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Digital academic leadership in the new era 

Part 1: What does digital academic leadership mean? What  are the related concepts?  
 

Part 2: Digital academic leadership for leading research and digital research collaboration 
 

Part 3: Digital academic leadership for leading education, digital education and 
collaborative learning 

 

Part 4: Digital academic leadership for leading digital academic branding 
 

Part 5: Digital academic leadership for leading academic networking & digital 
collaboration (across institutions, countries, continents…) 

 



Need for Digital academic leadership (DAL) 

Why is digital academic leadership important? 

 

Academic institutions, staff and leaders are facing challenges in how to lead digital innovations and how to lead the digital 
new generations. 

 

Not all academic institutions, staff and leaders are ready to lead digital innovations. 

 

Not all academic institutions, staff and leaders are knowledgeable how to play active roles in digital leadership. 

 

Digital leadership is not only applicable for leaders in organisations, but also relevant and important for all actors in 
organisations and academic institutions.  

 

Digital leadership is more than digital competences and adoption of digital innovations.  

 

Identifying the concepts, vision and approaches of digital leadership is important in empowering all members and related 
actors in the process of digital transformations in academic institutions. 



Need for Digital academic leadership 

• The impact of the global pandemic has tremendously increased the necessity for 
digital transformations (ETHR World, 2020).  

 

• Digital leadership is needed for organisational leaders in the education sector 
(Iansiti & Richards, 2020). 

 

• The digital transitions in education do not only require digital skills of students, 
teachers, and staff members, but also more importantly require digital 
leadership  to react and lead actions to deal with changes, come up with new 
visions, bring new procedures and new ways of collaboration, and achieve new 
goals (Van Wart, et al., 2019). 



Need for Digital academic leadership  

• Digital academic leadership is an important leadership dimension of academic members and leaders in 
academic institutions. 

  

• Leaders and staff need to have a clear understanding of the various aspects & processes of leading 
digital changes in academic institutions.  

 

• Successful transformations in the digital era largely depend on digital academic leadership.  

 

• This is important for academic leaders and members to lead their organisations, and all stakeholders 
to foster and implement digital changes relevant to their specific contexts.  

 

• All actors need to understand DAL in the processes of leading the digital processes and the results.  

 

• DAL is important to cultivate an engage an innovative digital culture.   



Digital academic leadership (DAL) 

What does Digital Academic Leadership mean?  

 
Digital academic leadership 

 

Digital academic leadership involves leadership capacities to create digital vision 
and  strategies and nurture readiness, skills & approaches in academic practices 
including institutional strategies, teaching & learning processes, research 
collaboration, academic networking, and academic branding. 

 

Zhu (2023) 

 

 



Digital academic leadership 

• Digital leadership in academic settings 

 

• Digital leadership is urgent for educators, educational leaders and other 
actors 

 

• Leadership capacity of empowering organisations and individuals  

 

 

 



Digital academic leadership  

 

• Digital academic leadership refers to a broader perspective of how academic staff and leaders 
can lead the digital processes.  

 

• This goes beyond the integration of technology in teaching, learning and other operational 
activities.  

 

• Lead and create digital strategies, innovations, processes & practices 

 

• Digital transformations in institutional changes, teaching, research & innovations, networking 
and branding  



Digital academic leadership (DAL) & related concepts 

Digital leadership 

 
• Digital leadership in a new era can also 

be referred to as the competence of 
empowering others to lead and creating 
self-organized teams (digitally) that 
optimise their day-to-day operations 
(Ehlers, 2020). 

• In digital leadership, the relationships 
are more flat within organisations – it 
needs participation, involvement and 
contribution from everyone (Yielder & 
Codling, 2004).  

 
 

 

Leadership in the digital age 
 

1) The use of digital tools to develop the skills and 
capabilities that leaders need to be an effective leader in 
an era of perpetual change,  

2) Developing a new leadership mindset and skill sets 
required to lead digital transformation in organizations,  

3) The capacity of steering an organization towards digital 
transformation in order to stay competitive and agile in a 
rapidly evolving digital and social media landscape.  

 

(Ehlers, 2020)  
 

 



Digital academic leadership & related concept: e-leadership 

E-Leadership  
E-leadership stresses leadership through the digital means or channels such as e-
environments compared to traditional communication channels (Kissler, 2001; Dasgupta, 2011; Roman, 
et al., 2019; Feeney and Welch, 2012; Avolio et al., 2014) 

 

E-leadership refers to leaders who conduct many of the processes of leadership largely 
though electronic channels.  (Zaccaro & Bader, 2003)  

 

E-leadership is referred as a social influence process, mediated by technologies in order to 
bring changes and innovations of individuals, groups, or organizations (Dasgupta, 2011; Oh & Chua, 2018).  

 

 

 



E-Leadership 

• E-leadership refers to the implementation of leadership goals electronically (for 
example through computer-mediated virtual teams).  

 

• E-leadership is delivered through digital means, or the effective use of blending 
of electronic and traditional methods of communication (hybrid traditional-
virtual communications)   (Avolio, Kahai & Dodge, 2000)  

 

• E-leadership is important to 
o Bridge and lead geographically dispersed teams (virtual teams) 
o Communicate effectively with members digitally or in a hybrid way 
o Build trust in digital working environments 
o Lead virtual teams 
o Be aware of multi-cultural issues in digital working environments 



E-Leadership 

• E-leadership must establish an appropriate social 
climate through sustained communication, and be able 
to convey interpersonal skills through technologies.   
(Gurr, 2004)  

 

• E-leadership poses greater emphasis on dispersed 
leadership.  

• In order to overcome the challenge of e-leadership, 
people in organizations must participate in leadership 
at every level. (Pulley & Sessa, 2001)  

 

 

 

 

 



Digital academic leadership & related concept: Virtual leadership 

Virtual leadership mainly refers to the leadership processes needing to take place via an 
online/virtual or remote working environment  

(Zigurs, 2002; Zaccaro & Bader, 2003; Zhong, 2017).  

 

Virtual leadership is playing an increasing important role as advanced technologies can 
support new models of communication and cooperation (cross time, space, and culture 
barriers)  

 

Virtual leadership requires new leadership skills for creating and sustaining high-
performance groups across diverse boundaries.  

 

 



Virtual leadership 

• Virtual leadership leads distributed work teams whose members predominantly 
communicate and coordinate their work through the electronic media.  

 

• Virtual leadership needs to inspire people from a distance (geographically 
separated work places) 

 

• Leading ‘virtual teams’ (spanning different distances and times..) 

 

• Virtual leadership needs to focus on the interfacing with the digital/virtual 
environment 

Kerfoot (2010)  

 



Virtual leadership 

(Symonds research, 2022) 



Digital academic leadership & related concept: Educational technology leadership 

• Educational technology leadership refers leadership promoting the integration of technologies 
in education. (Hobbs, 2011) 

 

• Digital education leadership 

 

•  Digital leadership in education 

 

Pal (2022) 



 

  

Digital academic leadership & 
related concept: Digital 
Leadership in Education 

• Sheninger (2014) indicates 
that 7 pillars are important 
for digital leadership 

• Areas that digital 
technologies can play an 
active role  



Digital academic leadership & related concepts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
(Torre & Sarti, 2020; Zhu, 2023) 

Digital or digitalisation DAL 

means Leadership via digital technologies 

content Areas of transformations    

process Processes of transformations    

goal Digital leadership as a goal         

product Digital leadership as an end or a product      



Digital academic leadership (DAL) 

DAL for international 
academic 

networking 

DAL for academic 
branding 

DAL for research 
collaboration 

DAL for digital 
teaching and 

learning 



 

 

 

DAL 

DAL for digital teaching  
and learning 

 

DAL for research  
collaboration 

 

DAL for 
international  
academic 
networking 

 

DAL for 
academic  
branding 

Digital academic leadership  



DAL for for leading research and research collaboration: case 

 

 

• Collaboration in Research 

 

• Digital collaboration in Research 

 

• Leading research and digital research 
collaboration 



DAL for for leading 
research and research 
collaboration 

• Research teams across locations, 
institutions, borders, timeframes… 

 

• Research communities 

 

• Sharing of research planning, data 
collection, data, experiments…  



 

 

• DAL for leading education 

• Leading digital education 

• Leading digital education and 
collaborative learning 

 

DAL for leading digital education and collaboration: case 



 

 

• DAL for leading education 

• Leading digital education 

• Leading digital education and 
collaborative learning 

 

 

 

DAL for leading digital education and collaboration 



DAL for leading academic branding 

• Digital branding 

• Digital Tools for Academic Branding  

• Digital Tools for Self-Promotion 

• Digital branding and bonding 

• Strategies of digital branding 

• Use analytics and insights to optimize 

 

 

 

• Digital branding and academic reputation 

• Social media 

• Multiple engagements of multi actors 

 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/307195641_Digital_Tools_for_Academic_Branding_and_Self-Promotion


10 best UK universities according to social media 

DAL for leading academic branding : case 



Best University Social Media Accounts 2020 

DAL for leading academic branding: case 



DAL for leading academic branding: case 



DAL for leading academic branding 



• Digital Transformation: Collaborative 
Networks 

 

• Academic cooperation 

 

• Academic networks 

 

DAL for leading academic networking & collaboration: case 



• NETWORK OF COLLABORATION 

• HELDIG is a collaboration network in Digital 
Humanities research, education, and application. 

 

• Support for this is provided by advanced shared 
research and data infrastructures and tooling, as 
well as educational online materials that support 
researchers, students, and developers to utilize 
novel technological aids. The work is based on 
multi- and interdisciplinary collaboration between 
researchers in humanities, social sciences, and 
computer scientists. 

 

DAL for leading academic networking & collaboration: case 



DAL for leading academic networking & collaboration: case 



 

DAL for leading academic networking & collaboration: case 



DAL for leading academic networking & collaboration : case 

European Universities are transnational alliances that will lead the way towards the universities of the future, 
promoting European values and identity, and revolutionising the quality and competitiveness of European higher 
education. 



DAL 

Zhu C. (2023) 
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Zhu C. (2023) 

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

2,5

3

3,5

4

4,5

5

DAL for Networking DAL for Education DAL for Academic Branding DAL for Research

Tool for Accessing & Upgrading DAL 

University level Unit level Individual level



Digital 
academic 
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the new era 

https://www.e-teach-eu.net/ https://www.lead2-project.eu/ 

Questions? 
 
Interested in joining or 
following up the research 
on Digital Academic 
Leadership, please 
contact: 
 
chang.zhu@vub.be  
 
Thank You! 


