicators 
such as Australia’s research excellence in Australia, New Zealand’s performance-based research funding 
activities, and the UK’s Research Excellence Framework (REF) have placed research quality and productivity at 
the top of the institutional development agenda, making research an important priority. Outstanding activities 
must be dedicated to people and advance the goals and missions of the organization. The focus of these activities 
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is to build research capabilities and train researchers. Therefore, academic leadership seems to be a reasonable, 
and even indispensable, specialized form of higher education leadership. Implicit in the university’s formal 
leadership and management structure is the recognition of its value. There are obvious designated academic 
leadership roles at all levels of the institutional hierarchy, from senior managers to teachers and departments. But 
in a sense, such leadership research is insufficient, because their available knowledge base is very limited. 
Although academic leadership is considered important, it is still largely uncharted territory. There is still a big 
gap in the understanding of academic as an activity and academic leadership, and there is a lack of such research 
(Evans, 2014). Since the professor is almost completely correct in the research (Evans, Homer, & Rayner, 2013), 
most of the knowledge about the professor is derived from anecdotes. 

What is the effective leadership of academic leadership in China’s research institution and university context? 
How do principal investigators view their roles, and what skills and qualities do leaders consider as essential to 
effective and efficient team management? This study uses in-depth interviews of six principal investigators and 
combines relevant studies to explore the aforementioned issues. In recent years, research on Chinese academic 
leadership has become increasingly abundant, but to the best of our knowledge, this work is the first to study the 
perception of ideal leadership by principal investigators themselves. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1 Academic Leadership  

Academic Leadership research has centered on senior academic staff who have a formal leadership role (Laing, 
Laing, & Gregory, 2011; Anthony & Antony, 2017). The role of academic leadership: (a) Provide and protect an 
environment where productive academic work can be carried out; (b) Support and develop common academic 
values and sense of identity; (c) Represent individuals and working groups to achieve “cross-border”. The 
boundary here refers to the ability to create opportunities for external relations, complete work through 
institutional management, and guide team members to enter a broader field of participation (Bolden, Gosling, 
O’Brien, Peters, Ryan, & Haslam, 2012). Evans (2015b) mentioned that academic leadership requires the 
following three types of qualities: 1) Outstanding, by demonstrating outstanding professional knowledge and 
academic achievements both domestically and internationally; 2) Knowledge, outstanding academics have 
extensive methods and teaching knowledge, as well as authoritative subject knowledge; 3) Interpersonal 
relationships are manifested as kindness, kindness, and approachability, and senior figures are willing to help 
young colleagues in the academic development. 

Academic leadership includes a range of different higher education roles, including different positions and titles. 
It usually ranges from tactical management centered on specific goals, relationship- and task-oriented 
administrative management, and vision-driven and potentially transformative leadership changes (Cheruvelil & 
Montgomery, 2019). Academic leaders can adopt many different leadership styles. Many academic leaders enter 
departmental and other leadership levels through faculty. The promotion of tenure or non-tenure faculty 
members can put individuals in a position to consider leadership roles (Montgomery, 2020). 

Leadership depends on the behavior of the leader. Teaching and research have been embedded in the core of the 
academic leadership function, sometimes referred to as teaching or intellectual leadership. Teaching leaders are 
renamed, learning leaders. Concurrently, academic leaders also play the role of managers. They focus on tasks, 
functions, and behaviors. When they act as managers, they promote the work of team members. Academic 
leaders play four management roles: activity management, resources, change, and self (Banker & Bhal, 2020). 
This research is the first to explore the academic leadership of Chinese principal investigators. 

2.2 The Leadership for Principal Investigators  

Practice will ultimately affect the quality and completeness of the research. However, the leadership and 
management roles in the study have not yet been empirically tested. Semi-structured interviews conducted with 
32 genetic researchers funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) revealed that they believe that 
leadership and management are essential for effective research, but their scientific training is not enough to 
prepare them. These findings suggest best practices in the research community, the future direction of scientific 
training, and enlightenment for scientific leadership and management research. In general, it is important to 
consciously adopt leadership and management practices and continue to improve them throughout your career. 
The basic element of this work is to openly accept feedback from laboratory members and suggestions from 
peers and colleagues. In addition, various methods must be kept in mind to coordinate and monitor the work of 
research team members. Important practices include promoting open communication and regular meetings, 
especially to solve problems. It is also important to balance individual needs, provide appropriate guidance, and 
allow independence at the same time. Finally, it is prudent to measure and monitor the atmosphere or culture of 
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the working group in the laboratory to cultivate creative, honest, and productive employees. Scientists, especially 
those early in their careers, should look for available resources and training opportunities. Finally, for principal 
investigators, it is important to note that their behavior and practices as laboratory directors and research mentors 
can have a lasting impact on the personnel in their laboratory (Antes et al., 2016). As the person in charge of the 
laboratory, you need to be responsible for fundraising, fund management, purchasing materials and equipment 
(some of which are very professional and even unique), training and managing personnel who use hazardous 
materials, publicizing current research, and planning for the future the study. As a teacher, you need to inspire 
and educate the next generation of a series of teaching styles. Another key skill is to learn how to work with 
people and gain management experience before starting your laboratory (Tregoning & McDermott, 2020). 

A research team is made up of various people. How leaders deal with them, their concerns, requirements, and 
development are crucial. If a principal investigator makes a promise to someone, be sure to keep it, and it’s best 
to record it in writing. If the situation changes and the leader is unable to complete it, please notify the person 
immediately and determine how to satisfy them in other ways. If the leader does not keep his promise, he will 
lose the trust of the team, which will be a heavy blow to his leadership authority. Tell team members the 
difference between “must” do something and when they “want them” to do something. The former informs about 
the consequences if you do not comply. The latter requires the consent of the other party. If there is no definite 
result, please don’t try to force someone to do something (Detsky, 2011). 

2.3 The Characteristics of Effective Academic Leadership  

An academic leader is someone with a broad vision of their field, and who has the power to bring change in their 
field. They have the ability and capacity to release and engage human potential in the pursuit of a common cause. 
They must sustain change and this energy must come from within the academic unit, driven by the vision of its 
leader. Academic units and institutions are particularly challenged in achieving unity around a focused mission 
because of the independent mindset that pervades academic culture: leadership is, therefore, a personal, 
face-to-face concept. Thus, the strategic planning process becomes an opportunity to mobilize and bring together 
stakeholders in pursuit of a mission (Mehood et al., 2012; Anthony & Antony, 2017). The most effective 
academic leaders are characterized by overly ambitious, relaxed, ambitious, and passionate. The least effective 
characteristics are lack of ambition, confusion, ambiguity, and insecurity (Rehbock et al., 2019). A study of 28 
senior female academic staff at Monash University in Australia found that many factors are critical to the 
research performance of university scholars (Dever et al., 2006). The most common are: High enthusiasm; Have 
good international connections and networks; Have effective instructors; Participate in cooperative research; 
Guide graduate students; Appropriate participation in administrative duties. 

Based on the innovative concept of scientific teams, encourage leaders who are committed to innovation in 
organizations to enhance their team capabilities. Employees in higher education should value and adopt 
dialectical leadership methods, such as delegation and guidance, closeness and alienation, and the conversion 
between internal and external investment. The same may be true for the heads of other organizations: academic 
leaders have a high degree of complexity and desire for autonomy. Leaders do not need to identify ideas and 
innovations but need to create favorable conditions for effective teamwork. One way to do this is to enhance the 
reflexivity of the team, the extent to which the team reflects and changes its functions. During the reflection 
process, team members openly shared their views on team achievements and shortcomings in the current project. 
Transformational leadership is a feasible way to improve team reflection ability, which in turn is directly 
proportional to team performance. As another method, leaders can directly involve their team members in the 
leadership process to promote autonomy and participation. To be able to “share leadership”, leaders need to 
create an internal team environment where team members can experience common goals, support each other, and 
have a free voice to express opinions (Braun et al., 2016). 

2.4 The China Context  

In 2000, the internationally accepted principal investigator system was fully established in key areas of China’s 
basic sciences. The principal investigator is the representative of outstanding scientific and technical personnel, 
the leader of the scientific research team, the organizer and implementer of scientific and technological 
innovation. How to be the PI of the scientific research team is not only related to the individual development but 
also directly related to the team and the smooth progress of scientific research. To become an excellent leader of 
a research team, to live up to the responsibilities given by the times, you need to practice the following four 
“powers”: strong responsibility, keen foresight, solid cohesion, and excellent learning ability (Zhao, Liu, Ren, & 
Wu, 2017). 

The concept involving scientific and technological talents is generally reflected in the elaboration of the system 
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any research progress. Knowledge is the main foundation of research (Toledo-Pereyra, 2012). 

Academic leadership has contributed to the promotion of the development of disciplines and institutions as well 
as the academic profession. The academic contribution of academic leaders is the most important (Baris & 
Anthony, 2018). 

Having many years of experience in this field, showing strong research performance, and exhibiting major 
outstanding contributions in their respective disciplines or professional fields play leading roles (Interviewer E) 

4.3 Assign the Team Member 

Leadership is an important human activity that can make an organization successful without letting it stagnate or 
get lost. Leadership is a process of social influence, where one can get help and support from others and 
complete a common task (Davalos, 2016; Chemers, 1997). There are many aspects to running a successful 
laboratory, including the elements of luck, imagination, and opportunism. And hard work. However, the most 
important thing is the people in the team. They deserve PI’s full attention and need to feel that PI supports them 
(Banks, 2021). 

Reasonably allocate multidisciplinary scientific research personnel to work together to achieve short-term and 
long-term goals, and rationally allocate and explore the capabilities of the outstanding researchers (Interviewer 
B). Assign the team member with their matched skill (Interviewer C), but PI must be good at assigning tasks 
(Interviewer F). 

Teamwork in organizations has increasingly become a norm, but the challenge of working effectively in a team 
is huge. One of the challenges is conflict, that is, the tension between team members due to actual or perceived 
differences (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). As an academic leader, you should set the roles and tasks of each 
individual by the goals of the team. Team leaders should build the team based on diversity and value the 
differences between people. Leaders should recruit talents, encourage the development of personal abilities, and 
train colleagues, as far as possible not to be threatened by people with special abilities (Meng, Tan, & Li, 2017). 
PI needs to promote the collaboration of the research team and mentor the team members. PI is also responsible 
for the performance level of its members. Leaders should have the ability to enhance scientific cooperation and 
teamwork between members of the research or project team and the ability to analyze the information obtained 
(Foncubierta-Rodríguez et al., 2020). Another important aspect of the academic leadership of senior scholars is 
to guide doctoral students’ research during their studies and contribute to the academic development of other 
young colleagues in the team. Last but not the least, providing support and funding to the team members is also 
crucial (Baris & Anthony, 2018). 

There are also teaching post teachers in the team, and it is necessary to master the balance of each teacher so that 
teachers who are partial to scientific research posts and partial teaching posts can give full play to their 
advantages and achieve efficient scientific research and teaching output within the team (Interviewer D).  

4.4 Set a Direction 

Academic leaders should prioritize tasks and have clear research directions (Hemmings, Hill, & Sharp, 2013). 
The person in charge needs to determine the team’s vision and consensus, and others can take action according 
to their wishes (Meng, Tan, & Li, 2017). Ramsden (1994) defines academic leadership as several responsibilities, 
including leadership in teaching, research, or planning vision. Academic leadership establishes academic 
direction and achieves common goals by empowering team members. This definition assumes that the activities 
of these people must achieve the following ideal effects: (1) enhance the enthusiasm of scholars; (2) set direction; 
(3) empower others (Gmelch & Wolverton, 2002). While focusing on teaching and learning, knowledge leaders 
will deal with intellectuals such as faculty, staff, and students, while instructive leaders will focus on long-term 
growth and progress by adjusting plans and guiding employees in the right direction (Banker & Bhal, 2020).  

The main job of PI in the team is to grasp the basic direction (Interviewer E), which can guide the development 
direction of the team (Interviewer A), and more importantly, finding the right direction, defining the right field, 
and setting the right research topic (Interviewer F). Give clear direction, set the milestones for each project 
(Interviewer C).  

The scientific research team, like any small business, improves its influence and productivity by developing and 
executing strategic plans. This plan can be composed of different time scales, for example, short-term goals (3 to 
6 months) and long-term goals (1 to 3 years). The plan is to achieve the vision and goals of the team. There are 
many ways to develop a strategic plan, but the recommendation should include at least four components: (1) the 
laboratory’s mission statement; (2) what is most important now (3) how to achieve short-term goals; and (4) 
scientific development Long-term vision or plan (Paul & Melanie, 2019).  
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PI formulates short-term and long-term plans based on the research history and trends in this field and combines 
research hotspots, basic research, and industrialization feasibility to formulate 3-year, 6-year, and 9-year goals 
(Interviewer B). 

4.5 Academic Social Skills 

PI is responsible for the overall administrative, financial, scientific, and ethical aspects of the research project, 
and supervises researchers and students. Because PI can delegate tasks to members of the research team, PI is 
ultimately responsible for all aspects of research (Rajab et al., 2020).  

At present, the more difficult problems to deal with are mainly the distribution of time and energy. How to 
coordinate the relationship between the outer academic circle and the growth management of one’s academic 
team, as well as the balance and coordination of multiple tasks in academic, teaching, and nature are more 
difficult to grasp (Interviewer E). 

The ability to address social problems and acquire resources has become increasingly important (Shen, Huang, & 
Fan, 2020). Excellent academic leaders should provide social services to team members, including basic 
functions, such as bringing academic resources, increasing opportunities for research collaborators, guiding 
national policies, shaping the academic world, making it effective, and popular in the market (Dinh, Caliskan, & 
Zhu, 2020). In the interview, several PI answers described the functions of social in more detail: PI must have a 
certain degree of academic socialization and the ability to obtain resources (Interviewer A). Academic leaders 
should have the ability to coordinate all aspects of the relationship, including internally and externally. Internally, 
team members should collaborate and develop together. Externally, they should strengthen communication and 
increase the exposure and visibility of the team and PI outside. This is in line with publication and funding can 
complement each other. The current disciplines are becoming more and more intertwined. If you want to make 
better scientific research, you must strengthen foreign cooperation. This feature has been very prominent in 
terms of co-publishing articles and co-application projects (Interviewer D). 

4.6 Manage Team Member Relationship  

If the physiological and safety needs are met, then the desire for relationships and connection with people are the 
next basic requirements in Maslow’s (1943) well-known hierarchy of needs motivation theory. Specifically, 
people may want to have a sense of belonging or find their place in the group. This strong desire may be more 
valuable than a person’s self-esteem. Relationships establish a sense of community and are an important part of 
human nature and emotions (Conner, 2015). 

The quality of the relationship between individuals and their team members is called team member exchange. 
The review of empirical research shows that TMX can improve personal performance and team operation ability 
because individuals in high-quality TMX relationships are more willing to help each other and share information, 
ideas, and feedback within the work team (Tse & Dasborough, 2008).  

The relationship between team members is a very important issue. (Interviewer F). Academic leaders should 
coordinate team relationships to ensure that team members play an appropriate role. What needs attention is how 
to coordinate the overall view of the whole team and the personal interests of team members when they are 
inconsistent interests (Interviewer E). In the team, since the students and teachers, and PI are not too old, 
everyone is also a teacher and a friend. I think the atmosphere and atmosphere of tension, unity, and mutual help 
within the team are necessary (Interviewer D). 

4.7 Boost Team Morale 

Team morale was defined in the study as the collective attitude and joint commitment of members in terms of 
team tasks (Lindsay, Manning, & Petrick, 1991). Leaders build a created team and develop great morale with 
respect, honesty, love, and spirituality empower employees (Autry, 2007). Teams with high morale have a strong 
sense of team responsibility and commitment to peak performance, and have a continuous social influence on 
team members because their team members usually expect to collaborate under the guidance of team interests. 
On the contrary, team members with low team morale will be affected by weaker social influences and have 
limited constraints on their private behavior (He, 2012). Kappelman, McKeeman, and Zhang (2006) stated: 
Project team members who lack a commitment to the scope and schedule of the project will always find other 
worthwhile activities.” In short, team morale will offset the free-riding trend in the project team.  

Boost the morale of the team. For a team, the most important thing is the human problem (Interviewer F). The 
initiative of a scientific researcher is a difficult point, and it is also a condition for the continuous development 
and vitality of a team (Interviewer B). 
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4.8 Teamwork Skills 

Academic leaders should provide a good institutional environment for team members, including opportunities to 
support the professional development of team members, and organizational culture for participating in team 
research (Hemmings, Hill, & Sharp, 2013). Teamwork in organizations has become an increasing norm, but 
effective work in a team faces huge challenges (Guzzo & Shea, 1992). Especially when the team performs 
complex tasks, the team is effective rather than personal task team efficiency also depends on the extent to which 
team members need to help each other, coordinate activities, comply with needs and requirements, and express 
opinions and ideas to avoid process losses. One of the challenges of team efficiency is conflict-Thomas, due to 
actual or perceived Differences lead to tension between team members. The interpersonal relationship is related, 
but the effect is sufficient, and the well-being and turnover rate are reduced. Time and energy allocation (De 
Dreu & Weingart, 2003). Many studies by researchers aim to determine the factors most likely to affect research 
productivity. The assessment of the researcher’s productivity usually includes the amount of input and output. 
Input measures include the value of the research funding received, mentoring doctoral students, helping 
colleagues develop ideas, and reviewing manuscripts. Output metrics include peer-reviewed journal articles, 
speeches, book chapters, and writings (Browning, Thompson, & Dawson, 2017). 

Have good teamwork skills (Interviewer E). Unite the team and gather strength. Academic leaders must have a 
broad mind and firm will to ensure that the entire team is twisted together (Interviewer A). 

5. Conclusion  

In the era of globalization, Chinese universities and research institutes face some common challenges as those 
the Western have. Analysis of the interview data indicate that the kinds of academic leadership recognized and 
expected by Chinese principal investigators are quite similar to those found in Western universities and research 
institutes as mentioned in the existing literature, such as academic expertise (Toledo-Pereyra, 2012), assigning 
the team member (Banks, 2021), setting a direction (Gmelch & Wolverton, 2002), academic social skills (Dinh, 
Caliskan, & Zhu, 2020), managing team member relationship (Conner, 2015), boosting team morale (Kappelman, 
McKeeman, & Zhang, 2006), teamwork skills (Hemmings, Hill, & Sharp, 2013).  

Besides, Chinese principal investigators especially emphasize a good academic standing and expertise in a 
particular academic field, which are consistent with the idea of the PI in British universities (Detsky, 2011; 
Goodall, 2009). 
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