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Abstract 

This study undertook a systematic literature review corresponding to challenges faced 

and strategies used by university administrators in Ontario (Canada) and internationally 

before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. As leaders who act as the interface between 

academic institutions and faculty, staff, and students, the study sought to identify 

university deans’ and department chairs’ specific roles and responsibilities in response to 

such adversity. The study adopted Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological model of 

development and Mukaram et al.’s (2021) adaptive leadership framework to understand 

the complex demands placed upon and the responses of university administrators 

navigating the pandemic. Findings reveal that during emergency situations like the 

COVID-19 pandemic, university administrators act as change agents who redefine their 

complex roles through a holistic leadership framework that fosters flexibility, empathy, 

resilience, and adaptability in their practice while developing sustainable, inclusive, and 

interconnected learning communities. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The deans and department chairs who fulfil the roles of administrators and leaders 

in Canadian universities (Boyko & Jones, 2010) have a critical influence on university 

policies, faculty, staff morale, and the general functioning of their institutions. They serve 

in a wide range of roles, from resource managers to spokespersons, problem solvers, and 

motivators (Ali & Abdalla, 2017; Armstrong &Woloshyn, 2017; Bowman, 2002; Salama 

et al., 2018). Further complexity is added to the roles and responsibilities of these 

university administrators in North America, owing to multicultural settings brought about 

by internationalization, data-driven decision-making, revenue generation, Indigenization, 

decolonization as well as an equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) focus (Brennan et al., 

2021). The roles of university administrators may become even more complex due to 

university geographic locations prone to floods (Shah et al., 2018), hurricanes (Hahn, 

2018), or terrorist attacks (Khan et al., 2019). Recently, university leaders across the 

world were challenged by the COVID-19 pandemic, which forced them to adopt 

distributed leadership; collaboration; emotional support; increased online involvement 

with students, faculty, and staff; and the commitment to the safety and well-being of the 

university community (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020), all the while focusing on achieving 

their respective institutions’ academic goals. 

According to Boyko and Jones (2010), the levels of organization start with 

chancellor as the head of the institution and the president/principal/rector is appointed for 

a finite term by the board of administrators and can be possibly dismissed by the board. 

The administrative structure varies among universities; some appoint an academic vice-

president or provost, responsible for academic policy, and an administrative vice 

president who focuses on administrative and financial matters (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 

Organizational Chart Showing Position of Deans and Department Chairs in Canadian 

Universities  
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Some universities also create vice president positions for human resources, 

external research, and technological developments. Universities are also organized into 

faculties administered by a dean and departments led by a chair. As per Boyko and Jones 

(2010), limited research has been done on the roles and responsibilities of faculty deans 

and chairs. Therefore, my study population includes deans and department chairs.  

The deans are appointed by the president and faculty plays no role in the selection 

of deans (Boyko & Jones, 2010). In consultation with the vice-president, deans are 

involved in salary recommendations and budgets, promotion of candidates, and decisions 

on new faculty hires, requests for sabbaticals, and workload distribution; deans are 

involved in the implementation of disciplinary procedures (Boyko & Jones, 2010). The 

department chairs coordinate the affairs of the department and represent their 

department/office in the decision-making process of the department (Boyko & Jones, 

2010).   

Researcher’s Positioning 

Lorenz (1963) stated, “a butterfly flaps its wing and sets molecules of air in motion, 

which would move other molecules of air, in turn moving more molecules of air eventually 

capable of starting a hurricane on the other side of the planet” (as cited in Jafar, 2020, 

para. 1). Like “the butterfly effect” discussed by Jafar (2020), the COVID-19 pandemic 

that started in December 2019 in Wuhan, China, forced university administrators, faculty, 

staff, and students all over the world to stay at home as of March 2020 while universities 

moved to virtual platforms, resulting in a “university at home” situation. 

As an international student at a medium-sized university in Ontario, Canada, I 

completed all the required courses during the pandemic via remote learning (both 
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synchronously and asynchronously). I experienced many challenges during this process, 

such as taking part in assessed online discussions for the courses, interacting with my 

classmates on the Sakai platform, completing assignments on time, and uploading them 

in the portal under the related courses. I also struggled to find the required resources for 

my course and understand some areas of my course content (in the absence of in-person 

lessons). As an international master’s student of administration and leadership in 

education who experienced hardships during the pandemic, I wondered how university 

administrators dealt with the challenges posed by the new emergency while carrying out 

their regular roles and responsibilities of supporting graduate students, faculty, and staff. 

The purpose of my major research paper (MRP) was to find out how university 

administrators experienced and addressed the unexpected challenges arising during the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

Research Questions      

This study addressed the following research questions:  

• What challenges did university deans and department chairs face before and 

during the pandemic?   

• What strategies have these university administrators used to address the 

challenges?  

• How has the pandemic shaped the ways in which we define deans and department 

chairs as university administrators?  

Purpose of the Study 

This research sought to identify how university administrators globally and in 

Ontario addressed administrative and leadership difficulties before the COVID-19 
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pandemic and during the “university at home” situation caused by the pandemic. I 

conducted a systematic literature review to understand how university administrators 

handled the transition from face-to-face programming to online programming and later to 

blended learning. I analyzed the data obtained from a literature review using Urie 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological system theory (BST), which considers the 

influence of social environments/social climate on human development. 

Bronfenbrenner’s BST is based on a person-process-context model, whereby individuals 

are influenced by the context they live in and they in turn influence the context that 

surrounds them (Musgrave & Woodward, 2016). BST is relevant to the exploration of 

university administration and leadership during the pandemic (context component) 

because the latter demanded a transition from face-to-face to online work environments, 

transforming the roles and responsibilities of university administrators and leading to 

decision-making (process component) that depended on administrators’ personality 

(persons component). Finally, university administrators’ decisions were guided by the 

timing of events, from the initial emergency lockdown in March 2020 to the new 

“normal” of blended learning in fall 2021 and the shift to in-person lessons in January 

2022 (time component). Additionally, university administrators’ complex roles and 

responsibilities mirror the multilayered and complex systems of Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological model. 

Theoretical Framework 

Bronfenbrenner's (1999) BST is applied in this research where human 

development extends from proximal to distal environments. Bronfenbrenner’s BST 

considers children’s development in the context of the system of relationships with their 
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environment (Paquette & Ryan, 2001), including microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 

macrosystem, and chronosystem. The microsystem consists of the environment with 

which the child has direct contact—that is, family, school, religious beliefs, 

neighbourhood, and childcare environments. The relationship is bidirectional here; for 

example, parents and children both affect each other’s beliefs and behaviours. The 

mesosystem is composed of several microsystem interactions: For example, a child’s 

teachers are connected to the child’s parents. The exosystem is a large social system 

where the child is indirectly connected to parents’ workplace or community-based 

resources. The macrosystem is composed of laws, cultural values, and customs. The 

chronosystem encompasses dimensions of time, and it relates to all the events that happen 

in the child’s environments, including microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and 

macrosystem. Ahmed (2018) expanded Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological model of 

human development by adding globosystem to the model. The globosystem forms the 

outermost layer in the child’s environment, and it is composed of several macrosystems. 

The globosystem embodies the changes that happen across the globe and is relevant in 

the context of a pandemic that affected people around the world. Likewise, in my study, 

the university administrators are influenced by the changes, processes, and events that 

happen in the meso-, exo-, macro-, globo-, and chronosystems that comprise several 

microsystem interactions, and the administrators in turn influence those contexts. An 

ecological perspective is critical for this study because university administrators’ roles 

and responsibilities are complex, demanding, and interconnected (as in ecosystems) with 

other stakeholders (e.g., students, faculty, and staff) in their institution, especially during 

the emergencies like the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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Gavazzi (2021) argued that university administrators prioritize their focus at the 

microsystem level (faculty, staff, students) while making decisions related to teaching, 

research productivity, and other main services of their department. At the exosystem 

level, the deans and department chairs interact indirectly (through senior administrators 

like the vice-president and provost) with non-campus stakeholders, including state 

governments, donors, and accreditors. At the macrosystem level, they directly or 

indirectly interact with customs, beliefs, media, and government. Administrative 

decisions are influenced by administrators’ age and experience as well as event timing 

(e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic), forming the chronosystem level. The importance of 

these levels and their interactions/relationships is also highlighted by Allen et al. (1999), 

who argued that leadership is influenced by several mutually supportive social and 

biological systems that assist in the process of adaptation, especially in times of change. 

Allen et al. added that the leadership in any organization is relational and the networks of 

relationships that give rise to leadership are interdependent systems consisting of 

families, organizations, communities, economy, and so on. An organization, such as 

university, can be considered as a large natural environment with various feedback loops 

based on the principles of cause and effect, providing responses to a related series of 

events that are essential for the organization’s adaptability during challenging situations 

(Allen et al., 1999). Hence, I used various levels of Bronfenbrenner’s BST to analyze the 

pandemic’s effects on administrators’ roles and responsibilities with respect to their 

relationships within and outside the university’s open systems/social groupings. 

I used Mukaram et al.’s (2021) adaptive leadership framework to explore the 

leadership practices adopted by university administrators to meet the challenges of the 
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pandemic. Mukaram et al. stated that leadership in academia had to change rapidly in 

thinking and reimagining their leadership responsibilities as academic leaders, which is 

directly related to the changes happening at the organizational level. The authors 

elaborated that the intensity of changes at the university influences the university 

administrators to adapt and find solutions to the problems in different and innovative 

ways to ensure their survival and the survival of their organization. Mukaram et al. 

recommended adaptive leadership practices for academic leaders to scan the changing 

environment and transform the negative pressures/challenges into opportunities by 

adapting and innovating their roles and responsibilities in order to enhance organizational 

learning capacity and readiness for change.  

Methodology 

I conducted a systematic literature review to explore the challenges faced and the 

strategies used by university administrators to navigate their administrative and 

leadership roles during the pandemic-related transition from face-to-face to online 

programming. My systematic review of the literature included a clearly formulated 

research question, identifying relevant studies, assessing their quality, and interpreting 

and summarizing the evidence provided in the literature (Khan et al., 2003; Xiao & 

Watson, 2019). I conducted a thematic analysis of the reviewed literature using 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) BST. I also considered the adaptive leadership framework, 

which focuses mainly on the adaptability of leadership in higher education during 

uncertain situations (Mukaram et al., 2021). My final level of analysis is the comparison 

of the university administration and leadership literature before and during the pandemic 

(March 2020−March 2022). 
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Though not generalizable, my study’s findings will inform university 

administrators (deans, associate deans, department chairs, and graduate program 

directors) at postsecondary institutions in Ontario and across Canada about the challenges 

these university administrators encountered before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the strategies they used to address the challenges, and recommendations and possibilities 

for university administration and leadership in times of crisis.  

Background of the Problem 

University administrators function within a culture based on a given set of values, 

with focus on the empowerment of students, faculty, and staff through leading, managing, 

mentoring, and decision-making as well as building and sustaining professional networks. 

University administrators’ roles and responsibilities are multifaceted and demanding. The 

roles range from dealing with faculty and staff to financial planning, student registration, 

setting timetables, chairing academic and staff meetings, and planning events for the 

department (Boyko & Jones, 2010). Based on the effective online education strategies 

used by leaders in higher-education institutions, Burnette (2015) identified the following 

roles of educational administrators: empowering faculty, building relationships with 

faculty and staff, and developing trust and credibility. According to Ali and Abdalla 

(2017), educational leaders try to develop solutions to the problems by taking risks to 

facilitate decision-making. I find this role especially relevant to my study because the 

pandemic was (is) a challenging situation and educational institutions like universities 

need such administrators who are bold decision-makers.  

In Ontario, university administrators face many challenges and some of them are 

related to prioritizing the courses aimed at equipping students with adaptable skills, 
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knowledge, and experience needed for the workplace; contributing to the provincial 

economy; supporting research and innovation; focusing on mental health, wellness, and 

community; ensuring access to education for every willing and qualified student; 

including students from diverse student communities on campus; and promoting 

environmental sustainability (Ontario’s Universities, 2021). It is understood that 

university administrators in Ontario struggle to balance their administrative 

responsibilities and managerial tasks (e.g., managing schedules, policies, and procedures) 

along with personal research and teaching (Armstrong & Woloshyn, 2017). For example, 

as elaborated by Wolverton et al. (1999), deans may face increased pressures when 

negotiating their roles of supporting faculty members and following directions of senior 

administration: 

The central administration may direct deans to cut costs, an ambiguous 

assignment at best; faculty may want deans to spend more on travel, research 

support, and equipment, a desire which is in direct conflict with the university's 

edict of fiscal restraint; and the dean faces a no-win situation. (p. 81)  

Despite these pressures, deans hold a sufficient degree of authority to carry out their roles 

while maintaining positive relationships with teaching staff and other administrative staff 

members.  

The administrative challenges of university leaders have increased during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In Palestine, Salama et al. (2018) found that deans and other 

educational administrators face complex and difficult tasks. Under such challenging 

conditions, some department chairs experienced multiple challenges, such as determining 

the course content, allotting appropriate courses for students, and scheduling and 
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assessing the courses (Ackerman et al., 2020). Additionally, administrators struggled to 

make equity-based decisions while revising institutional policies and practices as well as 

distributing the available resources among faculty, students, and staff (Kruse et al., 2020). 

Kruse et al. (2020) found that decisions made by university administrators in the first 

wave of the pandemic included canceling events; providing, developing, and coordinating 

online instruction methods; and modifying university policies and procedures. They 

further revealed that the administrative challenges included budget planning, budget 

reductions, furloughs/leave of absence, layoffs of employees, and effects of the prolonged 

pandemic on students (e.g., student absenteeism in the classroom), faculty (e.g., 

frustrations of compromising their instructional preferences), and staff. These challenges 

needed significant consideration as the universities planned for online lessons in summer 

and fall 2020.  

Statement of the Problem Situation     

University administrators face many challenges that may delay the decision-

making process and their daily operations, especially during the pandemic. Additionally, 

most university administrators do not possess the training required for the position 

because many are faculty members who may lack an educational background in 

administration or leadership studies (Kruse et al., 2020; Valencia-Raymundo & de 

Guzman, 2018). During remote instruction, university administrators struggled to develop 

an action plan for online learning, reviewing, evaluating, and revising; sharing 

responsibilities with staff; motivating students; and organizing professional development 

programs to train staff on Learning Management Systems, including online instructional 

and management tools, processes, and platforms (Mishra et al., 2020).  
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University administrators who lack training or previous administrative 

experiences, or those who had recently transitioned in an administrative position, may 

find it even more difficult to understand and navigate the complexity of their roles and 

responsibilities when facing more demanding situations, such as the pandemic. For 

example, the university administrators had to suspend in-person classes and events 

abruptly (Belle, 2020), without interruptions to learning. This emergency brought up 

uncertainty (Matias et al., 2021) and anxiety. The universities’ preparedness during the 

pandemic demanded the collaboration of administrators, technicians, academics, and 

students. University administrators, such as deans and department chairs, had to utilize 

their own strengths as well as those of their team. However, there was a gap in the peer-

reviewed academic literature exploring the challenges faced, strategies used, and 

recommendations offered for university administrators leading their institutions during 

these difficult times. The big question is: How do university administrators restructure 

their administrative and leadership roles to ensure educational quality while operating in 

a pandemic? 

Significance of the Study 

The study findings will illuminate the challenges faced and the strategies used by 

university administrators during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the planning that 

was done for returning to “normalcy” while welcoming students to campus in fall 2021. I 

also explored whether the decision to shift back to in-person learning from January 2022 

posed any additional challenges for administration and leadership. I find my study 

relevant in and beyond the context of the pandemic as some universities may decide to 

continue with e-learning as a mode of teaching for some or all programs. University 

leaders can provide the necessary strategic plans and resources for well-designed online 
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courses using technology (online learning platforms), people (faculty, staff, and students), 

policies, and procedures in collaboration with the faculty and instructional design experts 

(Nworie, 2021).     

This study will help close the gap in the university administration and leadership 

literature during times of crisis and revisit Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) BST in the context of 

crisis leadership. Reviewed literature will help bring forward the experiences, 

perspectives, and recommendations from experts in the field, informing university 

administrators (e.g., deans, associate deans, and department chairs) about the challenges 

they can expect and the strategies they can adopt in their administrative and leadership 

roles during difficult times. 

Scope and Limitations of the Study 

I conducted a systematic literature review of works published on the roles, 

responsibilities, challenges faced, and strategies used by university administrators before 

and during the pandemic (1999−2019 and March 2020–March 2022, respectively). 

Because the COVID-19 pandemic began less than 3 years ago (at the time of writing), 

there was a dearth of peer-reviewed articles published on the topic and hence I also 

considered magazine articles and blogs. I first reviewed international literature published 

in English and then focused on literature on university administrators in Ontario, Canada. 

The literature review summarized the insights, perspectives, and recommendations 

provided in the literature, informing local, national, and international university 

administrators (e.g., deans, associate deans, and department chairs) about the challenges 

they may encounter and strategies they can adopt in their administrative and leadership 

roles during challenging times.   
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Outline of the Remainder of the Document 

 In Chapter 2, I present two theoretical frameworks used in this study: 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) BST and Mukaram et al.’s (2021) adaptive leadership 

framework. I discuss the rationale for using these two frameworks to understand the 

challenges experienced by university administrators before and during the pandemic. In 

Chapter 3, I outline the methodology and procedures I used in my study. Here I provide 

the purpose of my study and the significance of conducting a systematic literature review 

on this topic. I also describe the methods I employed in searching for relevant literature. 

In Chapter 4, I present the themes derived from the systematic literature review, 

organized in a way that addresses the main research questions. In Chapter 5, I provide a 

summary of the study’s findings as well as recommendations for university leaders based 

on the challenges faced and the strategies adopted by university administrators before and 

during the pandemic. The chapter also includes suggestions for future research in 

developing a holistic leadership framework based on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

model of human development and Mukaram et al.’s adaptive leadership framework that 

can prepare university administrators for possible future complexities. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

I used Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological system theory (BST) of human 

development and Mukaram et al.’s (2021) adaptive leadership framework as the 

theoretical anchors of this study. Considering these two theoretical frameworks is critical 

for understanding the experiences of university administrators, especially during the 

COVID-19 pandemic—a time of crisis, uncertainty, and change. 

According to Bronfenbrenner (1999), a child’s environment is a nested 

arrangement of structures, each contained within the next one. Bronfenbrenner named 

these structures microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem. 

These five systems are interconnected, and the influence of one system on a child’s 

development depends on its relationship with other systems. The microsystem is the first 

level in Bronfenbrenner’s theory; it includes parents, siblings, teachers, and peers and 

forms the immediate environment for a child. Microsystem relationships are 

bidirectional, which means the child is influenced by other people in the environment and 

in turn affects the actions of others. The interactions in the microsystem environment help 

foster the development of the child. If a child has a positive relationship with parents, the 

child will be nurtured, while unaffectionate parents will have a negative effect on the 

child’s development. The mesosystem consists of the interactions between the 

microsystems; for example, it includes the interaction between a child’s parents and 

teachers, and this interaction is essential for the development of the child. The 

mesosystem is formed of many microsystem interactions and interdependencies. The 

exosystem includes higher social structures that have an indirect influence on the child’s 

development; for example, any problems in the parents’ work environment may 

indirectly affect the child. The macrosystem consists of the cultural elements that affect a 
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child’s development. The elements of the macrosystem, such as society and culture, are 

already established. The chronosystem consists of changes that occur over the lifetime of 

an individual (e.g., joining a new school or university, growing up, and starting 

employment).  

BST is relevant to my exploration of university leadership and administration 

because university administrators play complex roles in complex work environments. 

Four ecological principles inform the understanding of leadership and organizations—

interdependence, open systems, feedback loops and cycling of resources, and adaptation 

(Wielkiewicz & Stelzner, 2005)—which resemble the interconnectedness and 

interdependences observed in the bioecological system of human development. Both 

bioecological and social systems consist of interdependent elements—families, 

organizations, the subgroups within organizations, communities, the natural environment, 

and the economy—that have bidirectional influences on each other.  

As organizational systems are large open economic, political, social, and 

environmental systems, it is essential to understand administration and leadership within 

an open systems framework. Organizations need to develop learning structures and 

processes throughout so that the system can adapt to changes in social structures, 

technologies, or economies. Building on this understanding of organization and 

leadership, I also employed the adaptive leadership framework, which according to 

Mukaram et al. (2021) focuses mainly on the adaptability of leadership in higher 

education during uncertain situations.  

Soon into 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic created new challenges (e.g., rapid 

decision-making, a sudden transition to online learning and teaching environments, and 

physical and mental health issues) while enhancing the challenges that already existed in 
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the higher-education sector, such as promoting equity, diversity, and inclusion; investing 

in technological advancement on campuses; and working with limited resources. 

Academic and adaptive leaders of higher-education institutions had to adjust to the 

changes and improve their learning capability in terms of their teaching mechanisms or 

policies to mediate the threats of COVID-19 (Mukaram et al., 2021). Together with 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) BST, Mukaram et al.’s (2021) adaptive leadership framework 

highlighted the need for understanding complex interactions between different layers of 

ecological and organizational/institutional systems to enable university administrators to 

adapt to the change and resolve the challenges and uncertainties through relationship 

building and teamwork. 

Bioecological Model of Human Development 

According to Bronfenbrenner (1999), development takes place through the 

progressive and complex interactions of active and evolving humans with the 

surrounding environment. Bronfenbrenner stated that the development of humans is 

shaped by the events that occur during the historical period of a person’s lifetime, and he 

introduced a developmental theory with four components: process, person, context, and 

time. Process refers to complex reciprocal interactions between a person and their 

environment. Person refers to those aspects of human personality that can influence 

development, such as values, beliefs, abilities, and perceptions. By “context,” 

Bronfenbrenner refers to all the systems that make up one’s environment, such as home, 

school, media, and culture (i.e., microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and 

macrosystem). Finally, time and the way people think about time are also important 

factors in human development because the latter is shaped by environmental changes that 

occur over an individual’s lifetime, including major life transitions and historical events. 
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The person, process, context, and time differ and vary in their influence on the 

developmental outcome of an individual (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000). This theory 

seems relevant to the exploration of university administration and leadership during the 

pandemic (the context component) because the crisis demanded a transformation of the 

roles and responsibilities of university administrators who lead their departments, making 

decisions (the process component) that depended on their personality (the person 

component). University administrators’ decisions were guided by their work experience 

and timing of events, fluctuating from the initial emergency lockdown to the new 

“normal” of blended learning in fall 2021 and the subsequent in-person learning in winter 

2022 (the time component).  

Exploring the experiences of school administrators working with students affected 

by war or terrorism across the world, Ahmed (2018) extended the bioecological model of 

human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1999) by proposing an additional, most outer layer 

of the model: the globosystem, which is formed of many macrosystem interactions. 

According to Ahmed, the globosystem comprises rapidly changing socio-political, 

economic, and environmental conditions across the globe that have a direct influence on 

the chronosystems, macrosystems, exosystem, mesosystem, and microsystems interacting 

within the globosystem. In my study context, I use globosystem to describe the effects of 

COVID-19 on university administrators and leaders on a global as well as local (Ontario) 

scale because the pandemic created a global education crisis that led to the physical 

closure of educational institutions and the implementation of online modes of instruction 

and emergency management plans that were aimed at attaining institutional goals.  

Gavazzi (2020) used Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) concept of matryoshka (nested 

Russian dolls) to explain the five main levels of organizational structure in a university 
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system. In university administration, the microsystem represents students, faculty 

members, administrators, family, friends, peers, neighbourhoods, and religious 

institutions, and they interact with each other forming a mesosystem. For example, the 

administrators interact with faculty, and the faculty with students. The exosystem, for 

example, represents ministries of higher education, government agencies, university 

foundations, donors, and mass media (including social media). The macrosystem consists 

of cultural influences with reference to cultural attitudes, ideologies, customs, and beliefs. 

The macrosystem has a cascading effect on the microsystem, mesosystem, and 

exosystem, and vice versa. 

The COVID-19 pandemic affected the entire world, and it is essential to view 

BST and university administration and leadership through a global perspective that 

extends beyond the macrosystem (regional, national) level. Hence, I included the concept 

of globosystem (Ahmed, 2018) in the setting of university administration and leadership 

during the pandemic. Ahmed (2018) conceptualized globosystem based on the idea of 

“global factors” (Birman, 2011) influencing migration, and globosystem involves the 

interactions of many macrosystems. In my MRP, the global factors are emergency 

situations created by the pandemic that affected the roles and responsibilities of 

university administrators globally, such as “uncertainties associated with accelerating 

global infection rates, international travel restrictions, VISA office closures, and rapidly 

changing government legislations related to the status of online study” (Obradović-

Ratković et al., 2021, p. 8). Finally, the chronosystem signifies time in terms of the aging 

experiences within a group of same-aged individuals, group effects among differently 

aged groups, and historical events. In this study, I consider chronosystem in terms of 

university administrators’ work experience/duration and in terms of various transitions 
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related to the pandemic, including the transition from in-person to remote learning (the 

lockdown starting in March 2020), the transition from online to blended learning 

(January 2021), and the transition to blended learning to more frequent in-person learning 

(February 2022).  

Considering the importance of mental health and well-being in university 

administration and leadership during the pandemic, I also explore the relevance of the 

mental health and well-being socio-ecological model (Center for Leadership Education in 

Maternal & Child Public Health, 2021) to my study. The socio-ecological model is based 

on Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological model and assumes that individuals’ mental 

health and well-being is influenced by personal, relational, communal, political, and 

societal factors. During the pandemic, every individual was affected by stress and anxiety 

that caused mental health problems—and university administrators, faculty, staff, and 

students were no exception. Hence, I consider the mental health and well-being aspects of 

human development within Bronfenbrenner’s BST. For example, it is important to consider 

family mental health, work−life balance, and coping skills within the microsystem (i.e., 

individuals and relationships levels in the socio-ecological model). Access to educational 

opportunities and social well-being are critical in the mesosystem (i.e., levels of 

organizations and communities in the socio-ecological model). Government policies 

corresponding to and investments in mental health are important elements of the exosystem 

(i.e., the policy level in the socio-ecological model). Finally, the macrosystem includes 

societal influences, such as media messaging, economic conditions, resource allocation, 

and social conflicts (i.e., the society level in the socio-ecological model).  

For this study, I synthesized Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological model of 

human development, Ahmed’s (2018) concept of globosystem, Gavazzi’s (2020) concept 
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of matryoshka, and the Center for Leadership Education in Maternal & Child Public 

Health’s (2021) mental health and well-being socio ecological model into a conceptual 

model of university administration and leadership during the pandemic (see Figure 2). 

Adaptive Leadership Theory 

The pandemic posed a global adaptive challenge across sectors. Adaptive 

mindsets help people understand the importance of taking the first step and after that we 

realize what the most appropriate next step should be (Dunn, 2020). During the 

pandemic, university administrators could not depend on previously experienced 

responses or solutions; it was difficult to understand how to quickly modify complex 

situations into favourable ones. In such a context, adaptive leadership may be the right 

strategy for university administrators to change their behaviour “in appropriate ways as 

the situation changes” (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010, as cited in Mukaram et al., 2021, p. 1480). 

Mukaram et al. (2021) suggested a combination of adaptive and academic leadership to 

help organizations embrace change while considering the organizational learning 

capacity as the possible mediator.  

An adaptive leadership approach differs from other leadership approaches by 

focusing on how leaders encourage people (followers) to adapt to the changing 

environment. Adaptive leadership is “the practice of mobilizing people to tackle through 

challenges and thrive” (Heifetz et al., 2009, p. 14). Adapting to change with an energetic 

competence and confidence is the primary responsibility of this leadership style 

(Ramalingam et al., 2020; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). Adaptive leaders take advantage of 

strategic opportunities and redefine organizational roles through emerging technologies 

(Zhao, 2020). 



22 

 

Figure 2 

Conceptual Model of University Administration and Leadership During the COVID-19 

Pandemic 

 

Note. Adapted from Bronfenbrenner (1999), Ahmed (2018), Gavazzi (2020), and the 

Center for Leadership Education in Maternal & Child Public Health’s (2021) mental 

health and well-being socio ecological model. 
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Bolden and Petrov (2014) defined academic leadership as “a process through 

which academic values and identities are constructed, promoted and maintained” (p. 42). 

In public sector universities, academic leadership and adaptability toward change are the 

most important indicators of a strong organizational commitment among the faculty 

(Asaari & Desa, 2017). Academic institutions are exposed to multiple change forces, 

including multiple power and authority structures (Kondakci & Van den Broeck, 2009), a 

changing student population, scientific discoveries, and new economic and political 

reforms, which demand and promote ongoing adaptation, innovation, and creativity 

(Peter et al., 2015). For Boylan (2018), universities are complex adaptive systems that 

continuously develop and shape themselves in response to environmental demands. Katz 

and Kahn (1978) also argue that organizations operate in a system that is always in flux. 

Another theory that supports the significance of adaptive leadership is situational 

leadership, which assumes that the most efficient style of leadership varies from situation 

to situation (Thompson & Glasø, 2018).  

Fernando (2019) argued that adaptive leadership encourages organizational 

change. Mukaram et al. (2021) also claimed that adaptive leadership and academic 

leadership, empowered by an institution’s organizational learning capability, lead to 

organizational readiness for change. Therefore, the main role of university leaders during 

the COVID-19 pandemic has shifted from directing and protecting to enabling change 

(Wong & Chan, 2018). 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter analyzed Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) BST, adaptive leadership 

framework, and academic leadership framework as theoretical frameworks for this study. 



24 

 

I find these theoretical frameworks useful to understand the experiences of university 

administrators in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic that led to many adjustments 

across educational settings, including higher education, and resulted in long-lasting 

disruptions in the educational system and crisis in the lives of everyone, from the 

microsystem level to the globosystem level.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



25 

 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

This chapter explains the methodology I used in this study. In the systematic 

literature review section, I explain how I conducted a literature search to understand the 

roles and responsibilities, challenges faced, and strategies used by deans and department 

chairs before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, both in Canada and at international 

level. By reviewing relevant literature, I understood the extent to which the study topic 

has been researched, allowing me to identify and explore existing gaps and debates (Xiao 

& Watson, 2019). A systematic literature review helped me gather comprehensive, 

evidence-based information on the topic. I have included the study limitations at the end 

of this chapter. 

Systematic Literature Review 

I conducted a systematic literature review (Xiao & Watson, 2019) to find out what 

is already known about university administrators’ roles and responsibilities as well as 

challenges they faced and strategies they used. I conducted database searches and 

bibliographic branching. I searched online databases using the following keywords: 

leader, manager, administrator of higher education, academic administrator, effective 

leaders, university leadership, roles, responsibilities, challenges, emergency, strategies, 

Ontario, pandemic before and/or during COVID-19. Initially I searched for university 

administrators’ experiences; however, I located articles mostly focused on department 

chairs and deans. Therefore, my study focuses on the experiences of deans and 

department chairs.  

During my keyword search, I searched for articles related to my research 

questions and published between 1999 and 2019. In Phase 1 of my literature review, I 
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looked for articles on university administrators before and during the pandemic from 

different parts of the world, including the ones on challenging situations encountered by 

university administrators, such as floods, terrorist attacks, and hurricanes. I used Google 

Scholar and Omni (Brock University`s academic database tool). I also consulted with the 

librarian at Brock University via the online chat window of the library web page when 

faced with difficulties locating or downloading relevant literature. I searched for 

international literature to understand and harness global expertise on university middle 

leaders to inform my research questions. The internationalization of higher education is 

made possible with the use of technology, the internet, and the increased student and 

faculty movement to different countries to develop competence through higher education. 

Colleges and universities have the responsibility to prepare their students for the 

continually changing global environment. Being one of the main stakeholders at the 

university, the administrators play a major role in internationalization by allocating funds 

and human resources required for the process (Sullivan, 2011). In Phase 2, I used 

bibliographic branching of the literature sources from Phase 1 to locate the articles 

relevant to my research question. Finally, in Phase 3, I searched for literature exploring 

university administration and leadership before and during the pandemic in Ontario.  

After reaching thematic saturation (i.e., no new information is available on my 

research topic), I sifted, charted (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994), and sorted the collected 

literature in accordance with main issues and themes. This process included 

familiarization, identification of a thematic framework, indexing, charting, and mapping 

and interpretation (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994). During charting, I recorded information on 

the type of source (e.g., peer-reviewed journal article, book, or blog), type of research 
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article (e.g., conceptual/theoretical, or empirical), geographical location (i.e., 

international, Canadian, or Ontario), time of publication (i.e., before or during COVID-

19). The following list provides a breakdown of the study’s research sources:  

• Total literature sources reviewed: N = 71 

• International context: N = 55 

• Canadian context: N = 16 

• Ontario context: N = 6/16 

• Before COVID -19: N = 43 

• During COVID-19: N = 28 

• Peer-reviewed theoretical articles: N = 34 

• Peer-reviewed empirical articles: N = 26 

• Newspaper and website articles: N = 7 

• Books: N = 3 

• Thesis: N = 1 

Study Limitations 

One of the main limitations of the study is that it is based on a literature review. 

Although I had intended to include narrative interviews of administrators from a medium-

sized university in Ontario (where I currently pursue my M.Ed. studies on administration 

and leadership) and had obtained research ethics clearance for this study, I could not 

conduct participant interviews due to the time limitation as an international student and 

the financial liability in terms of tuition fees that I may incur if the study was extended to 

fall 2022. I searched mainly two databases (Google Scholar and Omni) and the articles I 

reviewed were more from the international level since there was scarcity of literature on 
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university administration published before and during COVID-19 in Canada and in 

Ontario.  

Future studies of administrative and leadership challenges faced, and strategies 

used by university administrators during the COVID-19 pandemic can consider narrative 

interviews of university administrators in Ontario, Canada, and globally so that university 

administrators can gain a better understanding of the complexities and nuances of 

university administration and leadership in times of crisis.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the research methodology used in the study. It included the 

information on the stages involved in collecting, reviewing, analyzing, and synthesizing 

the literature on university administration and leadership before and during the COVID-

19 pandemic. The next chapter focuses on the findings of the study. In Chapter 4, I 

present the main themes and subthemes identified in the literature published between 

1999 and 2021. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

I compiled the information gathered through the systematic literature review on 

university administrators from articles published between 1990 and 2021. Through my 

study findings, I tried to define the roles and responsibilities of university administrators 

such as deans and department chairs (see Figure 3) and describe the main themes 

identified (see Figure 4) during my study. The two main themes identified from the 

review of literature include challenges faced and strategies used by university 

administrators before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. When referring to the new 

roles and responsibilities of my study focus, along with the challenges and strategies 

triggered by the pandemic, I used the word "additional," assuming that the university 

administrators’ usual pre-pandemic roles, responsibilities, challenges, and strategies 

persisted in their professional lives. The reviewed literature published during the 

pandemic focused mostly on the roles, responsibilities, challenges, and strategies 

developed in response to the pandemic. 

Complex and Conflicting Roles and Responsibilities 

The literature published before and during the pandemic revealed that university 

administrators (like department chairs and deans) enacted various roles such as that of a 

manager, a leader, an administrator, a scholar, a teacher, a committee member, and a 

student mentor/advisor (Armstrong & Woloshyn, 2017; Berdrow, 2010; Burnette, 2015). 

University administrators such as department chairs act as mediators between staff, 

faculty, students, and top management (Armstrong &Woloshyn, 2017). The department 

chairs function in consultation with the dean’s office on matters like scheduling of 

courses, budget planning, and staff recruitment (Block, 2014; Webber, 2016). They speak 

on behalf of the department to the college and university community, and function as a 
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channel of communication on program, personnel, and budget matters (Ali & Abdalla, 

2017). They foster excellence in research, scholarship, and teaching (Block, 2014) and 

are part of the leadership team that plays a major role in attaining university’s vision and 

mission. Deans, on the other hand, are academic leaders who oversee academic programs 

and hold managerial and fiscal responsibilities (Boyko & Jones, 2010). The deans report 

to the chancellor, collaborate with senior officials of the university (e.g., vice-chancellors 

on finance, research, and accountability) and provide resources for the department. 

Academic deans also serve as fundraisers, fiscal experts, diplomats, and politicians. 

University Administrators’ Roles and Responsibilities Before the Pandemic 

I explored the literature published before the pandemic on the experiences of 

deans and department chairs. The reviewed literature showed how deans and department 

chairs managed their teams effectively based on an organizational vision and by setting 

smart goals and dividing workload among faculty and staff. According to Boyko and 

Jones (2010), most of the deans in Canadian universities are middle-aged men with 

doctorates from institutions in the U.S., and with an appointment term of nearly 5 years. 

They further added that faculty deans were commonly referred to as “senior officers” and 

participate in matters of program, academic planning, and implementation and are often 

reappointed once at the end of their initial term. Though department chairs worked 

closely with and were mentored by deans and other senior administrators, the chairs were 

exposed to situations in which human and physical resources were not fairly negotiated 

and often the chairs had to use their influence on securing resources for their department 

(Armstrong &Woloshyn, 2017). Armstrong and Woloshyn (2017) further added that the 

chairs are occasionally pressured by deans to stay away from being advocates of their 

respective departments and employees.  
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David (2011) pointed out the work-related stress experienced by deans which 

arises from meeting deadlines, attending various meetings, and keeping up with various 

tasks, such as paperwork and preparing budgets. David noted six different types of stress 

experienced by academic deans: provost-related, faculty/chair-related, scholarship, 

time/personal, salary/recognition, and fundraising. Provost-related stress results from the 

interaction between the deans and upper-level management, along with faculty-chair 

related stress arising from the interaction from the faculty with the chair, which are both 

part of role conflict and role ambiguity dilemmas that need to be resolved by deans. 

Time/personal stress for the deans is the maintenance of a balance between personal and 

professional lives. Scholarship stress refers to the strain experienced by deans when they 

try to maintain their scholarship along with leadership duties. Salary/recognition stress is 

related to psychological stress—the feeling of being less compensated for the work they 

perform. Fundraising stress is related to the pressures that result from conducting 

fundraising activities. David identified lack of preparation for deanship as one of the 

reasons for academic burnout and the deans who were competent and with good 

understanding of the theoretical foundation of higher education system were better 

prepared for duties associated with their roles, such as managing revenues, managing 

fundraising, law, and use of computers. 

In their study conducted in Sudan, Ali and Abdalla (2017) stated that educational 

leaders such as department chairs, associate deans, and deans engaged in several roles 

like decision-making and developing rules and regulations for the effective functioning of 

educational institutions. In the U.S., a study conducted by Czech and Forward (2010) 

showed that department chairs played multiple, complex, and conflicting roles mediated 
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and planned for the department; they represented the department, interpreted rules, and 

acted as change agents. The duties of department chairs in Canada often include 

managing budget and curriculum, recruiting faculty and staff, and mentoring (Boyko & 

Jones, 2010). Additionally, Boyko and Jones (2010) found that the department chairs and 

deans support the promotion and tenure of faculty and staff and for their career 

development and compensation. The chairs can be considered as negotiators and agents 

between faculty and the deans. Boyko and Jones’s findings recommended institutional 

and administrative support for these positions when working on financing, planning, and 

fundraising, and highlighted the need for further studies on the daily roles and 

responsibilities of chairs and deans in Canadian universities to understand the flexibility 

they bring about in their decision-making as well as execution of their duties. A majority 

of studies described the role of department chairs as that of managers who manage 

position and workload, people, conflicts, communication, and resources (e.g., Armstrong 

& Woloshyn, 2017; Gmelch, 2004; Santiago et al., 2006; Wolverton et al., 1999).  

Managing Position and Workload 

University administrators are involved in goal setting and departmental decision-

making. The chairs oversee departmental roles that include scheduling classes, student 

admissions, space allocation for lessons/activities, supervising departmental staff, 

conducting departmental meetings, and managing internal and external communications 

(Armstrong & Woloshyn, 2017). The department chairs are also involved in duties 

outside the department, such as fundraising, public relations, and social functions 

(Wolverton et al., 1999).  
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The administrative experiences of chairs were found to be significantly different 

from their previous roles as faculty, adding complexities and challenges to their 

professional and personal lives. Block (2014) discussed the complexity and vagueness 

associated with the role and the workload of department chairs: 

They are told to market the department and programs with minimal support and 

training. Chairs are expected to educate and communicate with alumni. Chairs are 

told to offer innovative and cutting-edge programming without new faculty lines 

or release time to engage in creative planning. They are required to prepare 

accreditation reports for a variety of governing bodies that have conflicting 

reporting requirements. Chairs are responsible for supervising and managing 

personnel in a time of uncertainty ripe with frustration and stress. Departments are 

expected to advise, recruit, retain, and graduate students while legislators are 

promoting higher education for everyone. In the face of institutional change, 

departments and department leaders are being expected to take on more 

responsibilities. (p. 325) 

Similarly, Wolverton et al. (1999) described multiple aspects of university 

administrators’ responsibilities, including faculty duties such as scholarship and teaching 

along with administration, as well as external liaison (managing communication) and 

resource and faculty professional development. In Ontario, Armstrong and Woloshyn 

(2017) spoke to 10 department chairs (four females and six males) in a medium-sized 

university in Ontario and described how the department chairs often had to work 

alongside people with whom they found difficult to get along or never connected with 

before as faculty. According to the authors, working with people who are difficult to 
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handle increased the workload of department chairs and identified the need for further 

training for the effective performance of their roles as university administrators.  

Managing People 

Department chairs require specific skills and knowledge to manage people, 

including “planning and coordinating the work of others, developing positive group 

relationships, motivating, managing conflicts, facilitating decision-making” (Berdrow, 

2010, p. 507). Carroll and Wolverton (2004) pointed out that department chairs 

experience stress when they get involved in managing conflicts or when working with 

colleagues who are difficult to get along with due to lack of cooperation. They function 

as leaders, scholars, faculty developers, and managers (Carroll & Gmelch, 1994, as cited 

in Aziz et al., 2005). According to Bowman (2002), the role of department chairs requires 

a wide range of leadership capabilities like good communication, problem-solving skills, 

conflict-resolution, and the ability to understand cultural competence and 

interdependence. The following statement made by a participant in Armstrong and 

Woloshyn’s (2017) study highlights the complexity of managing people:  

One of the things I’m conscious of is that you are chair for a limited time and then 

you return as a regular faculty member. … So, whatever you have done as chair in 

terms of the relationships that you have forged with your colleagues, you’re 

mindful of that because you want to make sure that you remain colleagues. As a 

chair you’re always mindful that it is a temporary position and that fundamentally 

you are still colleagues with the people that you work with. (p. 104) 

The above quotation mentions the fact that a faculty member who assumes the role of 

department chair spends only a specific period in that role (since this position is assigned 
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to a faculty member for a specific period before going back to the original role as faculty) 

and, hence, this administrative position is considered temporary. In such a situation, the 

department chairs usually consider the interim nature of the position and maintain 

collegiality with faculty members and staff so that they can work with the same rapport 

even after they finish their tenure as administrators of the department. Bryman (2007) 

gave an example of how department chairs maintain collegiality by encouraging 

academic staff to participate in the decision-making process and treating them with 

fairness and integrity.  

Managing Conflicts 

It is important to manage conflicts in a timely manner by recognizing and 

addressing them early. Conflicts arise when there is disagreement between employees, 

and this may lead to arguments as well as lost time and decreased productivity. In conflict 

resolution, university administrators display exemplary composure and rational thinking. 

Based on the reviewed literature, I understand that responsible middle leaders usually try 

to understand people’s behaviour accurately and get the facts straight by supervising, 

communicating, collaborating, and supporting faculty and staff.  

According to Bawah et al. (2019), conflict happens when individuals with 

different viewpoints and interpersonal incompatibilities work towards a common goal. 

The authors further suggested that organizational conflicts usually arise when sharing 

happens in terms of materials, resources, equipment, and space. Sometimes conflicts 

happen in the department when some faculty members overestimate chairs’ abilities to 

grant any personal request which chairs are unable to do, and the faculty members get 

upset with the chairs (Armstrong & Woloshyn, 2017). In an organization, role conflict 



36 

 

arises when a person’s role conflicts with another person’s or group’s expectations. Role 

conflict can be considered as disagreements between individuals or groups (e.g., between 

faculty, staff, and students) resulting from responsibilities entrusted to them in an 

organization and giving rise to distrust and hostility among university faculty, staff, and 

administrators (Duze, 2012). Carroll and Wolverton (2004) cited an example of a role 

conflict specific to female chairs who transition to department chair roles from an 

associate professor position: 

Female chairs tend to be younger (about forty-four years old) than their male 

counterparts when they become chairs, and they are less likely to be full 

professors, or at least have been full professors less time, when they take on the 

job. The important practical difference here is that being a department chair 

without being a full professor could cause some authority problems that full 

professors might not have. (p. 4) 

Similar to the quotation above, Acker (2012) stated that sometimes the chairs face 

conflicts when senior professors seek disproportionate influence in department policies, 

and associate professors seek preferential treatment due to the extreme significance of 

their roles in the department. According to Acker, some other areas of conflict faced by 

chairs include course assignment, budgetary allocation, and committee work, and chairs 

resolve such conflicts amicably by providing an open platform for dialogues between 

faculty ranks. David (2011) mentioned that role conflict arises when certain actions of 

deans contradict the normal logic; for example, deans are expected to support department 

chairs though they are asked to conduct a performance evaluation of the roles of 

department chairs. 

https://brocku-my.sharepoint.com/personal/sr19zx_brocku_ca/Documents/Presentation-Kolams.pptx?web=1


37 

 

Managing Communications 

Middle managers need to manage communication in organizations because it 

improves relationships, promotes motivation, and facilitates the decision-making process. 

According to Kruse et al. (2020), the communications by the administrators of the 

department range from interpreting and explaining budgetary decisions to the department 

to responding to questions and concerns of faculty, staff, and students. Effective 

communications from the chairs also help alleviate misunderstandings and concerns 

within the university community. Ackerman et al. (2020) found that it is important for the 

department chairs to communicate with other departments on matters of course content 

offered to students so that the course is tailored to meet the needs of students across 

departments and faculties. The authors cited an example when the chair of a mathematics 

department communicated with other departments in the university to discuss the content 

of a specific mathematics course: 

Communication about course content involves Elementary Statistics, which is 

required by many disciplines and is the mathematics course with the greatest 

enrollments at our institution. The Mathematics Chair contacted other 

departments to arrange a series of meetings with other departments to discuss the 

content of this course. The Economics Department asked for more emphasis on 

linear regression; we adjusted the syllabus to achieve this request. (p. 703)  

Czech and Forward (2010) found that chairs were skilled in communication, which 

helped in team building and improved organizational climate. The department chairs 

liaised between students, faculty, and senior administrators on matters of curriculum, and 
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they garnered, integrated, and conveyed information to individuals and groups (Berdrow, 

2010).  

Boyko and Jones (2010) found the dean is a liaison/spokesperson with different 

organizations outside university, promoting education, research, innovation, and 

university−community partnerships. The authors further added that the dean is also 

responsible for making recommendations to the board and senior management on several 

human resource-related decisions like hiring, promoting faculty, communicating matters 

of tenure and compensation, and controlling finances and budget administration within 

the faculty.  

Managing Resources 

University administrators, like any other leaders, are expected to manage human 

and capital resources in alignment with the institutional goals. Benoit (2005) described 

the role of department chairs as that of fiscal overseers (managing resources) who 

monitor the budgets and ensure that they spend within the funds allocated to them. 

Sometimes chairs take the responsibility of finding and managing the resources needed 

for the department, including faculty, staff, money, space, and equipment. Benoit cited an 

instance from the interview of a department chair to reveal a story of managing human 

resources:  

We hired an endowed chair position. Which we had not gotten the quality of 

applicant that we had wanted. We had run the search once or twice before. And 

without success. I heard a rumor about this guy who might be interested. And I 

jumped on it, and I just actively recruited this guy, and he’s now joined us. And 

we would be up a creek if we had not gotten him. And he’s just a world 
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recognized guy. When I first heard the rumor, I thought there’s no way that guy is 

going to move here. He’s established where he is. I went after him aggressively 

and it really paid off. (p. 12) 

The above quotation is a good example of sourcing resources in the form of human 

capital. Benoit added that watching the budget and making sure that they did not spend 

more than they had was important to chairs’ roles and some of them found creative ways 

of extending their budgets while others opted for fundraising roles to supplement 

department budgets. Weidner (2008) elaborated how the deans who are successful 

fundraisers kept an alumni data bank and focused on including faculty members during 

donor visits. The involvement of faculty is also important in collecting donations from 

alumni since the alumni tend to contribute more, especially if they are treated well during 

their student days at the university by a particular faculty member. 

University Administrators’ Additional Roles and Responsibilities During the 

Pandemic: Managing Remote Learning 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused unexpected public health crises and various 

lockdowns all over the world and university administrators had to adapt to this new 

context by monitoring and ensuring the implementation of remote teaching, learning, and 

administration. A prominent adopted role was that of servant leadership (an aspect of 

transformational leadership)—a type of leadership that gives prominence to 

empowerment, collaboration, and involvement of faculty, staff, and students, all of which 

are critical aspects of crisis leadership (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). Transformative 

leadership connects education and educational leadership to the social context in which it 

is embedded, and it offers the prospects of living a better life in common with others 
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rather than focusing on individual achievements (Shields, 2010). Transformational 

leaders foster a culture of trust and safety, and they allow people who work with them to 

express their concerns and emotions during change and upheaval (Khalife, 2021), like 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to Khalife (2021), transformational leaders 

understand that there is no end point for change and change is the central aspect of 

evolution (collective as well as individual). Remote learning was introduced during the 

early weeks of the pandemic. According to Matias et al. (2021), during remote 

instruction, it was important to connect with students, faculty, and staff daily, allowing 

them to share their concerns, and to follow up on those concerns. During remote learning, 

the administrators were not only supporting faculty members but also providing an 

opportunity for leaders to share their experiences of dealing with the crisis. 

Johnson et al. (2020) stated that remote teaching was implemented during the 

pandemic in universities in the U.S. even if faculty had no previous experience with 

remote teaching. Faculty had to make changes to their assignments or exams because of 

transitioning into a new mode of delivery. Faculty lowered the expected volume of work 

for students and even compromised on the quality of student work. Johnson et al. 

identified the need for professional development for the faculty, the requirement of 

support to launch and maintain new forms of teaching and learning that was in demand 

during the pandemic.   

Remote learning was introduced by educational institutions as part of new social 

distancing policies. Students had to rely on the internet for learning as well as for 

resources since the physical library was closed during the pandemic. In my personal 

experience, librarians at my medium-sized university in Ontario were always available 
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through the chat option to support the students with learning materials during the 

pandemic. Students had to depend on online learning platforms, discussion forums, and 

this brought about many technological challenges (inadequate tools, infrastructure) to 

domestic and international students. Sometimes I found it difficult to plan deadlines and 

schedules and to effectively communicate with faculty and peers about concerns related 

to courses during remote learning.  

The pandemic brought forth a new opportunity to carry out the education process 

without being affected by geographical barriers. It resulted in useful methods and tools 

being adopted by academic as well as administrative staff that will benefit every learner 

in the future, including the international students. The administrators in my university 

held additional responsibility of monitoring the accessibility of the healthcare support 

provided to international students and make them feel at ease since they are new to 

Canada. They also offered emergency contact information to students and provided 

helpful information to reduce anxiety (for example, psychological counselling) so they 

could focus on their academic commitments. They also had to pay special attention to 

social media, international student movements, quarantine policies, and social distancing 

regarding the COVID-19 situation (at macrosystem and globosystem levels) and 

communicate quickly and efficiently with faculty, staff, and both domestic and 

international students. They coordinated with IT departments to provide technological 

support at various stages of remote teaching and learning (Kruse et al., 2020). In sum, the 

administrators collaborated with faculty and staff (both teaching and non-teaching) to 

ensure the well-being of students and that of each other during the demanding situation. 

One main barrier I experienced during the smooth functioning of remote learning 

is the different time zones from where students attend the synchronous lessons, and this 
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can be solved by offering flexible, adaptable methods of education using various 

technological tools (e.g., podcast, recorded lecture videos). In terms of cost to educational 

institutions, I understand that international students bring economic and educational 

contributions and benefits from sociocultural interactions of the host country though it is 

difficult to promote internationalization of education that involves student movements 

during difficult times. During the pandemic, it was evident that at the mesosystem level, 

the university administrators depended on the feedback received from various 

microsystem levels through interactions with members of macro-, exo-, and globosystems 

involving robust planning with a focus on concerns of safety and well-being of everyone 

connected with the department while taking the maximum advantages of technological 

advancements. 

I referred to more than 10 articles published during the pandemic to find answers 

to my research questions. For instance, Obradovic-Ratković et al. (2021) identified how 

an administrator in Ontario had to spend most of days assessing a program based on the 

COVID-19 related procedures of the university. The international program faced many 

challenges during the pandemic, including the required transformations of the program 

and its instructions to online learning platforms. The classes were conducted online 

whether students were physically present in Canada or not. The administrator addressed 

the needs of students and instructors who faced the challenges of technology and online 

learning, along with their health and financial issues, and could successfully connect 

them to the appropriate resources for support. A program director at a medium-sized 

university in Ontario shared the experience of extending support to international students 

through community building; activities for developing familiarity with the concerned 

online platforms and its functions; student-centered learning approaches and 
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expectations; and introduction of Canadian cultural practices (Obradović-Ratković et al., 

2021). Obradovic-Ratković et al. also noted another leader at the same university taking 

up an additional role of providing academic writing platforms, which included live 

discussions on Lifesize, Writerly Wednesdays sessions, academic writing workshops, 

writing institutes, writing together online groups and one-on-one academic/research 

consultations. 

It is understood from the reviewed literature that the university administrators 

took on additional roles and responsibilities during the pandemic, such as managing 

various aspects of remote instruction, preparing students, faculty, and staff for the digital 

environment, providing the necessary resources for online instruction, coordinating with 

and seeking help from the IT department, and connecting students and instructors who 

faced various challenges in terms of technology, finances, and health with the concerned 

departments of the university. Additional responsibilities also included communicating 

clearly and frequently with faculty, staff, students, and senior administrators and 

distributing leadership practices, and the sharing of leadership practices that required 

mentoring staff for the implementation of crisis management strategies (Fernandez & 

Shaw, 2020).    

It was found from the literature review that before the pandemic, the university 

administrators (namely deans and department chairs) focused on managing people, 

conflicts, faculty and staff workload, faculty recruitment, tenure, mentoring, and 

promotion as well as planning the budget and resources for the department. The transition 

of university professors to academic chairs can be considered as a type of metamorphosis 

(Gmelch & Miskin, 2004). Berdrow (2010) depicts the role of department chairs as that 
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of an actor and agent; as an actor, the department chairs bring their knowledge, 

experience, expectations, and individual skills to the job, and as an agent, the chair acts 

within the setting and boundaries of the institution. As mentioned by Doraiswamy (2012), 

empathy, compassion, flexibility, and appropriate leadership behaviour are part of crisis 

management by academic leaders. Berdrow (2010) described university administration in 

general as a leadership role in which university administrators are supposed to lead their 

departments within university policies in an innovative way (i.e., engaging with 

transformational leadership practices like stimulating creativity in others and developing 

and maintaining productive information flow) with climate enhancement in terms of 

collegiality and trust. Berdrow recommended a socialization model of leadership in 

which the incoming department chair is allowed to shadow the current department chair 

and learn the leadership procedures.  

Gmelch (2004) pointed out the need to include moral, ethical, and spiritual 

dimensions to a chair’s training since they motivate their followers and there is an 

increased level of spirituality in this leadership practice. A related concept, 

transformational leadership, was proposed by Berdrow (2010), Czech and Forward 

(2010), and Marion and Uhl-Bien (2002). They described transformational leaders as 

having high ideals and moral values. Transformational leadership has positive impacts on 

faculty satisfaction with the department chair, and in the discernment of organizational 

effectiveness (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002). Transformational leaders are passionate about 

their work and are concerned about the people they lead.  

Assuming university administrators’ persistent engagement in the previously 

mentioned roles and responsibilities (e.g., managing people, conflicts, and resources), an 
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additional role of managing remote learning was adopted by them as part of university 

administration and leadership during the pandemic. Gigliotti (2021) mentioned the 

complexity and ambiguity of the role of a department chair which is usually caught 

between the interests of faculty and administration. The author further added that the 

pandemic has caused academic leaders to reinvent the possibilities of higher education 

while managing dual roles of managers (with a focus on structures, policies, processes, 

and paperwork) and leaders (with a focus on culture, vision, mission, engagement, and 

adaptability). Academic leaders had to organize training sessions in haste so that faculty 

could be familiarized with remote teaching and learning tools. Additional tensions for 

chairs arise when they mediate between senior administrators and faculty of the 

department. Kruse (2022) acknowledges that  

chairs struggle to balance their approach to the work, and strive to employ 

common sense in decision making, humanity when working with others, and 

savvy when approaching an often overwhelming political landscape, all while 

possessing limited institutional authority. (p. 739) 

Kruse (2022) also elaborated on the tensions experienced by chairs, including task 

tensions, role and organizational tensions, and tensions of people and relationships. The 

pandemic has speeded up the trends that were already in progress. An area impacted 

similarly by the pandemic is the incorporation of technology into the designing and 

delivery of courses. Gigliotti (2021) noted the way leaders in higher education confront 

different situations: 

events or situations of significant magnitude that threaten reputations, impact the 

lives of those involved in the institution, disrupt the ways in which the 
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organization functions, have a cascading influence on leadership responsibilities 

and obligations across units/divisions, and require an immediate response from 

leaders. (p. 61)  

Crisis leadership involves dealing with topics like prevention of crisis, preparation, 

management, and communication. The role of department chairs is the most significant 

and complex one during normal times (complex due to lack of training for the role) and 

becomes more complex during a crisis since they are the ones who connect the faculty, 

staff, and students to senior administrators and are responsible for many roles as that of a 

manager, leader, advocate, and a source of emotional support. In the words of a 

department chair who participated in the survey by Gigliotti (2021), “I feel as though I 

now operate a 1-800 hotline answering questions all day long given the uncertainty 

people have about classes, teaching, research, grants, payroll, etc. It is truly exhausting” 

(p. 9).  

According to Dumulescu and Mutiu (2021), a major role will be played by 

academic leaders in the process of developing future universities since they need to act 

during the psychological pressure of a pandemic with high expectations from various 

levels for constant support and reassurance. Decision-making during a crisis requires high 

leadership competencies. The crisis management model proposed by Nathanial and Van 

der Heyden (2020) seems significant to the COVID-19 crisis, and it states the need to 

understand the importance of the crisis well. The crisis can be managed by early 

communication of paths and methods needed to deal with the crisis. Moreover, exploring 

the problem with the help of experts and formulating a clear action plan are important 

steps in managing the crisis. In the next stage, the leader communicates the decisions, and 

shows commitment in action, and there must be room for evaluating, learning, and 
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adapting based on the received feedback. It is essential that the leaders show the qualities 

mentioned by Dirani et al. (2020) in times of a crisis: to be a sense maker in their actions, 

to be a tech savvy person, to emphasize the well-being of employees, and be an expert at 

the use of innovative communication methods.  

Fernandez and Shaw (2020) suggested that administrators brought about effective 

crisis management practices during the pandemic, such as identifying the impending 

crisis and setting institutional priorities before accessing the collective knowledge of the 

campus community along with acting as facilitators. Before COVID-19, the various 

leadership styles practiced by university administrators were democratic or participative 

leadership, delegative leadership, and transformational leadership (Fernandez & Shaw, 

2020). Fernandez and Shaw further highlighted the importance of integrity and credibility 

of the leader; according to them, a top-down leadership style is less likely to be 

successful during an unpredictable and complex crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.  

I understand from the literature on the adaptive leadership roles (Mukaram et al., 

2021) that this leadership style is all about experimenting, finding new knowledge, and 

making new adjustments throughout the organization to tide over the crisis and hence it is 

significant during the pandemic. Adaptive leadership is adopted based on the situational 

and contingency theories of leadership which asserts that leadership behaviour is subject 

to change based on situations (Kozachuk & Conley, 2021). The pandemic enhanced the 

significance of adaptive leadership with the increase in usage of technology (Ramalingam 

et al., 2020). 

Matias et al. (2021) identified six main leadership roles that are included in the 

crisis leadership tool kit of university administrators: a model leader who provides safety, 

trust, inclusivity, and transparency to their followers; a supporter who listens 
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empathetically to the needs of the department; a facilitator who promotes relationships 

among their team members and acts strategically in line with the values and culture of the 

institution; a visionary leader who is ready to take risks and include innovative ways to 

promote resilience; and a motivator who encourages the contributions of team members 

through well-defined questions that support the generation of new ideas, and thus help in 

participative decision making. 

Before the pandemic, university administrators had ongoing interactions with 

many individuals and groups. A chair’s world involves interactions with faculty, staff, 

students, other department chairs, deans, and senior administrators (Gmelch, 2004) which 

constitute their microsystem. The department chairs indirectly collaborate with the 

exosystem (e.g., mental health, government policies), macrosystem (e.g., culture, media), 

and globosystem (e.g., international organizations, collaborations with international 

universities) levels through dean, provost, and other relevant members of the university 

leadership. Before and during the pandemic, the elements of the microsystem had priority 

to department chairs while making decisions related to teaching and research. The 

resolutions made by department chairs are influenced by the exosystem since mental 

health policies given priority during the pandemic influenced social isolation. The 

pandemic had a cascading effect internationally, involving many macrosystems 

(countries) and hence the globosystem needed consideration. At a macrosystem level, the 

university administrators were influenced by the governmental policies related to 

COVID-19. In a way, the pandemic connected all layers of the ecological system theory, 

and the interactions of such feedback loops were critical in bringing stability to the 

university as an organization/ecosystem.  
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Figure 3  

Concept Map Showing the Roles and Responsibilities of University Administrators Before 

and During the Pandemic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Deans Academic planning and implementation; 

Preparing budgets; Attending various 

meetings; Keeping up with paperwork; 

Managing revenues; Managing fundraising; 

Decision making; Mentoring department 

chairs; Developing rules and regulations for 

the department. 

 

Department Chairs Planning for the department; Interpreting 

rules; Acting as change agents; Managing 

budget and curriculum; Managing resources; 

Recruiting faculty and staff; Mentoring; 

Negotiating between faculty and staff; 

Managing workload, people, internal and 

external communications; Scheduling classes, 

student admissions, space allocation; 

Supervising departmental staff; Conducting 

departmental meetings; Problem-solving; 

Resolving conflicts; Supervising, collaborating, 

and supporting faculty and staff; Liaising 

between students, faculty, and senior 

administrators; Managing remote learning.  
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Challenges 

One of the challenges encountered while managing positions, people, and self by 

administrators of universities before COVID-19 was lack of training or preparation for 

managerial tasks (Armstrong & Woloshyn, 2017). Studies exploring unexpected 

challenges resulting from natural disasters like hurricanes, floods, and terrorist attacks are 

included in this section for the purpose of comparison with the recently experienced 

pandemic and hence cannot be considered as a theme. The challenges faced by university 

administrators during the pandemic were related to the cancelation of events, and 

difficulty in building relationships in a virtual working condition. University 

administrators play a key role in helping staff realize the need for change during adverse 

situations and they are responsible for facilitating that change while sustaining 

communication, productivity, and positive work climate. 

Challenges Faced Before the Pandemic  

The reviewed literature published before the pandemic revealed the need for 

relevant professional development and training for the role of administrators. According 

to Block (2014), some of the continuing challenges faced by department chairs included 

decreased funding, globalization, and demands for accountability, and only innovative 

leaders could succeed. Based on the challenges faced in the changing context of 

postsecondary education, universities need to ensure that the incoming administrators 

have leadership abilities and the training required for their complex roles. I included 

emergency situations (floods, natural disasters, terrorist attacks) faced by university 

administrators before COVID-19 in this study since I felt that any such experience would 

have better prepared them for future emergencies. 
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Lack of Professional Development 

Armstrong and Woloshyn (2017) pointed out areas in which university 

administrators faced a lack of training (e.g., department chairs) and those areas are budget 

preparation, timetabling, and setting priorities. Studies by Aziz et al. (2005) and Carroll 

and Wolverton (2004) revealed the leadership training needs for the clear understanding 

of the roles of department chairs in areas of employee termination, disability issues, and 

handling sexual harassment cases. In a survey study conducted by Aziz et al., 

professional development programs are found in areas of faculty/legal issues (e.g., cases 

involving sexual harassment), departmental administration (resolving conflicts, managing 

people), office management (meeting deadlines, developing budgets), external and 

intradepartmental communication (public relations, communications with senior 

administrators, social functions, fundraising efforts), and student issues (attainment in 

academics). Both Aziz et al. as well as Armstrong and Woloshyn mentioned role conflict 

and role ambiguity arising due to the lack of training of department chairs. 

Gmelch (2004) identified the scarcity of research on the training and development 

of academic leaders. Gmelch added that academic leaders need training related to their 

unique roles and responsibilities; the skills needed to work with faculty, staff, students, 

and senior administrators; and how to reflect on past experiences and to perfect the art of 

leadership. Preston and Floyd (2016) acknowledged based on their interviews with 

associate deans that the training they received was more generalized (for university 

administrators in general) and not apt for their context or role. The training for associate 

deans lacked clarity, motivation, and proper succession planning/career development plan 

(Preston & Floyd, 2016). 
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Emergency Situations 

The articles on emergency situations were rare before the pandemic, but they 

brought up some interesting insights into the challenges faced during Hurricane Katrina, 

floods, and terrorist attacks. For example, Hahn (2018) quoted a Vice President for 

Student Affairs about the challenges the administration encountered during Hurricane 

Katrina due to the time of its overlap with the new student orientation: “We didn’t have 

the time to really prep the students [or] have the meetings on every floor where 

[university administrators] get all of [students’] personal info and what their personal 

evacuation plans [are]” (p. 71). Though the number of new students was low on campus 

since a few students only had moved in on August 27, 2005, it introduced the challenge 

of carrying out an evacuation along with the additional responsibility of ensuring 

students’ well-being since the occurrence of Hurricane Katrina overlapped with the 

move-in date of new students. Nearly 600 students (including the university football 

team) could not go home and needed assistance from the university. When the university 

reopened a few days after the disaster, there were challenges associated with resuming 

daily operations since many of the university buildings were under repair owing to the 

damage caused by the hurricane. According to the Hahn, there was no specific policy to 

deal with the emergency and senior officers operated based on norms developed from 

their experience and personal relationships. The university staff were also compounded 

by the stress of extending the academic calendar to support students to catch up on 

courses they missed during the university closure. The majority of the schools, houses, 

and hospitals in the city were damaged and the lives of faculty, staff and students were 

affected by the Hurricane Katrina, which caused additional concerns along with the 

infrastructural problems faced by the university.   
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 Shah et al. (2018) highlighted another climate induced crisis; that is, the challenge 

of dealing with floods, and the lack of emergency preparedness of educational institutions 

in Pakistan. The authors found that though the schools were exposed to flood disasters in 

the past, lack of emergency preparedness and awareness remained a challenge. The study 

findings further revealed that there were gaps in the literature with regards to the plans 

for accommodations offered for students with disabilities, the continuity of school 

operations after a disaster, and the maps that show evacuation routes and psychological 

first aid were unavailable. In such a situation, student safety and enrollment are 

jeopardized. Students naturally tend to drop out if their safety is at risk and when nothing 

is done by the educational institutions to ensure their safety and well-being.  

Khan et al. (2019) brought our attention to the challenges that resulted from 

terrorist attacks on educational institutions in Pakistan: 

In Pakistan in particular, in KP terrorists’ doings have damaged the whole sub 

structure of education. The buildings or construction are damaged, and teachers 

have been killed. In the beginning terrorist targets were only school infrastructure 

but attack on Army Public School Peshawar and Bacha Khan University 

Charsadda frightened the students and their parents. There is uncertainty within 

the educational administration and management. (p. 343) 

Fassihi (2021) gave an account of the emergency that led to the shutdown of the 

American University in Afghanistan in August 2021: The university had shut down on 

August 14 when the administrators understood that the Taliban had reached the outskirts 

of Kabul. The shutdown of the university shattered the educational dreams of many 

students. Even though the university administrators wanted to evacuate students to a safe 
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location, the efforts were thwarted since there were threats to the airport. A small number 

of students could be evacuated and those who escaped from Afghanistan continue to be 

taught online lessons (Bergen, 2021). A few of the students from the American 

University of Afghanistan moved to the U.S. and are housed in military bases prior to 

their settling in the U.S.  

Marincioni and Fraboni (2012) identified the lack of literature on emergency 

preparedness in universities in Italy though the country is well known for its vulnerability 

to earthquakes: 

Existing studies on emergency preparedness for educational institutions 

prevalently center on schools, with very little on universities, and for the most 

part was conducted in the United States; no systematic studies on risk perception 

and emergency planning in European universities were found. (p. 292) 

The literature shows that administrative responses to natural disasters are mostly reactive 

rather than proactive, increasing administration challenges during and after the times of 

crisis as well as deepening safety and health issues across educational settings. 

Additional Challenges Faced During the Pandemic: Event Cancellations and 

Relationship Building  

Some of the challenges faced by university administrators during the pandemic 

that were most frequently mentioned in the literature were cancellation of events/courses 

and the difficulty to build relationships and trust during remote working. Universities 

cancelled events as part of precautionary measures to prevent the spread of the 

coronavirus inside and outside their respective communities. The literature published 

during the pandemic revealed that the restrictions associated with the pandemic resulted 
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in reduced interactions (in the micro-, meso-, macro-, exo-, and globosystem levels) 

among faculty and students, among students, faculty, administrators, senior 

administrators, and other members of university community. 

Cancellation of Events 

According to Kruse et al. (2020), one of the main challenges faced by university 

administrators regarding the normal functioning of institutions during the pandemic 

included the cancellation of events. Belle (2020) described the cancellation of events in 

Canadian universities as follows: “Weekly events, trips, seminars, talks, and cultural 

nights were all canceled over the course of a week. Student counseling services are now 

online too. International office staff assist students remotely” (para. 13). The events in a 

university are planned well in advance and uncertainty about their feasibility leads to 

cancellation of such events that may incur many consequences including its impact on 

learning and financial loss. Johnson et al. (2020) described how the shock wave sent by 

COVID-19 led the higher education system in the U.S. to quickly cancel in-person 

classes. Nurunnabi et al. (2020) also mentioned the cancellation of study abroad 

programs that happened globally owing to the pandemic, which forced international 

students to make difficult decisions on whether to stay in the host countries or return to 

their home countries.  

Building Relationships and Trust During University Remote Working 

In remote working conditions, administrators struggled to develop meaningful 

relationships with faculty, staff, students, and senior administrators. McNamara (2021) 

mentioned the loss of regular/daily interactions in departments due to COVID-19 

lockdowns. There was need for leaders to act calmly with courage and humility to build 
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strong relationships with people inside and outside the institutions (Fernandez & Shaw, 

2020). Fernandez and Shaw (2020) spoke about the stress levels experienced by 

administrators and others in the campus about the general distrust that persists in some 

campuses: “Stress levels are high for all in a crisis and thus academic leaders able to pace 

the necessary adaptive work … can regulate the stress they themselves perceive, and that 

everyone else is also feeling” (p. 42). Kruse et al. (2020) mentioned conflicting concerns 

that arise when people balance the ambiguity and anxiety created by the uncertain 

situation like the COVID-19 pandemic (the students and faculty worry about the spread 

of disease, availability and safety of field placements, job security). Harris and Jones 

(2020) mentioned how the informal and important events like catch ups for coffee, staff 

meetings, and chats in the corridors were lost as school leaders (analogous with situations 

in universities) worked tirelessly during the demanding and chaotic situation of the 

pandemic. Additional challenges arise because crisis leadership practices never get 

implemented at the first incidence of a crisis (here, during COVID-19). That is, the main 

problem in crisis leadership practices is that the leaders take necessary actions only when 

the effects of the crises are well underway (Kruse et al., 2020). 

Before COVID-19, university administrators were regularly challenged by a lack 

of administration and leadership training and rarely by emergency situations like 

Hurricane Katrina, floods, and terrorist attacks. The need for institutional commitment 

and the receptivity of the faculty for their development (through proper professional 

training) into department leaders was evident in the reviewed literature. In addition to 

lack of professional development and training, other main challenges during the 

pandemic included the uncertainty owing to the cancellation of events during lockdown 

and the difficulty to build and maintain personal relationships in an online environment.  
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By March 2020, most learners (80%) at the globosystem level (an interaction of 

several macrosystems) were unable to attend school or university (UNESCO, 2020, as 

cited Obradović-Ratković et al., 2021) when educational institutions closed around the 

world, which in turn brought about challenges to university administrators in terms of 

fulfilling the vision of attaining academic goals in a pandemic situation. Remote 

instruction was implemented in haste, without a trial run, and this intensified the 

challenges in terms of technology and learning platforms. I found from the study 

published by Obradović-Ratković et al. (2021) that at the microsystem level, the 

workload of university administrators increased while providing support for international 

students with significant difference in time zones, and the faculty needed to teach outside 

their traditional work hours. The authors identified that some students did not have 

reliable devices (laptop, iPad), internet access, or other instructional resources like course 

materials and videos. Another disadvantage of remote instruction at the microsystem 

level was the difficulty to strike a balance between work and life since most of the 

administrators and staff members had school-going children or family members who 

were at home due to lockdowns and they needed attention and space sharing, which 

sometimes interfered with their work. The online instruction caused some equity issues at 

the microsystem level; for example, students and faculty who had the advantage of better 

Wi-Fi and were tech-savvy were better off compared to those who were not (Kruse et al., 

2020). There were challenges related to the closure of VISA offices, sudden changes of 

government laws regarding online study, overcoming the anxieties arising from the 

global infection rates of the COVID-19 pandemic (Obradović-Ratković, et al., 2021) at 

exo-, macro-, globosystem levels.  
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Strategies 

University administrators have used multiple strategies to address all the 

challenges arising from their complex and conflicting roles and responsibilities. The most 

frequent strategies used by university administrators before the pandemic were 

relationship building and ensuring administrative accountability. I also have included in 

this section information based on a few articles published before COVID-19 on 

emergency preparedness strategies which I consider relevant to compare with the 

strategies used during the pandemic.  

Strategies Used Before the Pandemic 

  Before COVID-19, some of the strategies followed by university administrators 

included relationship building, ensuring administrative accountability, and emergency 

preparedness. In organizations like universities, relationship building involves bringing 

ideas and people together so that strategies can be developed by administrators to cope 

with challenging situations. University administrators are also accountable for setting 

examples and building trust with faculty, staff, and students by holding on to their 

commitment for work (roles and responsibilities) which in turn will help them achieve 

the goals and vision of the university. It is important to have an emergency preparedness 

plan in universities that describes roles and responsibilities of departments and personnel 

during emergency situations.  

Relationship Building 

Allen et al. (1999) specified that leadership is all about relationship building as in 

ecological systems which results in a network of interdependent systems and groups that 

include families, organizations, subdivisions within organizations, and communities. 
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Armstrong and Woloshyn (2017) and Berdrow (2010) mentioned that the chairs were 

troubled by conflicts within the department, and they tried to maintain a healthy 

departmental climate by not directly confronting uncooperative colleagues. Boyko and 

Jones (2010) included information on the external role of chairs of Canadian universities, 

which is to liaise with interuniversity committees within their areas of work, granting and 

licensing agencies, professional organizations, and research institutes. 

Relationship building across campus communities to support online education 

students and faculty was one of the themes that emerged in a study on online education 

administrators by Burnette (2015), who reflected on the importance of building 

relationships as follows: “To build partnerships, not simply academics, but within student 

affairs, alumni relations, information technology, and enrollment management. Online 

and blended learning goes across every aspect of the institution” (p. 19). Burnette further 

added that negotiation strategies were used by online educational administrators to 

promote interpersonal relationships. In the context of internationalization of education, 

university administrators play a key role in building trusting relationships inside and 

outside of the universities (Sullivan, 2011). Maintaining a cordial relationship with 

internal (students, faculty) and external (parents, alumni, the local police department) 

partners was an essential part of the contingency plan to deal with emergency situations 

(Hahn, 2018). In their effort to adjust and settle into their roles, the new chairs fostered 

proper work relationships through collaboration with faculty and staff, boundary-

spanning, and negotiations to gather information (including that on what is expected from 

the chairs) on the norms of the organisation and that of departmental culture (Valencia-

Raymondo & de Guzman, 2018).   
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Ensuring Administrative Accountability 

University administrators practised accountability by implying that their actions 

are within the bounds of their authority, and they are responsible for their actions. Pollock 

and Winton (2016) explored accountability factors in the context of school settings. The 

study gave an outline of accountability and discussed the accountability systems, namely 

bureaucratic/administrative accountability, legal accountability, political accountability, 

professional accountability, moral accountability, and performance-based accountability. 

Wolverton et al. (1999) mentioned how business college deans struggled with conflicting 

demands on accountability, and expectations of greater accountability of university 

administrators was one among them. 

Al Shobaki et al. (2017) mentioned a study conducted to identify the 

administrative characteristics of senior administrators in Palestinian universities and the 

study findings included the need to maintain administrative accountability. Goff (2017) 

conducted a study (conceptual interviews) on the quality assurance offered by 

administrators (10 senior administrators were the participants) in Ontario universities and 

quoted one of the participants as follows: “It is across postsecondary landscape, 

accountability is the big word because of the rising costs. It has become exceedingly 

expensive to go to university. If it is exceedingly expensive, then it better be a good 

experience” (p. 185). Accountability to the government (since the government is funding 

the universities) was also mentioned by one of the participants in the aforementioned 

study. The study findings primarily focused on the accountability to students and the 

ability of the department (in terms of resources and faculty) to meet the objectives of the 

program and institution. Hahn (2018) mentioned the need for university administrators to 

be accountable for the well-being of students, faculty, and staff in the context of 
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emergency planning and evacuation situations at Tulane University. Webber (2016) cited 

the example of educational policy making process in Denmark where the school 

principals and teachers were given more control over accountability for educational 

reform.  

Emergency Preparedness 

Hahn (2018) attributed the success of emergency preparedness at Tulane 

University in the U.S. to an ability to collaborate with the decision-making process, and 

to help in the rapid improvisation under stressful situations. Hahn further described how 

the experience of an emergency like Hurricane Katrina led the office of Emergency 

Preparedness and Response to be charged with the preparation, prevention, and response 

to all such future emergency situations at Tulane University, with a focus on the safety 

and welfare of students, faculty, and staff. The university also closed campuses and 

transitioned to remote teaching and learning. 

Shah et al. (2018) presented a picture of methods to develop emergency 

preparedness in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s schools in Pakistan: 

This study showed the pressing need to overcome the lack of flood preparedness 

in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s schools. Designing school safety policies should be a 

priority component of national and local government plans on emergency 

preparedness and mitigation. The government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa should 

build partnerships with other stakeholders including NGOs to design and 

implement national/provincial school emergency preparedness programs and 

allocate sufficient funds to implement structural and nonstructural mitigation 

measures. (p. 192) 
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A study conducted by Friesen and Bell (2016) on the emergency preparedness activities 

towards fire incidents, chemical spills, hazardous materials, harsh weather, and power 

outages that might happen in Canadian universities focused on the disaster planning of 

university campuses in accordance with the guidelines of disaster recovery assistance 

program of the municipalities in which the universities are located.  

According to a survey study by Marincioni and Fraboni (2012), emergency 

preparedness and planning of each Italian university varied, and they developed 

individual emergency plans for each building, or group of buildings on campus. Colleges, 

departments (with the addition of an emergency responder/coordinator personnel per 

department), and service centers had their own emergency plan. The authors also pointed 

out the need to increase the number of staff trained in emergency responses and the 

engagement of employees to increase individual responsibility for safety and security and 

develop a culture of risk prevention. A majority of the Italian universities organized 

workshops, meetings, emergency drills, a campus-wide distribution of the emergency 

plan, and held seminars and courses for students at the beginning of the academic year. 

Additional Strategies Used During the Pandemic: Quick Decision-Making, 

Enhancing Communication, and Adopting New Leadership Platforms 

In the reviewed literature published during the pandemic, I came across some best 

practices by university administrators, including quick decision-making, enhanced 

communication, and collective leadership. During COVID-19, they had to make quick 

decisions with regards to the procedures within their departments. All administrators in 

universities had to keep up with campus-level responses to COVID-19 so that they can be 

properly interpreted and effectively communicated with faculty, staff, and students.  
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Quick Decision-Making 

Fast-paced decision-making involves making key decisions quickly during 

emergency situations, knowing that the concerned people of the department (faculty, 

staff) will be anxious as they adjust to the new roles they are assigned in the process. 

Kruse et al. (2020) described the speed at which the institutions transitioned to digital 

learning during COVID-19:  

In higher education institutions the landscape quickly evolved, with senior leaders 

initially tasked with making rapid-fire decisions, while keeping the health and 

safety of students, faculty, and staff foremost in their planning. In early spring 

2020, academic leaders engaged in a first wave of decisions: canceling events, 

moving students’ home, shifting instruction online, and modifying university 

policies and procedures. (p. 2) 

Ontario’s Universities (2021) stated that the decision-making during emergency 

management is done at great speed rather than proceeding slowly with perfection. 

Fernandez and Shaw (2020) discussed the swift and prompt decision-making done by 

academic leaders with the consideration of the social distancing practices in mind. The 

authors further added that the rapid response by some educational institutions was 

facilitated by shared leadership practices that enabled local decision making to respond 

quickly to immediate emergencies.  

Enhancing Communication 

The university leaders adopted frequent communication through various channels 

like emails and newsletters to faculty, staff, students, and stakeholders. Fernandez and 
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Shaw (2020) clarified that the choice of communication channel must be as per 

stakeholder preferences: 

Leaders should communicate clearly and frequently to all stakeholders in a crisis 

(Edmondson, 2020), though they should be cognizant that it is not only the 

message communicated to stakeholders that is important but also the medium by 

which it is delivered. (p. 43)  

McNamara (2021) mentioned the need for an integrated communication with 

stakeholders so that the actions that are taken do not have isolated effects and the leaders 

were mindful of the need for increased communication to faculty, staff, and students 

during the time of crisis, which displayed an understanding of shared culture and values. 

Brennan et al. (2021) mentioned the need for effective communication of leaders across 

various academic fields of study in the institution during the pandemic. Nurunnabi et al. 

(2021) elaborated the need for promoting regular communication among teachers and 

students during COVID-19 to check on their health and well-being. The authors further 

added the need for university leaders to focus on communicating with students, ensuring 

the mental health and well-being of all stakeholders on campus, and thus attending to the 

overall mental health needs of the institution. 

Adopting New Leadership Platforms 

The adoption of new leadership platforms involves the distribution of leadership 

responsibilities to a network of teams throughout the organization to improve the quality 

of decisions made in crisis situations. Fernandez and Shaw (2020) elaborated the need for 

distributing leadership responsibilities during a crisis: 

By distributing leadership responsibilities, the teams remain motivated and 
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incentivized since they have more latitude in problem solving than would be the 

case on a campus operating a top-down leadership model. Provided with adequate 

resources, these teams should be allowed to operate in a climate of trust, 

established throughout the institution in a crisis, and engage in problem solving, 

innovation and change. (p. 43) 

Gavazzi (2020) mentioned the process of “shared Governance,” a method by 

which the professors and university leaders have interacted with one another on major 

issues like the COVID-19 pandemic. Harris and Jones (2020) mentioned that distributed 

leadership has become an obligatory practice for them to connect, share, learn, and 

network their way through problems caused by COVID-19. During challenging times, it 

is not easy to lead with the usual leadership practices they previously relied on when 

things were certain. Leading during disruptive conditions demands the leaders to create 

new paths of governance during disruption.  

Kruse et al. (2020) described how during the COVID-19 crisis, leadership was 

considered as part pf a collective/shared responsibility of talents of faculty, students, and 

stakeholders of the academic program. Matias et al. (2021) mentioned leaders as 

facilitators who encourage the contribution of ideas from their team members and thus 

leading the department in a collaborative environment in which people are valued and 

appreciated. Matias et al. described how leaders took up the role of supporters in the 

pandemic-induced remote working situation:  

In the supporter role, a leader listens to the needs of the community, facilitates 

relationships, shows empathy and provides the necessary tools to act fast and 

strategically in a manner consistent with institutional values and culture. … To 
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address that, academic support leaders from SUNY Empire State College, with 

the help of newly named SUNY chancellor Jim Malatras, developed a live virtual 

engagement program covering a broad range of topics to connect with students, 

faculty and staff throughout each day. (para. 6)  

Before COVID-19, university administrators developed strategies like collaboration and 

improvisation under stress to deal with emergency situations like Hurricane Katrina, 

floods, terrorist attacks, fires, and chemical spills. Some studies found that the 

universities that experienced emergency situations were better prepared for future 

emergencies (Hahn, 2018; Marincioni & Fraboni, 2011) and lockdown was one of the 

immediate emergency strategies used before and during COVID-19 (e.g., Fassihi, 2021; 

Hahn, 2018; Kruse, 2022). Additional strategies were developed during the pandemic to 

respond to emergencies and some of them were quick decision-making, enhanced 

communication, and collective leadership practices. University administrators 

communicated clearly and frequently with their team members and some of them 

followed mindful leadership practices in their communication (McNamara, 2021). 

McNamara (2021) identified the potential of mindful leadership practices that enabled 

resilience in the context of the pandemic. The proposed mindful leadership model enables 

an environment of collegiality and encourages effective communication within a 

collaborative culture and value system (McNamara, 2021).  

Dunn (2020) mentioned adaptive leadership practices that can be used during 

crisis/times of change. Adaptive leadership affirms the need to adapt/adjust to complex 

and rapidly challenging environments with the creation of necessary circumstances (e.g., 

build confidence, inspire others, show commitment and passion) for good leadership and 

problem solving. Fernandez and Shaw (2020) highlighted three best leadership practices. 
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The first one, servant leadership, emphasizes empowerment, involvement, and 

collaboration, and the leaders with emotional intelligence and emotional stability 

prioritize the interests of others over their own. The second one is distributed leadership, 

whereby the leader distributes the responsibilities to the team to improve the quality of 

decisions made during the crisis. The third one is becoming an allostatic leader, with the 

adaptability to learn from the crisis, evolve, and be better equipped for future crises. 

According to Mukaram et al. (2021), the traditional autocratic leadership practices are 

inadequate to provide timely solutions for crisis situations. The authors insist on the need 

for adaptive leadership strategies to redefine the regular leadership practices of 

organizations in a way that is fit to deal with the crisis.  

The lockdown was one of the main strategies implemented at the globosystem 

level to achieve physical distancing and to break the spread of the virus. The safety and 

well-being of international as well as domestic students and their families was a priority 

of the schools and universities globally. The disruptions caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic led to accelerated digitalization and online delivery of the lessons at micro- 

(within university), macro- (nationally), and globosystem (internationally) levels. At the 

globosystem level, the pandemic resulted in the adoption of various leadership styles—

such as distributed (Harris & Jones, 2020), collaborative (Matias et al., 2021), and 

shared/participatory leadership (Gavazzi, 2020; Kruse et al., 2020) by university 

administrators to strengthen and support their departments during the pandemic and 

achieve much more than they could do on their own.  

Conclusion 

The systematic literature review followed by the thematic analysis suggested a 

plethora of skills and abilities that are required for university administration and 
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leadership, including the skills of: managing position, workload, people, resources, 

conflict, and communications; handling emergency situations; building relationships; and 

adopting collaborative leadership practices. The COVID-19 pandemic led university 

administrators to respond to the crisis with care and concern while continuing 

departmental operations, planning for future sessions, and working amidst ongoing 

uncertainty. The additional roles and responsibilities handled by university administrators 

during the pandemic included the management of remote learning. Additional challenges 

were event cancellations, and relationship building. The additional strategies used during 

the pandemic included quick decision-making, enhanced communication, and utilizing 

new leadership responsibilities among faculty and staff. Some of the roles and 

responsibilities (e.g., managing conflicts), challenges (e.g., emergency situations), and 

strategies (e.g., lockdown) were persistent before and during the pandemic. Despite all 

these challenges, the pandemic uncovered the strengths of university administrators who 

managed the challenge with empathy, adaptability, and resilience, emphasizing the 

importance of relationship building and collective leadership practices that extended from 

the microsystem to the globosystem levels.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter summarized the study’s findings on the literature review. In this 

chapter, I analyzed the roles and responsibilities, challenges, and strategies used by 

university administrators before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. I found that 

university administrators took up additional workloads because of the challenges offered 

by the various surges of COVID-19 and developed several strategies to cope with the 

emergency. 
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Figure 4 

Concept Map Showing Main Themes and Subthemes Identified in the Reviewed Literature 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

I conducted a systematic literature review to understand the challenges faced and 

strategies used by educational administrators during emergency situations like the 

COVID-19 pandemic. I find Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological system theory (BST) 

of human development relevant in the context of university administration and 

understand that applying adaptive leadership practises can improve university 

administrators’ basic leadership skills and knowledge, which will help them adapt to 

changes that are arising during emergency situations. I found from the reviewed literature 

that the roles and responsibilities of university administrators become more complex with 

demand for additional commitments during emergency situations. My main research 

question was: How have university administrators experienced administration and 

leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic? In this chapter, I discuss my findings 

regarding the roles and responsibilities, challenges, and strategies of university 

administrators during the pandemic. I also present the implications of the study and make 

recommendations for future research.  

Additional Roles and Responsibilities During the Pandemic 

The roles, and responsibilities of university administrators like managing 

conflicts, position, workload, and people continued during the pandemic and forced 

university leaders to support teaching, learning, research, and administration remotely. 

The workload of administrators of a medium-sized university in Ontario increased in 

terms of the time spent on evaluating the online course structure, providing support and 

resources to faculty and staff, and conducting administrative tasks remotely (Obradović-

Ratković et al., 2021). In addition to these roles, some administrators had to personally 
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monitor IT support for faculty and familiarize international students in Canada as well as 

from their home countries using the online learning platforms (Obradović-Ratković et al., 

2021). According to Obradović-Ratković et al. (2021), special attention was provided for 

online community building activities, conducting writing workshops, and familiarizing 

international students with the Canadian education and culture as well as English 

language (for both academic and social exchange). In the U.K., mindful leadership 

practices (McNamara, 2021) were developed to support faculty and staff to navigate 

through the COVID-19 situation with increased resilience, reduced stress, and academic 

success. During the implementation of remote working at macro (in Canada) and global 

levels (internationally), university administrators had to take care of some important 

factors like coordination, communication, and maintenance of the right work culture 

along with ensuring support for the mental health and well-being of faculty, staff, and 

students (Brennan et al., 2021). It was found that the overall workload of university 

administrators increased with addressing the challenges associated with the global 

pandemic and their responsibilities increased by budget reductions, issues of inequity, 

and concerns of well-being for students, staff, and faculty. Online instruction/learning 

was not a new mode of delivery of lessons for any university since educational 

institutions around the world must have used this mode of lesson delivery as an add-on to 

face-to-face teaching during some point. Nevertheless, there is always a chance that some 

faculty who are not techno-savvy may not be able to cope with this method and need 

additional support. 

 In the U.S., university administrators practiced distributed leadership (Fernandez 

& Shaw, 2020) where faculty and staff can feel safe and empowered to offer their best 
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thinking, creativity, and accountability. Another leadership practice used by 

administrators in Canada and in Pakistan during the pandemic was adaptive leadership 

(Dunn, 2020; Mukaram et al., 2021), where university administrators had to diagnose the 

problems, interpret, and innovate to capitalize on the team capabilities. Leading or 

managing a department or institution during the time of crisis is a challenge, especially 

when the roles and responsibilities of the leaders are magnified many times during a 

crisis.  

The university administrators took up additional roles and responsibilities related 

to online or blended learning during COVID-19, for example, supporting staff to adopt 

new pedagogic and assessment practices, collaborating with IT departments to provide 

formal training to staff who faced difficulties with technology, helping staff and students 

(domestic and international) cope with the stress of social distancing/online education, 

and communicating instructions/updates on COVID-19 to faculty, staff, and students on 

time. Adaptive leadership practices were used to deal with the complex problems that 

resulted from COVID-19, and it was a period of experimenting and learning and there 

was also the need for reflection and understanding (Dunn, 2020). It also provides a 

platform for quick mobilization of knowledge and immediate response to contextual 

needs and helps empower faculty and staff to act when the path is not clear (Dunn, 2020). 

“Flexible and adaptive leadership involves changing behavior in appropriate ways as the 

situation changes” (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010, p. 1). 

Challenges and Strategies 

Each emergency situation is unique, whether it is a hurricane, flood, terrorist 

attack, or pandemic and usually requires four basic steps: preparedness, mitigation, 
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response, and recovery. It was found from the reviewed literature that the challenging 

situations like floods, hurricanes, and terrorist attacks, and lack of professional 

development were some of the challenges faced by university administrators before the 

pandemic, and they continued during the pandemic. Additionally, the university 

administrators also faced challenges like cancellation of events, building relationships, 

leading with limited resources, providing additional training and support (e.g., IT, mental 

health, and well-being) to students, faculty, and staff.  In light of concerns arising about 

any emergency situation, lockdown was one of the strategies used by university 

administrators before COVID-19. In addition to lockdowns, the other strategies leveraged 

during COVID-19 were making quick decisions, enhancing communications, and 

adopting new leadership platforms. To build an environment of collaboration and mutual 

trust in the department, strategies like relationship building and ensuring administrative 

accountability were in force before and during the pandemic. The leaders had to adjust 

their leadership behaviour to navigate through the pandemic and recover, stay calm and 

optimistic while organizing work through team network, illustrating empathy, and 

communicating effectively.  

In the U.S. and Canada quick decision-making was done by university 

administrators to deal with the emergency situations (Ontario’s Universities, 2021). 

During the pandemic, the available timeline for making decisions is shrunk by the 

urgency of the situation. Quick decision-making will be highly effective if the relevant 

stakeholders (student, faculty, and staff) are involved, and they are encouraged to 

contribute their views. It is really challenging to make swift decisions even under the best 

circumstances and COVID-19 prompted university administrators to make high-stake 



74 

 

decisions at a faster pace, and that too while considering the social/physical distancing 

protocols. The inconsistency in information and the speed at which the spread of COVID-

19 happened resulted in uncertainty and emotional disturbances.  

The administrators needed to communicate effectively to give clarity (of 

instruction or situation), build resilience, and catalyze positive changes. When 

communicating during a crisis, the following strategies were used: giving correct 

information to the department, faculty, staff, and students; communicating clearly with 

honesty; and revitalizing community building. Administrators can build resilience among 

faculty, staff, and students by sharing positive stories, and creating uplifting moments for 

them.  

A few recommendations in terms of strategies for future emergencies include 

establishing a list of commands for emergencies and emergency operations protocol for 

prolonged periods of emergencies, building an emergency contingency fund, developing 

emergency contingency plans, appointing a person as point of contact during emergencies 

to guide on policies, recognizing an external person who can provide guidance to 

university administrators, and identifying a plan for the mental health needs of students 

and faculty returning after the emergency.  

Implications 

COVID-19 presented a novel crisis with major challenges for administrators of 

higher education institutions. Though as mid-level leaders, the chairs are not directly 

involved in the examination and revision of policies and procedures of the university 

during a crisis, their roles are important since they are involved in the fair and impartial 

implementation of revised policies, considering the effects of such policies on students, 
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faculty, and staff. Many department heads assume this leadership role without much 

formal training and experience. The purpose of this study is to inform university 

administrators about the additional roles and responsibilities, challenges faced, and 

strategies used during the pandemic in Ontario, Canada and at an international level so 

that they will be better prepared for similar future emergency situations. The study also 

focused on various leadership practices that were used during the pandemic since it was a 

highly stressful and uncertain time that presented leaders with an unstable work force 

(due to the pandemic) with heightened safety and health risks while dealing with 

work−life challenges and remaining aware of the demands of the situation (budget 

reduction, absence of staff, students) in terms of university administration and leadership. 

There were some policies that were found significant during COVID-19, for example, the 

mental health and well-being policy. 

Contribution to Theory 

I chose to situate my study within Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological model 

of human development with proposed changes to the model based on the context of 

university administration and leadership during COVID-19. The suggested changes to 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development are brought about 

considering the spread of COVID-19 on a global level and the mental health and wellness 

issues resulting from the pandemic. I also consider the addition of globosystem to 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development, as suggested by Ahmed 

(2018), who researched the experiences of school administrators working with students 

affected by war or terrorism in Pakistan and Canada. I use globosystem in my study 

model to represent the university administration and leadership affected by COVID-19 on 
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a global as well as a local level (in Ontario) since the pandemic resulted in an educational 

crisis worldwide causing a series of lockdowns, implementation of remote instruction, 

and emergency management plans meant to achieve educational goals and objectives. I 

also made modifications to Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development as per the 

suggestions suggested by Gavazzi (2020) on the five main organizational levels (micro-, 

meso-, exo-, macro- and chrono- system levels) in a university system, and the use of 

information from the Center for Leadership Education in Maternal & Child Public Health 

(2015) to describe the stress and mental health issues faced by faculty, staff, students, and 

administrators within different layers in university as an organization. The timely 

additions to Bronfenbrenner’s model demonstrate the need to expand the boundaries of 

the current model based on the pandemic era in which we all live. The various roles 

handled, challenges faced, and strategies used by university administrators during the 

pandemic were different (since COVID-19 is a viral pandemic and it demanded social 

distancing, wearing masks, use of hand sanitizers, washing hands with soap and water, 

not sharing food, vaccination as some of the prevention methods) from those experienced 

during other emergencies (e.g., floods and terrorist attacks) in terms of rapid instructional 

changes, social distancing norms, lack of preparation time, and increased mental health 

and well-being issues (due to the loneliness caused by lockdowns and remote working).  

Contribution to Practice 

Adaptive leadership (Mukaram et al., 2021) practices are important in that they 

help boost the morale of faculty and staff through an empathetic approach and adjust the 

approach to the nuances of the situation. It uses the right tool for the task at hand and 

helps achieve optimal results. Adaptive leadership allows room for changing behaviour in 
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appropriate ways as the situation changes. Adaptability of decision-making by 

administrators is evident when we consider how the timing of lessons were planned at 

micro level in a medium-sized university in Ontario during COVID-19 to match with the 

significant differences in the time zones of countries where international students were 

attending the lessons which required faculty to teach the lessons outside traditional work 

hours (Obradović-Ratković et al., 2021).  

Distributed leadership (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020), which is a form of adaptive 

leadership, involves shared leadership practices among individuals of an organization, 

represented by collaborative decision-making and collective action. In university 

leadership and administration, it provides the ability to tap into a wide range of expertise 

and skills that help create leaders at different levels. Distributed leadership is important 

during times of stability as well as during times of crisis since it helps create the next 

generation of leaders. Shared leadership practice (Gavazzi, 2020) is another form of 

distributed leadership among various people in the organization. Distributed leadership 

practices demand that needs for different individuals work together in groups or take 

collective action to achieve common goals. Basically, distributed leadership is a term 

adopted from management practices and in a university setting it describes how different 

staff or faculty share leadership responsibility. Distributed leadership allows the 

emergence of more leaders and plays an active role in their success as administrators. The 

concept of shared leadership is apt for complex environments during a pandemic, where 

there is the need for the skills of more than one leader since the individual leaders would 

not have the time and resources to complete all leadership activities on their own.  

According to Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009), there are four aspects of adaptive 



78 

 

leadership that are relevant to the leadership practices in educational institutions: leader 

acts as an innovator and a propagator of new ideas, leaders are responsive to challenging 

situations and motivated to innovate based on the shared vision, leadership is often 

informal and leader spreads ideas through established informal networks, and adaptive 

leaders are skilled at understanding and interacting with the complex system around 

them. Crisis leadership is a collective form of all these leadership practices; it involves all 

aspects of how leaders prepare to prevent a crisis and how they cope or recover from a 

crisis once they experience it. Adaptive leaders are aware and are part of crisis leadership 

since they know how to respond during a crisis, and they are open minded. They are 

ready to consider innovative ideas. Such leaders usually find new ways to solve a 

problem and diffuse a crisis before it becomes a cause for concern. Hence it is essential to 

combine adaptive-academic leadership practices which involve distributed /shared 

/participatory leadership practices to tide over the crisis before it becomes too dangerous 

and uncontrollable.  

 During COVID-19, university administrators served more as managers and less as 

leaders before the pandemic, and during the pandemic the university administrators acted 

both as managers and leaders. As university administrators they had to be in front and at 

the center of the microsystem level of organization (Gavazzi, 2020). They had to be 

patient and accessible even if they felt physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion. 

During emergency situations, it is essential that leaders include time for rest in their 

schedule (if needed, appoint someone you trust to assume the leadership role while you 

are taking rest) so that they can show the importance of self-care to team members. 

Similarly, the administrators need to give downtime to the staff who work full time to 
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support since the actions taken by an administrator during a crisis decides the tone of the 

department. They also need to reach out to other administrators and work collaboratively, 

contemplating the impact of the crisis on the well-being of faculty, staff, and themselves 

and considering the availability of financial resources. Sharing stories of personal impact 

and leading with emotional intelligence will result in an environment of empathy and 

resilience. During a prolonged crisis like COVID-19, embracing adaptive leadership 

practices in functional and pragmatic strategies must be supplemented by personal self-

care and this can set the administrator, organization, and the faculty, staff, and students 

for long-term resilience in the face of emergencies like COVID-19.   

Contribution to Policy 

 The COVID-19 pandemic was a period when people were experiencing stress due 

to the fear of contracting the disease. Faculty, staff, students, and administrators were 

working from home, faced with realities like extended work hours, home schooling for 

children, lack of physical contact with other family members, friends, and colleagues. 

According to Obradović-Ratković et al. (2021), the challenges at the macro level 

included uncertainties associated with the global infection rates of the pandemic, travel 

restrictions, closure of VISA offices, and the rapidly changing government legislations in 

Canada that affected the status of the online study of international students. Nurunnabi et 

al. (2020) conducted a study on the G20 policies and procedures within higher education 

about the health and well-being measures during COVID-19 revealed that lockdown, 

social distancing, and self-isolation requirements are stressful and harmful, and have 

resulted in concerns over the students’ health and well-being. The studies conducted in 

the U.S., the U.K., and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia urge the need to facilitate decisions 
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to be made by higher education institutions regarding the curriculum and assessment to 

meet the students’ well-being expectations (Nurunnabi et al.2020). In Ontario, the 

universities were committed to the mental health and well-being of students and 

partnered with postsecondary institutions to help guide and support the delivery of mental 

health services across Ontario (Ontario’s Universities, 2021). The policy makers should 

consider improving the existing mental health and well-being policies based on the 

adaptive-academic leadership framework to promote mental health and well-being. There 

are policies to support flooding in Ontario, and they have strategies that will help reduce 

flood risks and make the province better prepared for flood emergencies (Ontario 

Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry, 2020). However, policies must be 

formulated to combat terrorism and to help prepare university administrators to deal with 

natural disasters like floods, tornados, and pandemics. Policy makers must consider 

grounding the policies meant for university administrators and leadership on a collective 

administration and leadership model in which leadership is perceived as the leaders’ 

being and doing with powerful impacts on individual team members of the 

department/institutions, empowering them and thus helping them in their flourishing. A 

combined model of leadership practises for university administrators will provide a 

conceptual framework for all aspects of leadership, like preparing for, preventing, coping 

with, and recovering from a crisis. 

Conclusion 

It is important that in Ontario and at the global level, university administrators 

adopt an adaptive-academic leadership framework (Mukaram et al., 2021) to support 

faculty, staff, and students. Using Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological model of 

human development, as modified and discussed in this paper, can help connect university 
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leaders with different layers and environments within their institution and the local 

community without letting administrators lose sight of the whole and with a sense of 

universal citizenship. Educational leadership can be defined as the ability to influence, 

lead, and convince others to collaborate with the leader, using the available resources to 

allocate them appropriately to attain predetermined educational goals. Communication 

plays a major role in determining the effectiveness of the organization, and leaders use 

stories, language, and rituals to discuss the past, present, and future to reveal their 

aspirations and vision. University administrators require the following skill sets to 

enhance their leadership capabilities: communication skills, problem-solving skills, 

conflict resolution skills, mentoring skills, and transition management skills in times of 

crisis as well as in times of stability. Developing faculty into academic leaders is both a 

privilege and a responsibility of senior administrators. 

Every crisis has a life cycle, emotional stages, and the following needs that 

accompany the stages of the cycle: resolve, be resilient, return, reimagine, and reform. 

Crisis situations like COVID-19 empower university administrators with strong 

leadership skills. Exploring the possibilities of Bronfenbrenner’s (1999) bioecological 

model of human development will further help researchers unfold an understanding of the 

transitions that happened at universities on a global level since the COVID-19-related 

changes that originated in one country affected the entire world. Using this model, it 

would be appropriate to conduct research on the impact of the challenges encountered 

during post-COVID-19 recovery on education, mental health, and well-being of various 

stakeholders of educational institutions in Ontario and around the world.  

COVID-19 resulted in university administration and leadership opting for 

adaptive academic leadership practises that can help them develop strategies to face the 
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challenges, with an emphasis on the adaptability of university administrators to the 

uncertain situations through building meaningful actions with faculty, staff, and students. 

For example, academic staff had to be guided to adopt new methods to deliver lessons, 

trying different tools and methods to communicate with students. I remember watching 

faculty members wait before the class to allow students to connect, and our course 

materials seemed modified, thus reflecting new teaching strategies owing to the 

pandemic. They also used to check on students via emails or forums and modify or assign 

group projects to provide social interactions among students to reduce the effect of 

loneliness and promote mental health and well-being among students. COVID-19 has 

shown that "universities without walls" can be brought in to offer uninterrupted education 

to a broader category of international students, especially during emergency situations. 

The psychological safety and productivity/effectiveness of every member of the 

department and institution can be ensured when the guiding principles behind decision-

making by university administrators are based on sharing trust, taking responsibility, and 

having common directions. 
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