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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Boundary-spanning is a concept that refers to activities or tasks in which individuals or groups cross various
boundaries such as social, cultural, or organizational and engage in interactions with others across those
boundaries to share information and knowledge. These activities are primarily carried out with the aim of
fostering collaboration, exchanging knowledge, and enhancing interactions between groups or organizations
(Christopherson et al., 2021). Accordingly, one of the key factors that helps organizations especially universities
face environmental challenges and changes, and creates a platform for the exchange of knowledge, ideas, and
experiences across different universities and cultures, is boundary-spanning activities in higher education
(Norollahi & Ghanbari, 2024a). Individuals who operate at the boundaries of organizations and help facilitate
effective communication between institutions and diverse communities are referred to as boundary spanners
(Gauntner & Hansman, 2017). Boundary spanners carefully examine their environment and identify
opportunities and challenges, collecting valuable information that can lead to better decision-making. They help
establish strong communication networks between organizations and universities and contribute to the transfer
of knowledge and experiences through securing financial and non-financial support (Van Meerkerk &
Edelenbos, 2021). Furthermore, due to their capabilities, boundary spanners can serve as a bridge between
different groups and sectors, fostering synergy to achieve shared goals (Nazarzadeh Zare & Ghoreishi
Khorasgani, 2022). As a result, boundary-spanning has received significant attention in many areas of higher
education as an important activity to bridge the gap between academia and the external environment. It plays a
critical role in enhancing the quality and effectiveness of universities (Sandmann et al., 2014; Purcell et al.,
2020). One of the driving forces behind boundary-spanning in academia is academic leaders who, by assuming
boundary-spanning leadership roles, contribute to the development and advancement of universities (Eshtehardi
& Ali, 2022). Boundary-spanning leadership is considered a modern leadership style designed to build
connections and foster collaboration between universities and external communities such as industries,
governmental, and non-governmental organizations (Skolaski, 2012). This leadership style aims to bridge the
gap between the university and its surrounding environment, enhance flexibility and responsiveness to societal
needs, facilitate knowledge and experience exchange, and improve the efficiency and quality of teaching and
research in universities (Alcott, 2014). In other words, boundary-spanning leadership enables university
managers and leaders to establish meaningful connections between academia and society, industry, and other
institutions, reducing existing gaps and fostering effective collaboration. This leadership style requires the
ability to lead and manage individuals and teams across geographic and organizational boundaries, fostering
alignment and commitment among team members both inside and outside the organization to achieve long-term
goals and higher visions (Nazarzadeh Zare & Ghoreishi Khorasgani, 2022). It demands strong communication
skills, a deep understanding of different cultures and markets, and the ability to build effective relationships with
stakeholders. Leaders in this style must inspire and motivate their teams while addressing challenges stemming
from cultural and geographical differences (Butler et al., 2012). As such, boundary-spanning leaders hold
influential positions beyond their formal roles within the organization, and to succeed in generating revenue and
building credibility for their institutions, they must establish effective communication and interaction (Williams,
2012). This emerging leadership style in the academic context offers several benefits, including: Facilitating
external engagement with other universities, research institutions, industries, and professional associations;

Creating new opportunities for collaboration in areas such as joint research, student and faculty exchange,
hosting conferences and seminars, and industry engagement;Supporting the exchange of knowledge,
information, and experiences that enhance performance, improve teaching and research quality, develop faculty
and student skills, increase employability, and advance universities' strategic objectives (Purcell et al., 2020;
Ghoreishi Khorasgani & Nazarzadeh Zare, 2021). Despite the numerous advantages of this leadership style for
universities, a review of previous studies shows that most research both domestic and international has focused
on topics such as: Identifying the challenges of academic boundary-spanning leadership (Ghoreishi Khorasgani
& Nazarzadeh Zare, 2021), The necessity of boundary-spanning leadership for academic managers (Nazarzadeh
Zare & Ghoreishi Khorasgani, 2022), Designing and validating a model of boundary-spanning faculty
characteristics (Norollahee & Ghanbari, 2024b), ldentifying antecedents and consequences of industry-
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university boundary-spanning with a mixed meta-synthesis approach (Norollahee & Ghanbari, 2024a), The
impacts of boundary-spanning on learning environments (Andrin et al., 2024), Role conflicts in boundary-
spanning in public universities (Gauntner & Hansman, 2017), Enhancing educational leadership in boundary-
spanning higher education (Morris et al., 2023), International higher education and boundary-spanning
communications (Kang et al., 2024). Thus, research in this area remains limited and fragmented, and despite the
importance of boundary-spanning leadership in academic settings, there is still no comprehensive model
developed to identify and define the characteristics of academic boundary-spanning leadership. In other words, a
valid and comprehensive tool for assessing this leadership style in universities has not yet been established.
Given the complexity of this issue and the gap in previous research, developing a model for evaluating and
advancing academic boundary-spanning leadership requires greater attention from researchers and experts in
this field. Therefore, this study was conducted with the aim of proposing a model based on prior studies to
identify the characteristics of academic boundary-spanning leadership. In other words, the objective of this
research is to present a model of boundary-spanning leadership in academic environments, grounded in existing
literature and studies. Hence, the main research question this study seeks to answer is: What are the specific
characteristics of academic boundary-spanning leadership?

Methodology

This research is a qualitative study conducted through a meta-synthesis method. A meta-synthesis is a
comprehensive examination based on a specific protocol that synthesizes data focused on a particular topic or
set of key research questions. This method is typically carried out by individuals well-versed in evidence-based
approaches and subject-matter experts. In this study, the seven-step method of Sandelowski & Barroso (2007)
was employed.

Results

Through a systematic review of academic sources and the selection of 30 relevant studies, a total of 181 open
codes were identified. These were subsequently categorized into 9 axial codes and finally grouped into three
main categories: (1) Key skills and characteristics of academic boundary-spanning leadership, (2)
Organizational structures and boundary-spanning strategies, and (3) Implementation processes in universities.
The findings indicate that boundary-spanning leadership requires individual and psychological traits,
communication and intercultural skills, as well as technical and professional competencies. Additionally,
organizational creativity and innovation, effective leadership, and management are essential structural
components. At the process level, boundary-spanning activities, boundary management, and inter-organizational
networking are of significant importance.

Discussion and conclusion

The overall conclusion of this research highlights that boundary-spanning academic leadership necessitates a
blend of individual skills, supportive organizational structures, and operational strategies. Consequently, all
identified categories within this study's conceptual model are complementary and crucial for the success of a
boundary-spanning leader. The practical implications of these findings for universities include empowering
leaders, redesigning organizational structures, institutionalizing a culture of boundary-spanning, and developing
collaborative networks. For policymakers in higher education, the practical implications involve formulating
supportive strategies and reforming recruitment and promotion policies. Finally, for researchers, the
implications of these findings include the development of tools to assess this leadership style.
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