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Abstract
This article examines the profound imbalance in scholarly research on university gover-
nance: while studies on leadership in higher education have proliferated globally, analyses 
of the processes through which leaders—rectors, presidents, and chancellors—are appoint-
ed remain scarce and theoretically underdeveloped. Drawing on systematic literature re-
views and bibliometric evidence, this study shows that less than 5% of leadership-related 
publications address appointment mechanisms. This asymmetry reflects the dominance of 
managerialist and organizational paradigms that depoliticize governance and obscure the 
power struggles inherent in leadership selection. Adopting a political sociology perspec-
tive, this article contends that appointments are not neutral administrative acts but deeply 
political processes that shape institutional autonomy, academic freedom, and governance 
legitimacy. Rather than positing a direct causal relationship, this article interprets this 
asymmetry as reflecting broader epistemological tendencies associated with managerialist 
paradigms that privilege organizational analysis over political inquiry. The paper con-
cludes by proposing a research agenda grounded in comparative and critical approaches 
to re-politicize governance studies and illuminate the contested nature of authority in 
higher education.

Keywords  University governance · Leadership and appointments · President, rector 
or chancellor selection · Higher education politics · Political sociology · Academic 
autonomy · Power and authority in universities

The governance of higher education institutions (HEIs) has become a prolific field of aca-
demic inquiry, with university leadership emerging as one of its most studied dimensions. 
Despite the proliferation of literature on leadership styles, competencies, and development 
programs, a striking gap persists: the processes by which university leaders are appointed—
whether through selection, designation, or election—remain underexplored and theoretically 
neglected. This article argues that such asymmetry is not incidental but is better understood 
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in relation to broader epistemological trends. Dominant organizational and managerialist 
paradigms contribute to a depoliticized study of university governance, obscuring power 
dynamics and political struggles embedded in leadership appointments. By adopting a 
political sociology perspective, this work reframes the analysis of university leadership as a 
fundamentally political phenomenon and calls for a research agenda that critically examines 
the mechanisms through which authority is conferred in higher education.

While this article advances a critique of the dominance of managerialist approaches in 
leadership studies, it does not seek to establish a direct causal relationship between mana-
gerialism, the structure of the literature, and governance outcomes. Rather, the argument 
developed here is interpretive and diagnostic: the observed asymmetry between the vast 
body of research on leadership and the limited attention to appointment processes is under-
stood as reflecting broader epistemological tendencies that privilege organizational and 
managerial perspectives over political analysis. In this sense, the literature gap is not treated 
as an isolated phenomenon, but as part of a wider configuration of knowledge production 
that both shapes and is shaped by prevailing conceptions of the university as an ostensibly 
apolitical institution.

In recent years, a burgeoning industry has emerged around university leadership, marked 
by the proliferation of training programs, award courses, and guidebooks that promise 
career advancement and institutional impact. Prestigious institutions offer executive edu-
cation programs tailored to academic leaders, often mirroring business school models in 
pedagogy and structure. This professionalization of leadership has fostered a shift toward 
credentialism, where leadership is increasingly defined by formal training and certifica-
tion rather than scholarly merit or collegial recognition. Such developments reflect broader 
trends of managerialism in higher education, wherein market-oriented logics and bureau-
cratic structures increasingly shape institutional governance.

However, the literature underpinning these leadership programs is frequently criticized 
for its atheoretical nature and reliance on fashionable but theoretically shallow conceptual 
frameworks and leadership models. Scholars such as Macfarlane et al. (2024) identify a 
fragmented and derivative body of work, heavily influenced by management studies and 
neoliberal ideologies, which often fails to engage with the cultural and epistemic speci-
ficities of academic institutions. Similarly, Carducci et al. (2024) challenge dominant 
paradigms by advocating for alternative frameworks that resist the individualistic and hier-
archical assumptions embedded in traditional models. Critiques of popular theories such as 
authentic and transformational leadership further underscore their conceptual weaknesses, 
including tautological reasoning, inadequate empirical support, and ideological bias toward 
excessive positivity.

In sum, while leadership development initiatives in higher education respond to real 
institutional challenges, their theoretical and ideological underpinnings warrant critical 
scrutiny. The dominance of managerialist and credentialist logics risks undermining the 
collegial and scholarly foundations of university governance. A more context-sensitive, 
theoretically robust, and inclusive approach to leadership is essential to align development 
practices with the core values of higher education and to foster meaningful institutional 
transformation. The consequences of this epistemological limitation are not merely theo-
retical. In multiple national contexts, university leaders are increasingly confronted with 
complex political environments—marked by governmental intervention, ideological polar-
ization, and challenges to institutional autonomy—for which prevailing leadership frame-
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works provide limited analytical guidance. The absence of political analysis contributes 
to a mismatch between how leadership is theorized and the conditions under which it is 
exercised. Addressing this gap is therefore not only an academic task, but also a practical 
necessity for understanding and navigating contemporary higher education governance.

Notably, publications on leaders and leadership in the literature concerning universities 
and other HEIs have grown significantly. However, this marked interest in leadership does 
not correspond to the study of the processes by which the authorities who will exercise it are 
appointed. Even though the appointment of the highest authority is a process of enormous 
institutional significance, it has received surprisingly limited analytical attention.

In the current global context, these biases in the specialized literature are particularly 
problematic as universities are increasingly subjected to political attacks by authoritarian 
governments and populist leaders (Ordorika, 2026). Such interventions illustrate broader 
efforts to subordinate universities to policy agendas and limit their role as spaces of critical 
inquiry and democratic deliberation. In this scenario, the study of university governance—
and particularly the mechanisms through which leadership is appointed—becomes a mat-
ter of significant academic and political importance. The absence of rigorous analysis on 
appointment processes facilitates the entrenchment of opaque and exclusionary forms of 
governance.

The dominance of managerialist and apolitical paradigms in leadership studies is associ-
ated to a depoliticized understanding of university governance, privileging competencies 
and administrative efficiency over the contestation and negotiation inherent in institutional 
life. This theoretical bias obscures the fact that the appointment of university authorities is 
a profoundly political act—one that determines the distribution of power, the orientation 
of institutional projects, and the boundaries of academic freedom. As Clark Kerr observed, 
university leadership is inseparable from the political dynamics that shape the relationship 
between the university and the state. By failing to interrogate the political conditions under 
which leaders are selected, the literature on leadership contributes to legitimizes the very 
processes through which authoritarian regimes seek to capture and control universities.

An important exception to the depoliticized leadership literature is research on governing 
boards and elite networks. Work by Slaughter and colleagues shows that interlocking board 
memberships connect universities to economic and political elites, revealing governance as 
a site of power rather than administrative neutrality (Pusser et al., 2006; Slaughter, 1990). 
Yet this literature rarely examines how such board dynamics shape the appointment of 
executive leaders. Leadership selection therefore remains analytically opaque even within 
otherwise power-sensitive governance research.

In this article we show that there is a profound asymmetry between the vast academic 
production on leadership and the scarce research on leader selection processes. We argue 
that this gap is closely associated with the predominance of theoretical approaches that char-
acterize universities as rational organizations and dismiss the existence of power relations 
and political interactions within them.

In contrast, this work adopts a political sociology perspective that conceives of universi-
ties as political institutions of the State. Within this framework, the objective is threefold:

1.	 To demonstrate the quantitative disparity between the literature on leadership and that 
on the appointment of authorities.
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2.	 To explain this discrepancy as the result of the hegemony of apolitical theoretical 
approaches in the field.

3.	 To propose a future research agenda to address this gap from political sociology and 
comparative history.

In this article, “governance” refers to the structures and processes through which authority 
is exercised within higher education institutions. “Leadership” denotes formal executive 
(e.g., rectors, presidents, chancellors). “Managerialism” denotes business-oriented logics 
emphasizing efficiency, performance, and executive control. Finally, “appointment” refers 
to the processes through which top leaders are selected, elected or designated.

Methodology

This study employs a multi-stage, mixed-methods literature review strategy to investigate 
the disparity between scholarly attention to leadership and the appointment of university 
authorities. The approach combines systematic database searches, bibliometric analysis, 
and AI-assisted synthesis to examine the thematic and epistemological biases in higher edu-
cation governance research.

Systematic literature review

Two comprehensive literature review processes were conducted in 2021 and 2024. The 
first focused on identifying publications from 1980 to 2020 that addressed the appointment, 
selection, or election of university leaders. The second, conducted in May 2024, expanded 
the scope to include recent developments and comparative perspectives.

Searches were performed in the following databases and repositories:

	● English-language sources: Scopus, Google Scholar, Taylor & Francis, SpringerLink, 
The Chronicle of Higher Education, The Journal of Higher Education, Higher Educa-
tion Handbook of Theory & Research, and Review of Higher Education.

	● Spanish-language sources: SciELO, REDALYC, and Revista de la Educación Superior 
(RESU).

Keywords included combinations of: “appointment,” “selection,” “election,” “rector,” 
“president,” “chancellor,” “university governance,” “higher education leadership,” “auton-
omy,” “reform,” “democracy,” and “democratization”, using Boolean operators to refine 
results.

Inclusion criteria:

	● Peer-reviewed articles or book chapters
	● Focus on higher education institutions
	● Explicit discussion of appointment mechanisms or leadership selection processes

Exclusion criteria:
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	● Articles focused solely on leadership styles, traits, or development programs without 
reference to appointment processes

	● Non-academic sources or opinion pieces

Bibliometric reference

The study draws on the bibliometric analysis by Mohamud et al. (2025), which examined 
4,415 English-language publications on leadership in higher education indexed in Sco-
pus between 2013 and 2023. This reference provides quantitative context for the thematic 
imbalance identified.

AI-asssisted literature mapping

To enhance coverage and precision, the specialized AI tool Consensus was used to conduct 
deep searches across over 170 million research articles. The tool executed 20 targeted que-
ries and identified 944 publications, of which 401 were deemed eligible. A reliability table 
was generated to examine the strength of evidence supporting key claims.

Additional AI tools used:

	● Copilot for identifying relevant materials
	● Notebook LM for organizing and synthesizing literature

Limitations

This methodology is subject to several limitations:

	● The Consensus search was restricted to English-language publications, potentially ex-
cluding relevant work in other languages.

	● The review did not include primary data collection or fieldwork.
	● The selection of “pertinent” articles involved interpretive judgment, which may intro-

duce bias.

Despite these constraints, the triangulation of manual and AI-assisted methods provides a 
robust foundation for identifying the epistemological and thematic gaps in the field.

This study compares two bodies of literature: publications on leadership in higher educa-
tion broadly, and publications focused specifically on the appointment, selection, or election 
of institutional leaders. The leadership corpus includes peer-reviewed scholarship indexed in 
major academic databases on leadership styles, competencies, governance roles, and institu-
tional management. The appointment corpus was constructed through targeted searches and 
stricter inclusion criteria requiring explicit engagement with leadership selection processes. 
The two corpora are not fully symmetrical: the leadership literature is broader and more het-
erogeneous, while the appointment literature is narrower and more explicitly delimited. This 
is a limitation, but the disparity remains large and consistent across databases, languages, 
and search strategies.
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Background

Most publications on leadership concentrate on topics such as effective leadership, styles of 
leadership, collective or shared leadership, women leaders, and critical challenges, among 
others.1 Writings on leadership do not necessarily form part of studies on the governance 
of systems, universities, or colleges, although they may be related. They primarily focus on 
leadership as individual traits or qualities, as personal characteristics and capabilities, as 
strategies and practices.

As Trow (1985) observed, university leadership encompasses symbolic, political, man-
agerial, and academic dimensions, though subsequent scholarship has overwhelmingly 
emphasized the non-political ones.

Furthermore, publications refer both to leadership exercised by executive authorities 
(presidents, chancellors, vice-chancellors, or rectors) or members of boards and trustees, 
as well as that practiced by academic staff—and even students—as part of the educational 
process.

As will be seen later, several aspects are noteworthy in this literature. First, the distri-
bution of publications on the topic is much greater in English than in any other language; 
in particular, in English, it is approximately 80 times larger than in Spanish.2 It also con-
centrates on individual skills and competencies and covers leadership in the academic and 
administrative spheres. Second, a very general review shows that both in Anglo-Saxon and 
Hispano-American literature, there is a tendency to separate topics related to leadership 
from analyses of governance, management, and decision-making in tertiary academic sys-
tems and institutions.

In a broader scope than specialized higher education literature, there is a discussion about 
whether leadership studies constitute a field of knowledge—with theories and concepts 
originating from disciplines such as psychology, administration, sociology, or political sci-
ence—or whether they constitute an emerging discipline (Kellerman, 2012). In either case, 
leadership studies, both within and outside higher education, share many of the biases of 
analyses on the governance of post-secondary systems and institutions. It is possible to point 
out the pre-eminence of organizational approaches, devoid of political perspectives and 
reflections on power and politics in higher education (Ordorika, 2003).

Finally, it is important to note that the marked interest in the study of leadership (despite 
the disproportion existing in the literature originating from diverse university traditions) 
does not correspond to studies on the processes and structures through which the selection, 
designation, and appointment of the executive authorities who will exercise such leadership 
takes place.

While reserving the possibility of deepening the analysis of international literature, it can 
be maintained that the number, range, and scope of publications on the appointment of uni-
versity authorities is limited and proportionally much smaller compared to those concerning 
governance and leadership topics. Existing publications prominently feature case studies 

1 A search conducted on May 20, 2024, in Google Scholar, using the keywords “leadership in higher edu-
cation” reported the existence of approximately 5,880,000 results, among which the search engine itself 
identified the following subtopics: distributed leadership, effective leadership, student leadership, collective 
leadership, shared leadership, sustainability leadership, critical challenges to leadership, multi-dimensional 
approach to leadership, comparative reflections on leadership, and cultural leadership, among others.
2 This assertion is supported by the results of the same search referred to in the previous footnote.
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or regional analyses. Furthermore, it is possible to identify a proportionally more extended 
presence in Hispano-American literature.

The appointment of the highest unitary authority (rector, president, or chancellor) is a 
process of enormous institutional and sociopolitical interest, considered the "master key" to 
university governance systems (Acosta Silva et al., 2015). In Mexico, for example, election 
methods are "complicated, politicized, and frequently questioned" processes (López Zárate 
et al., 2011, p. 9) that polarize the debate between those who defend closed mechanisms like 
governing boards in the name of stability and those who criticize their "authoritarian, secret, 
and pressure-subjected" nature (Ordorika, 2015, p. 7).

Despite its significance, this topic has received limited analytical attention. This article 
argues that the disparity between the vast production on leadership and the limited research 
on leader selection is associated with approaches that downplay the political dimension of 
universities and other higher education institutions.

Traditionally, "the powerful myth of the apolitical nature of education" (Wirt & Kirst, 
1972) has prevailed, based on which HEIs are characterized as neutral and rational orga-
nizations. This functionalist vision considers conflicts as anomalies and not as a constitu-
tive part of university life. However, this denial of politics is a political act that serves to 
legitimize dominant groups. In contrast, this work starts from a political sociology perspec-
tive that conceives of universities as political institutions of the State, arenas of dispute for 
power and hegemony (Ordorika, 2003).

Disparity in academic literature

The arguments presented in this text are based on two literature review processes in special-
ized journals and indices carried out in 2021 and 2024. Furthermore, the article Mapping 
the evolution of leadership in higher education: a bibliometric analysis (Mohamud et al., 
2025) has been taken as a fundamental reference, presenting an analysis of the literature on 
leadership in higher education in the Scopus index between 2013 and 2023.

In the review conducted in 2021, articles published from 1980 to 2020 were sought 
regarding forms or procedures for the election, determination, or designation of leaders 
of higher education institutions worldwide. Initial searches involved a batch of US based 
publications like The Chronicle of Higher Education and The Journal of Higher Education, 
using keywords like appointment, college/university, presidents/chancellors, and election 
or selection with Boolean operators. Later we included additional US publications Higher 
Education Handbook of Theory & Research, Review of Higher Education and added search 
keywords such as university governance, higher education change, education leadership, 
university autonomy/governance, and higher education change.

The literature on leadership is heavily biased towards the Anglo-Saxon and western 
European countries, however, it grows way further than US journals, even in English lan-
guage, to populate a broad set of world journals that are now more broadly and highly cited. 
Consequently, we broadened the inquiry by using the Google search engine and other publi-
cation databases and indexes such as Taylor & Francis, and Springer Verlag,), operating the 
complete set of keywords.

The same process was then carried out in Spanish with intensive searches in the Revista 
de la Educación Superior (RESU); as well as REDALYC and SciELO indexes, using key-
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words related to rector, election, governance, university, reform, and university autonomy. 
Given the special importance conferred by Latin American universities on democratic par-
ticipation, keywords in Spanish such as democracia (democracy) and democratización 
(democratization) were also added.

Despite the broadening of search criteria, the positive results for appointment processes 
were scarce. A second search and review process was conducted directly on Google Scholar 
in May of 2024. The search using the keywords "leadership in higher education" reported 
approximately 5,880,000 results. In contrast, a search using the keywords “liderazgo en 
educación superior” (leadership in higher education) returned approximately 74,100 results.

Leadership Studies

A more focused bibliometric analysis, conducted by Mohamud et al. (2025) using the Sco-
pus database for the decade 2013–2023, confirms this growth, identifying 4,415 publica-
tions in English.

This research shows a steady increase in publications on leadership in higher educa-
tion, from 256 in 2013 to 644 in 2023, alongside rising average citations for recent work 
(Mohamud et al., 2025). It also shows that highly cited early studies focused largely on 
transformational leadership, strategic change, and governance reform in Western contexts, 
while scientific production remains dominated by the Global North.

Individual profiles and managerial approaches

Both the literature reviews conducted in 2020 and 2024, as well as the study by Mohamud 
et al. (2025), show that the great majority of this literature focuses on leadership from an 
"administrative, managerialist, or organizational" perspective. The analysis of leadership as 
personal traits or qualities, as characteristics and capabilities, strategies and practices, pre-
dominates. The literature emphasizes the professional profile of the designated person and 
the desirable individual characteristics. The rector (president or chancellor) is expected to 
be a "good manager," capable of making effective decisions, optimizing resources, planning 
tasks, and ensuring accountability. This ideal profile also includes skills to be a leader in ped-
agogical, administrative, and social management, and to maintain institutional autonomy.

As noted by Badillo, Krücken, and Buendía (2015), transformational leadership is fre-
quently cited as the ideal model, as it aims to motivate collaborators to transcend personal 
interests for the collective good, which is considered appropriate for HEIs as it promotes 
collegiality, autonomy, and participation.

This emphasis on profile aligns with the ideology of "new managerialism", which 
advocates for strengthening executive power and adopting tools from the business world 
to increase efficiency (Didriksson, 1994). Influential reports like the Jarratt Report in the 
United Kingdom (Jarratt, 1985) already pointed to a shift toward the chief executive style 
(Barbato, 2023; Didriksson, 1994).

Numerous academic studies have critically identified the impact of new managerial-
ism on university leadership, pointing out how this approach has transformed governance 
practices, weakened academic autonomy, and reconfigured the role of leaders in higher 
education institutions. Just as most of the literature on leadership comes from Anglo-Saxon 
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countries, a good part of the critical analyses of the impact of managerialism shares the 
same origin.

Critical reviews are abundant, including the contributions of Deem (1998, 2020), who 
argue that managerialism introduced a business logic into UK universities, displacing aca-
demic leadership with management focused on performance and organizational culture. 
Marginson and Considine (2000) analyse how leadership has been transformed by business 
logic, describing how executives adopt managerial roles that prioritize efficiency, competi-
tion, and institutional reputation.

In the United States, critical reviews by Carducci et al. (2024) and Tight (2019) highlight 
that traditional research has been dominated by individualistic, positivist, and normative 
paradigms, focusing on figures like rectors and deans without sufficiently questioning the 
underlying power structures. Tight (2019) reveals the field’s limitations: an excessive con-
centration on white male leaders, scarce attention to institutional context, and theoretical 
fragmentation.

In Latin America, studies evidence how managerialism imposes criteria of efficiency, 
control, and productivity. Labraña et al. (2024) note that this managerial logic limits theoret-
ical and methodological diversity in the social sciences, weakening critical thinking. Brun-
ner and Alarcón (2022) analyse how reforms inspired by New Public Management have 
eroded academic autonomy in Argentina, Chile, and Mexico, generating hybrid forms of 
governance where managerialism displaces collegiality. Fernández Rodríguez and Muñoz-
Rodríguez (2019) criticize how the management discourse has displaced values like auton-
omy and deliberation, imposing a corporate logic that contributes to the depoliticization of 
the university.

Collectively, these studies show that managerialism not only modifies leadership struc-
tures but also conceals the dynamics of power and political disputes. Thus, international 
studies reinforce the thesis of this article: the predominance of the managerialist approach 
has contributed to depoliticizing the analysis of higher education institutions and systems.

Theoretical limitations: leadership without politics

Despite its volume, the literature on leadership suffers from significant theoretical biases. 
Three critical reviews (Dopson et al., 2019; Mohamud et al., 2025) concur that this field of 
study is dispersed, poorly cumulative, and often lacks rigor. Bryman (2007) criticizes that 
leadership competency frameworks are generic and difficult to apply as they ignore the 
specific context of higher education. Dopson et al. (2019) note that leadership development 
focuses on "human capital" (individual skills) rather than "social capital" (relationships and 
organizational effectiveness).

This depoliticization can also be understood considering broader disciplinary transfor-
mations in the social sciences. Over the course of the twentieth century, the study of public 
institutions shifted from political science toward public administration and organizational 
analysis. Analyses of bureaucracy, management, and organizational leadership gained 
prominence, while explicit attention to power, conflict, and state–institution relations dimin-
ished (Slaughter, 1990; Rhoades, 1992; Pusser, 2012). In higher education studies, this shift 
contributed to the marginalization of political perspectives and reinforced the dominance 
of managerialist approaches, including those associated with “new managerialism,” which 
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emphasize performance, accountability, and executive leadership while downplaying con-
testation and political agency.

While European scholarship is essentially part of the mainstream, there are some 
interesting exceptions, particularly from Scandinavia and France. Authors such as Olsen 
(2007), Bleiklie and Kogan (2007), Bleiklie et al. (2017), and Paradeise et al. (2009) have 
approached university governance from comparative political science and institutional the-
ory, recognizing the political dimensions of reform and the tensions between state authority, 
market logics, and institutional autonomy. More recently, Stensaker et al. (2021) have docu-
mented how power operates in the shadows of formal governance arrangements through 
informal bodies that influence institutional leadership beyond democratic accountability. 
Yet even within these more politically sensitive traditions, the specific mechanisms through 
which university leaders are appointed remain largely unexamined — further underscoring 
the structural character of the gap this article documents.

A relevant characteristic is the marked tendency to separate topics related to leadership 
from analyses of governance, management, and decision-making. Classical theorists like 
Trow (1985) identified the political dimension as one of the four pillars of university leader-
ship, alongside the symbolic, managerial, and academic. With a more practical orientation, 
Clark Kerr’s (1991) conception of university leadership was deeply informed by the politi-
cal dynamics of mid-twentieth century United States. He reflected on the challenges faced 
by university presidents during a period of unprecedented expansion, social unrest, and 
ideological polarization. He argued that leadership in higher education required not only 
administrative competence but also political acumen, particularly in navigating the tensions 
between institutional autonomy and external political pressures.

For him, leadership should be adaptive and politically sensitive. He viewed the univer-
sity president as a mediator among competing interests: faculty, students, trustees, and the 
state. This role, he argued, demanded a form of governance that was pragmatic yet prin-
cipled, capable of maintaining institutional coherence while responding to shifting political 
climates. Kerr’s leadership philosophy thus foregrounded the inherently political nature of 
university governance, where decisions are shaped not only by internal academic values 
but also by broader societal and ideological currents. His perspective invited contemporary 
reflection on the need for university leaders to engage critically with the political contexts 
in which higher education operates.

Despite these perspectives, more contemporary approaches devoid of political perspec-
tives and reflections on power have become mainstream. Research has overwhelmingly 
privileged Trow’s other three dimensions, reinforcing an apolitical vision of the university. 
The pre-eminence of organizational approaches, devoid of political perspectives, strength-
ens the vision of HEIs as apolitical and neutral entities (Ordorika & Lloyd, 2014).

From a political sociology perspective, universities are not merely organizations, but 
political institutions embedded in broader structures of power. They are arenas in which 
diverse actors—faculty, students, administrators, governing boards, and state authorities—
compete over resources, authority, and institutional direction. Leadership appointments, 
therefore, are not neutral administrative procedures but sites of contestation in which power 
relations are negotiated and institutional futures are defined. This perspective makes it pos-
sible to connect the study of governance with the analysis of conflict, legitimacy, and the 
distribution of authority within higher education institutions.
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Research gap

In sharp contrast, studies on the "processes and structures through which the selection, des-
ignation, and appointment of executive authorities take place" are notably scarce. A sys-
tematic review of the literature over the last 30 years confirms the existence of a relatively 
reduced quantity of works on the topic. Exhaustive searches in key Anglo-Saxon databases 
yielded 547 initial records, of which only seven were pertinent. Upon broadening the search, 
only 124 pertinent publications in English and 124 in Spanish were obtained. These fig-
ures, compared with the millions of results on leadership, reveal a research gap of enor-
mous proportions. To strengthen the assertion about this disparity, the specialized artificial 
intelligence program for literature reviews, Consensus, was used. Through Consensus we 
conducted an exhaustive search to determine the proportion of articles dealing with the 
topic of appointment methods for leaders.3 The search focused only on articles published in 
English.4 The results showed:

1.	 Most included articles focus on leadership styles, effectiveness, development, and chal-
lenges in higher education institutions (Altynbassov et al., 2024; Bagrationi & Filonov-
ich, 2024; Bryman, 2007; Liu, 2019; Sadowski et al., 2018).

2.	 Only a small subset of articles directly addresses the processes of appointment, selection, 
or recruitment of rectors, presidents, or chancellors (Adamu, 2019; Guba & Gerash-
chenko, 2022; Liera et al., 2024; Manfredi et al., 2019; Nwobi & Alade, 2024; Robinson 
& Kerr, 2024; Volkova et al., 2022).

3.	 Systematic reviews consistently report that articles on appointment methods represent a 
very small proportion, often less than 5%, of the total leadership literature (Altynbassov 
et al., 2024; Bryman, 2007; Sadowski et al., 2018).

4.	 Studies on appointment methods are more common in regions experiencing governance 
reforms or where processes are highly politicized (e.g., Russia, Nigeria, Australia) 
(Adamu, 2019; Guba & Gerashchenko, 2022; Nwobi & Alade, 2024; Volkova et al., 
2022).

5.	 Most articles focused on appointments are qualitative case studies, policy analyses, or 
conceptual documents (Adamu, 2019; Altynbassov et al., 2024; Bryman, 2007; Sad-
owski et al., 2018).

In summary, the review conducted using Consensus confirms the assertion that the propor-
tion of scholarly articles addressing the methods of appointing leaders in higher education 
is significantly lower than that of those focusing on general leadership within the field (less 
than 5% of articles focus on appointment methods). Most studies concentrate on leadership 

3 To address the question, what is the proportion of articles dealing with leadership (rectors, presidents, 
chancellors) appointment methods in higher education in comparison to those focusing on leadership in 
general? The program conducted an exhaustive search across more than 170 million research articles in 
Consensus. The search strategy involved targeted queries for both general leadership in higher education and 
the appointment/selection methods of top authorities, restricted to articles published in English. In total, 845 
potentially relevant articles were identified, 542 were reviewed, and only 401 were deemed eligible. Further-
more, the Consensus search engine, DeepSearch, executed 20 queries that identified 944 publications, from 
which it selected the 20 highest-quality articles based on journal ranking and citation count.
4 Language bias is an obvious limitation of this research strategy.



1 3

Higher Education

styles, effectiveness, and development, whereas only a small subset examines the processes 
by which rectors, presidents, or chancellors are selected or appointed.

More than a thematic absence this reflects a structural limitation in the way the field 
of university governance studies has been constructed. The scarcity of research favors a 
tendency to privilege normative and functionalist approaches that assume the legitimacy of 
institutional mechanisms without critical scrutiny. This omission constitutes a limitation on 
academic research comprehension of the real dynamics of power, conflict, and negotiation 
that configure university leadership.

Moreover, the lack of systematic studies on appointment mechanisms hinders the evalu-
ation of their effects on governance, autonomy, and institutional quality. What forms of 
leadership emerge from closed processes as opposed to more participatory ones? How do 
appointment methods influence institutional stability, the legitimacy of authorities, and 
managerial capacity? These questions—fundamental to the analysis of university gover-
nance—have largely been neglected by a body of literature that privileges the leader’s pro-
file over the process that legitimizes them.

From an epistemological standpoint, this gap also highlights the need to revisit the theo-
retical frameworks that have dominated the study of higher education. The persistence of 
apolitical and managerialist approaches has fostered a decontextualized view of leadership, 
disconnected from power structures and institutional contestation. Overcoming this limita-
tion requires the incorporation of critical perspectives that acknowledge the inherent politi-
cal nature of universities and examine appointments as foundational acts of institutional 
order.

Finally, it is important to note that this gap has practical consequences. The absence of 
research on appointment processes limits the ability of university communities to influence 
their transformation. Without comparative evidence, impact analysis, or an understanding 
of the internal dynamics of appointing bodies, opaque and exclusionary forms of gover-
nance are perpetuated. Filling this gap is therefore not only an academic task, but also a 
political and ethical responsibility for those who study and participate in university life.

Limitations of Existing Appointment Literature

The documented imbalance is the result of a theoretical paradigm that conceives of the 
university as an apolitical organization, thereby avoiding the analysis of power processes. 
This "absence of perspectives that address the processes of contest or dispute" reinforces 
"a vision that advocates for the depoliticization of higher education" (Ordorika & Lloyd, 
2014).

By treating universities as neutral and rational entities, managerialist approaches elim-
inate power relations, conflicting interests, and disputes over hegemony. The process to 
access leadership—an eminently political phenomenon—is ignored or treated as a mere 
administrative procedure.

This omission is an ideological tool: The denial of politics constitutes an essential 
discourse for the exercise of power and the legitimization of dominant groups, as well 
as a foundational element of political practice within the university. By denying the 
political nature of the disputes among dominant groups over control of the University, 
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the groundwork is laid for the exclusion of university members from spaces of genu-
ine participation in the selection of authorities (Ordorika Sacristán & López González, 
2007, p. 478).

As Pusser and Marginson (2013) point out, “much of the literature on politics and policy in 
higher education has been decoupled from critical perspectives on the political economy of 
postsecondary institutions.” (p. 545).

For all these reasons, we argue that the disparity in academic production is not merely 
a knowledge gap, but a reflection of a political struggle within the field of study itself. The 
overemphasis on depoliticized “leadership” in contrast to the underdevelopment of research 
on the “appointment” of leaders serves to obscure the fact that the selection of an author-
ity is, in essence, a political act that defines the balance of power and the direction of the 
institution.

Characteristics and biases

The scarce literature that does address this topic, while limited, exhibits significant biases 
that reinforce an apolitical view of university governance. The review of these articles 
reveals several dominant trends in the analysis of the methods used to appoint rectors, presi-
dents, or chancellors. These are the main ones:

1.	 Focus on profiles rather than processes. A significant portion of the literature, particu-
larly within the Anglo-Saxon tradition, concentrates on the professional profile of the 
appointed individual. Emphasis is placed on the characteristics of candidates proposed 
by search committees, yet there is virtually no in-depth inquiry into who made the final 
decisive decision regarding the selected candidate, or how that decision was processed. 
The analysis of contestation, negotiation, and power balances that determine the out-
come is largely avoided.

2.	 Absence of studies on mechanisms and evaluation. Studies on the mechanisms through 
which decision-making or selection processes are carried out are nearly non-existent. 
Moreover, there is an almost complete lack of evaluation regarding the outcomes and 
impact of appointment methods and decisions. There is no systematic investigation into 
whether certain selection methods correlate with greater stability, post-election conflicts, 
or specific leadership profiles.

3.	 Prevalence of case studies and descriptive narratives. Existing publications are mostly 
case studies or regional analyses. They tend to be purely narrative works that describe a 
particular appointment without a robust theoretical framework or a comparative perspec-
tive that would allow for generalization of findings.

4.	 Deliberate depoliticization. As with most of the specialized literature in the field of 
higher education, the patterns described by Rhoades (1993) and Ordorika (2003) regard-
ing the limited attention to political processes—such as the appointment of authorities—
persist. By focusing on the qualities of the ideal candidate—honourability, prudence, 
academic prestige—the literature avoids analysing the appointment as a “political arena 
in which various groups, both internal and external to the institution, confronted one 
another.” The literature tends to present the appointment as a technical and rational 
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exercise, omitting the influence of factors such as government intervention or the cor-
relation of internal political forces.

5.	 Greater presence in Latin America. Although the number of articles is not large, pro-
portionally, there is a more widespread presence in the literature from Latin American 
countries, where traditions of autonomy and debates on democratic participation have 
made appointments a topic of greater political and academic relevance.

In summary, the academic literature on appointment processes in higher education presents 
significant limitations in both scope and analytical approach. A normative and functionalist 
perspective predominates, one that tends to assume the legitimacy of institutional mecha-
nisms without problematizing their political, social, or epistemological implications.

Likewise, there is scant attention to the dimensions of power, conflict, and agency in 
appointment processes, which limits the possibility of interpreting these acts as arenas of 
contestation over the meaning of the public and the model of the university. This omission 
contributes to the invisibilization of tensions among actors, as well as the effects that appoint-
ments have on university autonomy, democratic governance, and knowledge production.

As previously mentioned, although the number of studies is also limited, there is greater 
interest in the topic of appointments within the framework of Latin American university 
traditions. Since the Córdoba Reform of 1918, universities in the region have embraced a 
more open politicization, claims to autonomy, and ongoing debates on democracy and par-
ticipation (Ordorika, 2018). This condition also explains why research on the appointment 
of authorities in the region more frequently incorporates the dimensions of power and poli-
tics into its analyses. A re-politicization of university governance studies requires grounding 
analysis in real-world cases that illustrate how leadership appointments are shaped by power 
dynamics and political interests. For instance, in Russia, Gerashchenko documents how 
rector appointments are frequently influenced by state authorities, undermining institutional 
autonomy and academic freedom. Similarly, in Nigeria, Nwobi and Alade (2024) show that 
leadership selection processes are deeply entangled with ethnic and regional politics, often 
leading to contested appointments and governance instability. In Latin America, Ordorika 
(2003, 2006, 2015) as well as Brunner and Alarcón (2022) analyse how managerial reforms 
in Argentina, Chile, and Mexico have displaced collegial traditions, centralizing power in 
executive figures appointed through opaque procedures. An illustration of a comparative 
study of higher education governance is Pusser and Ordorika’s (2001) “Bringing Political 
Theory to University Governance: The University of California and the Universidad Nacio-
nal Autónoma de México.” These examples underscore the urgency of studying appoint-
ment mechanisms not as neutral administrative acts, but as political events that shape the 
trajectory of higher education institutions. By engaging with such cases, future research can 
move beyond abstract critiques and offer grounded, comparative insights into how gover-
nance structures reflect and reproduce broader struggles over autonomy, democracy, and 
institutional purpose.
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Final reflections

In this article, we have demonstrated the profound asymmetry that exists in the literature on 
university governance: an abundance of managerialist studies on leadership and a marked 
scarcity of analyses concerning the political processes of appointing authorities. We have 
argued that this disparity reflects the predominance of theoretical approaches that avoid 
political analysis, thereby reinforcing a depoliticized and hegemonic view of the university.

This conclusion necessitates a new research agenda to address this gap. It is imperative 
to promote critical perspectives that analyse these issues through the lens of political sociol-
ogy and history, using comparative studies at the international level. Future lines of research 
should focus on:

1.	 International comparative studies: Moving beyond single-case analyses to conduct 
research that compares appointment mechanisms across different political systems and 
university traditions. This would allow for an understanding of how political-historical 
contexts shape governance structures.

2.	 Political analysis of appointing bodies: Investigating in depth the composition, func-
tioning, and power dynamics within the bodies responsible for appointing authorities 
(governing boards, university councils, academic senates) to uncover the interests and 
forces at play.

3.	 Evaluation of mechanisms and their impacts: Conducting analyses that examine the out-
comes and impacts of different appointment methods. For example, examining whether 
certain methods correlate with greater stability, academic quality, or, conversely, with 
increased conflict or institutional endogamy.

4.	 Analysing relationships between appointments, profiles, and leadership: Connecting 
studies on appointment mechanisms and processes with those on leadership, investigat-
ing how selection methods influence the profiles of rectors, presidents, or chancellors 
(academic, political, managerial), and how these profiles, in turn, shape their leadership 
style and governance capacity.

Ultimately, to fully understand university governance, it is necessary to shift the focus from 
the question “what makes a good leader?” to “how and why do certain individuals become 
leaders?” Answering this latter question requires abandoning the myth of apoliticism and 
confronting the reality of the university as a space of power, conflict, and contestation, lay-
ing the groundwork for a more rigorous and politically conscious analysis of contemporary 
higher education.

In the context of higher education institutions, the appointment of authorities cannot 
be understood merely as an administrative procedure. It is, in essence, a political act that 
reflects and redefines the balance of power among university, state, and societal actors. 
Ignoring this dimension strips institutional analysis of its critical capacity and perpetuates a 
technocratic vision that legitimizes opaque power structures. Therefore, this issue warrants 
urgent efforts to reclaim the study of appointments as a space of contestation, negotiation, 
and legitimacy-building, recognizing that decisions about who leads a university are also 
decisions about which institutional projects are prioritized, and which actors are excluded.

This omission has direct implications for university autonomy. When appointment mech-
anisms are removed from public and academic scrutiny, the ability of university communi-
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ties to influence institutional direction is weakened. Autonomy, understood not as isolation 
but as the capacity for democratic self-governance, requires transparency, participation, and 
deliberation in the selection of its leaders. Investigating these processes is thus a condition 
for strengthening autonomy as a guiding principle of higher education, and for preventing 
it from becoming an empty notion, instrumentalized by external or bureaucratic interests.

Moreover, the comparative study of appointment mechanisms can provide valuable input 
for the formulation of public policies aimed at democratizing university governance. Iden-
tifying which models promote stability, inclusion, and academic quality enables progress 
toward institutional reforms that respond to contemporary challenges. In this sense, research 
on appointments holds not only academic value but also normative and strategic relevance 
for the design of more just, effective, and socially committed higher education systems.

Finally, this article invites a rethinking of the epistemology of university governance 
from a critical perspective. Overcoming the managerialist paradigm entails recognizing 
that universities are spaces for the production of knowledge, but also for the reproduction 
of power. Studying how those who lead them are chosen is to study how certain forms 
of knowledge are privileged, which voices are heard, and which institutional projects are 
consolidated. In this regard, the analysis of authority appointments is also a pathway to 
understanding the contestation over the meaning of the public in higher education, and to 
constructing a research agenda that does not evade but rather confronts the inherent politi-
cization of university life.

In sum, this article calls for a re-politicization of governance studies, grounded in politi-
cal sociology and comparative analysis, to confront the ideological challenges that define 
contemporary higher education and to defend the university as a democratic institution.
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