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A B S T R A C T

The transformational changes occurring in academic dentistry are a response to many, different innovations as
well as new demands, challenges, pressures and expectations. Despite dental schools and clinical academic
centres having responded to rapid, multifaceted change, the ever increasingly complex and changing nature of
oral healthcare provision, together with the growing body of evidence on the impact of oral health on general
health and wellbeing at all ages, requires academic dentistry to redouble its efforts to remain fit for future
purpose. Central to success in this demanding quest is strong, visionary leadership.

1. Purpose

The purpose of this article, the first in a series of opinion pieces on
aspects of leadership in academic dentistry, is to provide an overview of
the leadership required in academic dentistry. The article also under-
scores traits of the leaders needed to realise the goal of academic
dentistry for it to be recognised as a dynamic, forward-looking, bio-
medical academic discipline.

2. Leadership

Leadership is the act of influencing individuals and groups and
providing opportunities to achieve positive outcomes and realise goals
[1,2]. The act of leadership pivots around the ‘personal virtues’ of
communication, motivation, inspiration and encouragement, through
which leaders inspire individuals. In defining leadership, it is im-
perative to distinguish between leadership and management [3].

A leader has vision, sets goals and enables individuals and groups to
attain them. For this purpose, a leader should command moral au-
thority and respect. A manager works at the operational level to devise
and implement strategies to accomplish goals through planning, the
adoption of policies, logistics and the control of processes in the context
and within the limitations of legal and governance structures. A leader
acts to challenge the status quo and focuses on the future, thereby en-
hancing effectiveness. A manager establishes and, in an ideal world,
maintains a well-oiled system, building on the status quo, thereby en-
hancing efficiency [2,3]. That said, in coherent organisations, leaders
and managers complement each other to collectively deliver successful

outcomes both in day to day operational activities and preparedness for
the future [4–6].

3. Levels of leadership

The success of an organisation, including dental academic institutes,
requires ‘cohabitation’ of leaders in the different levels (strata) of the
leadership hierarchy (Fig. 1). Leaders belonging to different leadership
strata should share the common purpose of success and responsibility to
fulfil the goals of their organization [7–9].

Front line leaders occupy the bottom, but largest tier of the lea-
dership hierarchy. They oversee and lead the day to day activities of the
organisation (e.g. a department or academic unit) by implementing the
responsibilities and duties assigned to them. In academic dentistry,
front line leaders are responsible for day to day effectiveness and
quality improvement in teaching and learning, research and clinical/
laboratory practice in their discipline, through the application of in-
stitutional policies. While front line leaders are typically consulted on
the formulation of strategies and goals, their principal role is im-
plementation rather than future-proofing.

Service leaders, who typically coordinate the activities of front line
leaders at the academic group or division level, tend to have roles in
institutional performance, including chairing institutional committees,
resource and facilities development and assisting the institutional
leader in his/her roles and responsibilities, including representing and
deputising from them from time to time. In many establishments service
leaders are members of an institutional leader led executive team,
supported by senior managers.
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Institutional leaders assume overall responsibility for the perfor-
mance, success, standing and direction of travel of their organisation.
The onus on institutional leaders is substantial, as they have decision
making authority which influences the attainment of goals and the ef-
fectiveness of their organisation, and, in the process, the career pro-
gression of all those working and studying in the organisation.
Institutional leaders, amongst many other attributes, must be strategic
thinkers, with well-developed political acumen, allowing them to de-
velop a clear, forwarding-looking, relevant vision attainable by their
organisation.

While there are merits in external appointments to vacant leader-
ship positions, an effective institutional leader should give equal weight
to an internal ‘bottom up’ approach to the recruitment of replacement
front line- and service leaders. This ensures an element of institutional
personnel development and succession planning. This, in addition,
helps incentivise individuals in institutions to develop leadership skills
and encourages their involvement in the ongoing success of the in-
stitution and the realisation of its goals.

4. Suitability for institutional leadership

An organisation with the wrong person at the helm is susceptible to
the perils of the environment in which it operates. So, who should be
considered for institutional leadership of a dental academic institution?
Should the institutional leader be ‘hired’ from amongst dental aca-
demics, or a wider pool of candidates?

A candidate for institutional leadership with good leadership cre-
dentials and skills, but no previous experience of the complexities and
nuances of a dental academic institute may offer a fresh leadership
perspective. They may, however, run the risk of failing to grasp the
importance of the critical, complex interrelationships between educa-
tion and training, clinical practice and oral and dental research, and, in
the process, provide less than ideal leadership [7]. Similarly, a dental
academic with a good grasp of the dynamics of a dental academic in-
stitute, but limited leadership skills and acumen, may be perceived to
suffer limitations as an institutional leader. Given the obvious benefits
of familiarity with the nuances of dental academic institutes, it could be
argued that a suitably experienced dental academic with appropriate
leadership skills should typically be the preferred candidate to lead a
dental academic institute. This, however, requires investment in pro-
spective institutional leaders, specifically high-level leadership training
[1,7,10,11]. Irrespective of the background of an institutional leader,
he/she will need the support of service leaders and managers with
complementary skills, as it is unusual for any one person to possess all
the skills, attributes, knowledge and experience to lead a dental aca-
demic centre. Hence, when a new institutional leader is appointed with
a different skill set to the previous institutional leader, he/she may need
to change the membership of his/her executive team of service leaders
and senior managers to optimise the effectiveness of the team and make
any necessary change in the direction of travel or emphasis.

5. Traits of a leader

There are certain traits that individuals must have to become

successful leaders. The traits of a leader must collectively be greater
than the sum of the parts, often being compared to the Matryoshka
nesting doll [12].The desirable traits of a leader are summarized in
Table 1 [1,7].

5.1. Analytical interpreter

This trait relates to logical thinking -visualising, collecting, sorting,
weighing up and articulating information to facilitate interpretation to
inform problem-solving and decisions making [13].

Gifted clinicians and researchers tend to have good analytic inter-
preter skills, helping to equip them for leadership roles. If, in addition,
these individuals are familiar with university ‘politics’ healthcare reg-
ulation, educational policies and research governance, they should be
able to apply these skills to provide leadership of a dental academic
institute, together with oversight of management processes and sys-
tems. Analytic interpreter skills are further enhanced by financial
cognisance, resource building capacity and good problem-solving,
comprising problem identification, analysis, description and causation
of the problem, options appraisal and implementing of the solution
[14].

5.2. Strategic thinker

This trait pertains to those activities that rely on perception, in-
ventiveness and decisive interventions which maintain momentum and
help adapt to change. To be effective in this area a leader needs to be
aware of the real time status of his/her organisation, including the at-
titudes and commitment of its students, staff and faculty, through in-
stitutional engagement, and understanding of the extraneous environ-
ment locally, nationally and internationally. Also, an understanding of
trends and future needs and expectations is critical to effective strategic
capabilities.

Change can be brought about only when the need to change is ac-
cepted. To be resilient towards change, leaders need to be strategic, i.e.
accept that change is constant, and appreciate that change is positive
and to be welcomed, as it creates opportunity to restructure, modernise
and, in the process reinvigorate elements of the organisation.

5.3. Team/camaraderie builder

Leadership is often likened to a game of chess, with manoeuvring of
the “players in the team” to maintain momentum (the game plan) and
attain goals. Selection of team players appropriate for the task, gath-
ering intelligence (knowing the strengths and capabilities of team
members) building their trust, identifying system players (individuals
who work well within a system), constant coaching, proactive feedback,
accolades to sustain effort and conflict resolution are important aspects
of this trait of a leader [15]. That said, an effective leader needs to be
impartial when dealing with disciplinary issues such as under-
performance. Popularity and effectiveness in leadership do not ne-
cessarily go hand in hand. Pleasing half the team, half of the time can be
the norm in providing effective, proactive leadership, especially during
challenging times.

Fig. 1. Levels of leadership.

Table 1
Traits of a leader.

Analytical interpreter
Strategic thinker
Team/camaraderie builder
Emotional intelligence
Commitment to Beta Mode
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5.4. Emotional intelligence

Emotional intelligence (EI) is the ability to understand and manage
ones’ own emotions, and those of the people around you. It differs from
IQ which pertains to cognitive intelligence. It also differs from social
intelligence (pertaining to understand the feelings, personalities, and
behaviours of yourself and others to seek positive outcomes in future).
EI comprises five elements: self-awareness (knowing your own emo-
tions, strengths and weaknesses), self-regulation (controlling your
emotions), motivation, empathy and social skills (personal interactions
and navigating situations through communication and dialogue)
[16–19].

5.5. Commitment to beta mode

To attain goals, leaders must constantly refresh themselves to re-
main in the ‘Beta Mode’ of continuous improvement. Knowledge and
skills in present-day society tend to a half-life of a mere five years [20].
This is why effective institutional leaders with extended terms of office
benefit from occasional ‘time-out’ (sabbatical leave) to top up their
skills and knowledge and broaden their horizons to enhance their
strategic capabilities. ‘Personal Knowledge Mastery’ is an interesting
concept in the current age of over-information. This concept dwells on
three ‘Ss’: seek (to find out about things and keep up to date); sense (to
personalise, contextualise and put into practice information learnt), and
share (exchange of ideas and experiences within networks) [7,21–26]

6. Leadership framework

Leadership is a “task in process”. A set of principles comprising
standards expected of a leader can help give shape to the task. A lea-
dership framework is a “toolkit” of principles comprising the standards
expected of leaders [3,27,28].

6.1. Leading the organisation

This is accomplished by creating the vision of the future and setting
direction through development of organisational structure and systems.
This involves establishing and implementing a strategy (including a
business plan to achieve objectives), organisation structure review,
maintaining an effective system of work, systematic fairness to win the
trust of the team players, building workforce capability and capacity
and prioritisation of challenges to be addressed.

6.2. Leading the people

The task here is to build strong relationship with the team members.
The check list includes: providing a safe working environment, creating
effective roles and recruiting the right people, assigning the right
person for the right task, effective appraisal and feedback, including the
recognition and reward of ‘above and beyond’ performance, and pro-
viding opportunity for career development.

6.3. Leaders leading themselves

This comprises critical, self-assessment of the role that a leader
performs, the relationships the leader has in the organisation, and the
style of leadership. Regular three-sixty appraisal of the leadership by
the service and front-line leaders can greatly assist in leaders leading
themselves.

7. Leadership theories

A review of the milestones in the evolution of leadership reveals
that despite different theories at different times, styles of leadership
remain constant [29–39]. The earliest theory quoted is “The Great Man

Theory”. This theory was professed and popularised by Thomas Carlyle
in the 19th century. The theory expounds the view that leaders possess
inherent talents and abilities, setting them apart from the population at
large. This theory might be considered the forerunner of the “Trait
theory”, hugely popular in the 1920s and 1930s, which attempted to
identify the “inborn innate traits” that make leaders different from
other individuals. This theory, based on the chronicles of past-leaders,
minimised the importance of circumstances and environmental factors.
These factors are now recognised to have substantial impact on lea-
dership qualities [29,30,34].

The ‘situational theory’ of Hersey and Blanchard in the 1970s as-
sumed that “circumstance or situation” brings out the virtues of lea-
dership, based on any one of four leadership styles – delegating, sup-
porting, coaching or directing. Though this theory has wide
applicability, it falls short of acknowledging the “personal strengths of
leaders” [29,30,34].

The ‘transformational theory’ proposed by Burns in 1978 is perhaps
the most widely acclaimed and lasting theory of leadership. It focuses
on proactive leadership and innovation, whereby subordinates and the
leaders work in tandem to uplift each other to improve morale and the
status of their organization [31,32]. Bass conceptualised transforma-
tional leadership into four styles: idealised influence (the leader is the
“role model” for the followers); inspirational motivation (the leader
communicates expectations and inspires the crew to rise and reach
higher); intellectual stimulation (the leaders stimulate the followers to
think out of the box and be creative and innovative) and individualised
consideration (the followers are provided a conducive environment to
perform) [36].

Today, several leadership theories find application. No one ap-
proach to leadership covers all situations. A leader may have to exercise
flexibility and apply different theories at different times and under
different circumstances, according to specific situations and desired
outcomes.

8. Types of leadership

The ‘Tannenbaum and Schmidt Continuum’ (Fig. 2) incorporates
several schemes or types of leadership displayed as a spectrum [36].
The extreme ends of the spectrum are determined by the ‘range of ac-
tions’ of the leader, as determined by the degree of authority assumed
by the leader and the degree of freedom afforded to members of the
team. Four types of leadership are identified in the spectrum:

1 ‘Tells’: the leader is authoritarian, identifies the problem, decides
without discussion, dictates to the team and expects unwavering
implementation.

2 ‘Sells’: resistance from members of the team is overcome through
discussion. Then, the leader decides, having ‘sold’ the strategy to the
members of the team, who are anticipated to comply.

3 ‘Consults’: the leader identifies the problem, a discussion with the
team ensues, suggestions from the team players are taken on board
before a decision is reached and implemented. Team commitment is
assumed.

4 ‘Joins’: the leader identifies and defines the problem but looks to the
members of the team for a solution and a decision, albeit that the
responsibility for the decision remains with the leader.

9. Conclusion

Effective leadership is the bedrock underpinning sustainability and
progress of any organisation, and dental academic institutes are no
exception. Academic dentistry, which is anticipated to continue to un-
dergo constant change, requires strong, effective leadership to succeed
and remain fit for future purpose. Given the benefits of a dental aca-
demic leading a dental academic centre, there should be much greater
emphasis than at present on leadership training at all levels of dental
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academia, underscored by the statement: “The purpose of a leader is to
produce more leaders, not followers” -Ralph Nader [37].
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