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Abstract

Transforming Malaysian Higher Education Institutions to an exceptional level has become one of the main
challenges in pursuing strategic vision and the ability to strengthen our Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)
that could become a medium to the country economic development as well as facing global intense
competition. Specifically, the role of HEIs leader is needed to transform their institution to a new paradigm.
Thus HEIs leader have to furnish and equip themselves with a high leadership attributes. The main objective
of this study is to investigate top leader attributes in Malaysian HEIs and it effect toward university
innovation. The questionnaires were distributed to managers from various faculties and departments’ of
public HEIs in Klang Valley. The findings shows, leading changes attributes of leaders is the most significantly
related and asserted as the most difficult leadership challenges faced by the leader in enhancing and
encouraging the spirit of innovation in HEIs.
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1. Introduction

Malaysia’s endeavour to achieve the status of developed nation by the year 2020 has put itself in an
exceptional challenge. One of the main challenges in pursuing this strategic vision is the ability to strengthen
our Higher Education Institutions (HEIS) that could become a medium to the country economic development
as well as facing global intense competition. In fact, the role of HEIs leader is needed to transform their
institution to a new paradigm. Furthermore, quality and credibility of HEIs leader is very significant in
ensuring the survival of the institution and eventually meeting government’s aspiration. Therefore, one of the
criteria in selecting potential leaders to manage HEIs is an individual with high business attributes. These
criteria is critically important in developing an appropriate strategy to secure financial resource that can be
utilize to fund various program or project that benefited the university as well as to the government.
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HEIs are currently facing unique and continual environmental challenges, as they endeavour in
meeting up demands from various industries. Therefore, effective leadership is required and play a crucial role
in leading HEIs through changes as it involves ambiguity, uncertainty and risks. Indeed, effective leaders
considered as critical component for an organization success (Voon, Lo, Ngui, & Ayob, 2011). Top leaders in
HEIs are recognized as influential since most of the decisions are made by them and without them,
organizations decline, lost track and eventually suffer the consequences (Kotler, 2000). Until now, the
emergence of approaches that link leadership development to various outcomes is very limited.

Innovation is an essential corporate strategy (Wu & Lin, 2011) and plays an important role for an
organization to survive in competitive advantage and rapid changing environment (Damanpour, 1991; Hurley
& Hult, 1998 ; Madhavan & Grover, 1998 ; Schumpeter, 1934; Subramaniam & Youndt, 2005; Tushman,
Anderson, & O’Reilly, 1997). Hence, nurturing innovation becomes the main challenge for business since
innovative organizations are more successful and perform better (Daft, 2004; Farina & Kelly, 1983; Krause,
2004; Montes, Moreno, & Fernandez, 2004). Lack of innovation, will resulted an organization to collapse
very quickly (Daft, 2004; Krause, 2004). Company’s innovation happen when knowledge resources is fully
utilized (Subramaniam & Youndt, 2005).

Therefore, this study focuses to measure three objectives namely :1) to identify the importance of top
leaders’ attributes in Malaysian HEIs; 2) to examine the importance of business acumen traits among top
leaders in Malaysian HEIs; and 3) to investigate the influence of top leaders’ attributes in Malaysian HEIs
towards university innovation.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Leadership Attributes

Leadership is “the process of influencing others to understand and agree about what needs to be done
and how it can be done effectively, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to
accomplish the shared objectives” (Yukl, 2002, p. 7). Leadership Competency is describes as “the attributes
of high performing leaders needed to produce results” (Eyde, Gregory, Muldrow, & Mergen, 1999, p. v).
Previously, many author focus on leadership (Bass, 1990; Bennis, 1959; Stogdill, 1974; Yukl, 2002) as well
as on competency (Boyatzis, 1982; McClelland, 1973; McLagan, 1983; McLagan, 1989; McLagan, 1996;
Rothwell & Lindholm, 1999; Spencer & Spencer, 1993; White, 1959).

Quality and effective leadership attributes is important criteria that can influence change. Quality
leadership is visualized through effective results while effective leadership is segregated in group or
individual traits. Group traits include teamwork, similar objective, dissimilarity, employee dissemination and
a knowledge environment while individual traits include independent knowledge, honesty, dedication,
compassion of others, and proficiency (Astin & Astin, 2000). Andrews (1967) has highlighted the significance
of effective leadership in bringing out innovation while Andrews and Farris (1967) pointed out several leader
attributes that might be related to innovation including practical skills, important assessment, inspiring others,
and independency. On the other hand, Zaccaro (2001) (2002) Zaccaro, Foti, and Kenny (1991) and Zaccaro,
Gilbert, Thor, and Mumford (1991) indicated that effective leadership must possess social appraisal skills or
social intelligence.

The Leadership Competency Model (Eyde et al., 1999) includes both group and individual attributes
of leaders. This model contains 27 leaders’ attributes that was clustered into five dimensions; leading change,
leading people, results driven, business acumen and building coalitions. This model was widely used as a
research-based model and was applicable to a variety of organizational settings and has been tested in
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different culture context (Wang, 2006). Eyde et al., (1999, p. v) stressed that, “leadership competencies,
attributes, and behaviours are more important than managerial competencies. ”

Table 1: The leadership competencies model

Five Dimension 27 Leaders’ Attributes

Leading Change Continual Learning, Creativity and Innovation, Resilience, Service
Motivation, Strategic Thinking, Vision

Leading People Conflict Management, Leveraging Diversity, Integrity/Honesty, Team
Building

Results Driven Accountability, Customer Service, Decisiveness, Entrepreneurship,
Problem Solving, Technical Credibility

Business Acumen Financial Management, Human Resources Management, Technology
Management

Building Coalitions/ Influencing/Negotiating, Interpersonal Skills, Oral

Communication Communication, Partnering, Political Savvy, Written Communication

Source: Eyde et al. (1999)

2.1.1 Leading Change

Most of us are accustom by our tradition and reluctant to try something new, hence, it is a challenge
for a leader to convince others from doing things in usual ways. Leader of change then always become a battle
between individual who are seeking change and majorities who are happy with what they always practiced
(O’Toole, 1995). In addition, O’Toole (1995) also pointed two reasons why people resist change, first it is
attacking custom when we are trying to change human habit and secondly attacking comfort when promoting
change, you are attacking the group’s comfort and on the other hand, Kotter (1995) noted that successful
change begins when an organization focuses on competitive advantage, market position, technological trend
and financial performance

Yukl (2002) and Kotter (1995) contended that one of the most important and difficult leadership
responsibilities is leading change and challenges faced by the leader is to learn about the business, the nature
of change and the task of managing the changes (Nadler & Tushman, 1994). Hence, company normally failed
when they underestimate the importance of change (Kotter, 1995)

Manager and employee view change differently where for top leader, change is an avenue in growing
business by meeting up operation with company mission, face all obstacles, risk and work as career
enhancement, while for employee change is troublesome, invasive and disturbing and therefore not welcome
and to overcome this problem, leader should be more empathy, take charge and provide proper guidance
(Strebel, 1996).

Efficient leader must be able to come out with initiatives and ensure that the changes penetrate into
three levels of the organization i.e. the individuals, the teams and the organization’s culture with the
development processes cantered on emotional and intellectual learning (Daniel Goleman, Boyatzio, & Mckee,
2002).
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2.1.2 Leading People

The function of a leader is as a sustaining player who’s eventually, is to motivate and assist others
effort (Mumford, Connelly, & Gaddis, 2003). Leading people require leader to possess technical, financial, or
operational skills (Wu & Lin, 2011). Sessa, (1998) highlighted two factors that have led to the positive
support in the leadership of creative people namely creativity and clear support and encouragement without
which it may reduce opportunities for innovation and generation of a new idea (Andrews, 1967; Scott, 1995).

Anderson & West (1998) Bain, Mann, & Pinola-Merlo (2001), Oldham & Cummings (1996), Sosik,
Kahai, and Avolio (1998, 1999) have stressed the need for leaders to support creative efforts. In a similar lines
Enson, Cottam, and Band (2001) indicated that administrative support, good team work, empowerment,
capital and obstacle is connected and contributed to innovation. Cardinal ( 2001) and Damanpour ( 1991) on
the other hand proposed that leaders is to invent structures that will contributed to creative activities to
flourish while Oldham & Cummings, (1996), suggested four key dimensions important in leading creative
people i.e. academic encouragement, participation, encouragement and autonomy. Andrews and Farris (1967)
proposed that the best predictor of innovation on the part of group members is the leader’s technical skills.

2.1.3 Business Acumen

“Business acumen is keenness and quickness in understanding and dealing with a business situation in
a manner that is likely to lead to a good outcome” (Reilly & Reilly, 2009, p. 1) and surprisingly most of
organizations today are lacking of this significant elements. Business acumen from manager point of view is
an ability to read and understand numbers or financial literacy and able to react effectively while business
analyst defined business acumen as the ability to understand thoroughly the financial status of an organization
and to provide strategic measures to overcome it (Rezak, 2012). Business acumen is a knowledge on how
organization gain money, concerned with the interpretation of the financial statement, understands best
possible approaches, resolutions and measures and it effect toward an organizations. (Green, 2010).

Business acumen has become an important element in achieving a successful for organization’s
strategic objectives. Strengthening business acumen requires leaders to understand and focus in four critical
areas for instance understanding one's thought processes, developing business knowledge, effective use of
management processes and management and, leadership skills (Reilly & Reilly, 2009).

In a similar vein, leaders that engaged themselves in developing business acumen will be able to
provide a clear vision and as far as possible to closed any gaps that refrain the success of an organizations. A
good leader therefore should play their role and value the contribution of their subordinates (Green, 2010).
Successful leadership in HEIs requires both business and learning acumen as well as strong leadership skills.
Business acumen is a must since a successful learning leader must be a business person first and a learning
professional second. Therefore such approaches should be emerged and provide the basis to increase business
acumen as part of leadership development.

Rezak (2012) contended that a leaders with business acumen will closed all internal barrier, settle
grievances, possessed good communication skill and able to utilized the employee potential for the benefit of
the company. Thus, in developing business acumen, which is best developed experientially, organization is
supposed to guide employee and direct them to achieve company vision in harmonious environment without
any barriers which will reduce waste and promoting innovation. In turn, employees will give their full
commitment since their role is well understood and valued by the management. They will then think like
business owner think (Green, 2010).
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2.1.4 Results Driven

A high performance leaders are supposed to perform beyond an organization, community and deliver
result (Schroeder, Van de Ven, Scudder, & Polley, 1989). Leaders are results driven, and they achieve
outstanding business results since they experience problems. A knowledgeable leader with sales, marketing,
finance, manufacturing skill will produce good outcomes and with continuous changes, leaders are supposed
to adjust well to adapt with the changes (Conner, 2000).

Bennis and Nanus (1985, p. 29) revealed that “leaders are the most results-oriented individuals in the
world”. Result driven program start off with identifying the most crucial performance improvement needed,
introduce innovation in management, venture on specific outcome, matches it with resources, tool and action
plan to achieve desired outcome (Schaffer & Thomson, 2000).

2.1.5 Building Coalitions

Stevenson, Pearce, and Porter (1985, p. 261) defined coalition as ‘“‘an interacting group of individuals,
deliberately constructed, independent of the formal structure, lacking its own internal formal structure,
consisting of mutually perceived membership, issue oriented, focused on a goal or goals external to the
coalition, and requiring concerted member action.’’

Coalitions are forms of inter organizational relations (Whetten, 1981) and group of organization
leading toward common goal (Aldrich & Marsden, 1988; Galaskiewicz, 1979; Grusky, 1992; Marsden, 1992),
and exchange theory (Levine & White, 1961) and interestingly, studies on these items increased tremendously
(Chavis, Speer, Resnick, & Zippay, 1993; Francisco, Paine, & Fawcett, 1993; Lasker, 1997; Mattessich &
Monsey, 1992; Sink, 1987).

Coalitions are relationship building, correlated with two process skills mainly to set up a good
relationship between leader and members and initiating the system for interaction and generate a formation
that facilitated and promoted involvement (Mizrahi & Rosenthal, 2001) with active support by the leader.
Kotter (1995) Mizrahi and Rosenthal (2001) indicated that skilled leadership was frequently identified as
feature for the success of coalition. Even though coalitions have common characteristics with collaborations,
the collaboration commonly refer to specific task, centred on synchronization and dispute settlement,
obligatory in nature, have less team players, and are temporary (Green, 2010).

Scholars (Allen, Madison, Porter, Renwick, & Mayes, 1979; Fairholm, 1993) initiated and valued
occurrence of coalitions as instrument of political influence in organizations and knowledgeable leader were
responsive on building coalitions by few methods namely by convincing peers, subordinate, superior or
stranger to work together in achieving the desired goal (Bolman & Deal, 1991; Deluca, 1999). The
implication of coalition on leaders is that they must create awareness among member on their common
interest and organize their interactions and related activities (Ammetera, Douglasb, Gardner, Hochwarterb, &
Ferrisb, 2002). Guiding collations with successful communication and removal obstacles are factors that
empower other to make action (Kotter, 1995).

2.2 Innovation

The definition of innovation differs from many studies (Chen & Chen, 2007; Wolfe, 1994).
Subramaniam and Youndt (2005) and Van de Ven (1986) indicated that innovation is about discover and
make an effort to create new products, services or work practices. Many authors (Afuah, 2003; Bantel &
Jackson, 1998; Damanpour, 1996; Kimberly, 1981; O’Sullivan, 2000; Ordaz, Lara, & Cabrera, 2005; Roberts,
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1988; Tushman & Nadler, 1986; Yen & Chang, 2005) defined innovation as the implementation and adoption
of a new idea by organization, modify them into practical products or procedures (Robbins, 2005) or work
practices (Ichniowski C, Shaw K, & G., 1997 ; Subramaniam & Youndt, 2005) or proposing an important
changes in markets or society by initiating something valuable (Mang, 2000) or attainment, distribution and,
use of existing or new knowledge (Damanpour, 1991; Moorman & Miner, 1998).

In a similar vein, innovation can be defined in terms of three aspects (Ordaz et al., 2005): a new
product to a business unit (Damanpour, 1996; Tushman & Nadler, 1986); a new process (O’Sullivan, 2000;
Schroeder et al., 1989; Zmud, 1982); or an attribute of organization (Bantel & Jackson, 1998; Kimberly,
1981).

Historically, numerous research on innovation in organizations had focuses on number of substances
such as on determinant factors (Germain, 1996 ; Kimberly & Evanisko, 1981; Nystrom, Ramamurthy, &
Wilson, 2002), consequences (Rogers, 1995; Subramanian & Nilakanta, 1996), strategy (Hitt, Hoskisson,
Johnson, & Moesel, 1996; Parnell, Lester, & Menefee, 2000), structure (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Damanpour,
1998, 1991; Pierce & Delbecq, 1977), climate (Amabile & Gryskiewicz, 1989; Isaksen, Laver, Ekvall, &
Britz, 2001), distribution of practice (Abrahamson, 1991; Rodgers & Adhikurya, 1979), team communications
(King & Anderson, 1990; Mumford, Feldman, Hein, & Nago, 2001) and individual performance capabilities
(Mumford, Marks, Connelly, Zaccaro, & Johnson, 1998; Runco & Sakamoto, 1999).

This study however defined innovation as a process that not only provides new and tangible products
but also provides intangible new ideas. Among innovation dimensions that was used in the study are: number
of new ideas, number of new products, product design and time development, new market and new customers,
innovative culture, rate of innovative taught, number of patent, number of copyright and etc. (Chen & Chen,
2007 ). Since organization is best place for implementation of innovation, innovation cannot be studied
independently from organization that generates or adopts it (Kimberly, 1986).

2.3 University And Innovation

Malaysia has declared their intentions to prepare this country as regional hub of education (Mok,
2010). This is envisaged in the National Higher Education Strategic Plan 2020, when government outlines
seven major reform objectives, namely widening access and enhancing quality; improving the quality of
teaching and learning; enhancing research and innovation; strengthening HEIls; intensifying
internationalization; enculturation of lifelong learning; and finally, reinforcing the Ministry of Higher
Education’s (MOHE) delivery system (Sirat, 2009 ).

To guarantee a comprehensive improvement, the Malaysian Government is constantly plan and
implements programs and activities focused on knowledge, creativity and innovation. This is evident from the
2013 Budget, where the Ministry of Science Technology and Innovation with the collaboration of Agensi
Inovasi Malaysia and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) will undertake initiatives in achieving
government inspirations (Razak, 2013).

In a pursuit of becoming a fully develop nation, Malaysia has transformed to the knowledge-based
economy which attributed to the increasing importance of intellectual capital as it main resource (Moon &
Kym, 2006; Sonnier, Carson, & Carson, 2007; Tan, Plowman, & Hancock, 2007). Intellectual capital is
important in the new economy for two reasons: first, universities’ main contribution and output are subtle, and
the outcome on the universities’ business progression is quite small (Canibano & Sanchez, 2004); secondly,
universities are supposed to be more transparent and to equip their stakeholders namely students, public
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authorities that fund universities, labour markets, etc. with sufficient information (European & Commission,
2003).

This transformation start off with private organizations and expanding publicly which to include
universities (Sanchez & Elena, 2006). Since the demand to universities is high, it is encouraged to increase
level of quality in education and research (Wua, Chen, & Chen, 2010) and even interact with a variety of
other knowledge producers (Gibbons, 1998).

In supporting the national innovation systems, it is very crucial to train professionals, high-level
specialists, scientists, and researchers in generating new knowledge (Bank, 2002). University is supposed to
produce well-qualified graduates which is highly demanded by market; produce reputable research issued in
top scientific journals; and contribute to technical innovations through patents and licenses (Liu, Wang, &
Cheng, 2011). It is highly believed that universities are essential to the growth of economic since research
influence innovation, and good universities can attract future talent, build strong nation, and coordinate the
country with the global knowledge economy (Salmi, 2009 ) hence, contemporary universities can geared
innovation and economic development and eradicate social and environmental problems (Marginson, 2011).

3. Methodology

This study applied a quantitative research design and employed a cross sectional methodology. The
respondents in this study were managers from various faculties and departments of selected public HEIs in
Klang Valley. Approximately 500 questionnaires were distributed to managers who are involved directly in
decision making at tactical and strategic planning level. A survey instrument consisted of three main sections:
Section A was on leaders’ attributes, Section B on innovation, and Section C was on the respondents’ profile.
It was designed using a Likert scale from “1- Strongly disagrees” to “5 - Strongly agree”. The dimensions of
leaders attributes were adopted from The Leadership Competency Model that consist of five dimensions:
leading change, leading people, business acumen, results driven and building coalitions (Eyde et al., 1999).
While an innovation dimensions comprise number of new ideas, number of new products, product design and
time development, new market and new customers, innovative culture, rate of innovative taught, number of
patent and number of copyright (Chen & Chen, 2007). All dimensions and items were checked on the
reliability and validity criterion and all met the validity and reliability requirements. A correlation and
regression analysis was used in data interpretation.

4, Results
Demographic profile

Table 2 presents respondents profile for the study. The response rate was 49% where 224 out of 500
completed questionnaires were received for this study. The portion of male and female respondents is equal.
Majority of them are in the age category of 41-50 years old (46.3%). Most of the respondents (57%)
participating in this survey were Head of unit or supervisors and 66% of them is holding DBA or PhD
qualification. One third of the respondents (33.2%) have 11-15 years’ work experience and almost half of
them have worked between 1-5 years in the present position.
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Characteristics Categories Frequency (%)
Gender Male 122 (50.0)
Female 122 (50.0)
Age 20-30 year 26 (10.7)
31-40 year 76 (31.1)
41-50 year 113 (46.3)
above 50 year 29 (11.9)
Position Vice Chancellor 1(0.4)
Deputy Vice Chancellor 1(0.4)
Dean/Deputy Dean 22 (9.0)
Director 11 (4.5)
Head of Department 69 (28.3)
Others 140 (57.4)
Have worked for Education level DBA/PhD 162 (66.4)
Master 71 (29.5)
Professional body 6 (2.5)
Others 4 (1.6)
Years of services 1-5 years 48 (19.7)
6-10 years 72 (29.5)
11-15 years 81 (33.2)
16-20 years 43 (17.6)
No. of years’ service in present position 1-5 years 120 (49.2)
6-10 years 76 (31.1)
11-15 years 45 (18.4)
16-20 years 3(1.2)

Reliability analysis

Table 3 presents the Cronbach alpha coefficient for each variable. The reliability of the data was
verified using Cronbach alpha, where the closer the Cronbach alpha is to 1, the higher the internal consistency
reliability (Sekaran, 2000). The alpha coefficients for this study are all above 0.70 and were concluded as
being reliable (Hair et al., 2006b; Nunnally, 1978).

Table 3: Overall internal reliability

Dimensions Cronbach’s alpha No. of item
Leading Change 0.940 18
Leading People 0.948 14
Results Driven 0.957 23
Business Acumen 0.953 22
Building Coalitions/Communication 0.961 21
Innovation 0.848 17
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Descriptive statistics and coefficient correlations among variables

Table 4 presents means and coefficient correlation among variables in the study. Mean value for
leading change is the highest compared to the other leader’s attributes. Respondents perceived that leaders at
public HEIs need to possess leading change attributes followed with building coalitions/communication,
leading people, results driven and business acumen. Business acumen attributes is the least importance
attributes that should be possessed by top leaders at public HEIs. As shown in Table 3 also, the findings
indicate that all leadership attributes are significantly correlated with innovation, where the correlation
coefficients value are between r = 0.370 and r = 0.485; at p < 0.01. The highest correlated attribute are leading
change attribute while the lowest r-value is result driven attribute.

Table 4: Mean values and correlations coefficients among variables

Mean 1 2 3 4 5 6
Leading Change 4.184 1
Leading People 4165 | .796" 1
Results Driven 4134 | 738" | 733" 1
Business Acumen 4128 | 710 | 7227 | .781" 1
Building Coalitions/Communication 4167 | 787 | .810™ | .680" | .659™ 1
Innovation 4143 | 4857 | 465 | .3707 | 4727 | .458™ 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The above analysis is use to answer research objectives of the study. Mean value shows the
importance of leader’s attributes among leaders at public HEIs. All mean values are above average indicating
that leaders at public HEIs need to possess all these attributes. The most importance attribute that should be
possessed by leaders at public HEIs is leading change while the least importance attribute is business acumen.
Leaders at public HEIs need to be flexible and lead changes towards academic excellence in order to be at par
with top rank HEIs. Business acumen attribute is perceived as the least important attribute to leaders at public
HEIs mainly because they are public university funded by government. Based on the correlation analysis,
results show a significant relationship between leadership attributes and innovation that support many of the
previous studies that have established the relationship between leadership attributes and innovation (Conner,
2000; Mizrahi & Rosenthal, 2001; Mumford et al., 2003; O’Toole, 1995; Rezak, 2012).

As the need to transform Malaysia HEIs, the question of strengthening the role of HEIs leaders
becomes important. This study contributes to this issue by emphasizing several important aspects. First,
results highlight the importance of leaders to lead the changes as one of the factors closely related to
innovation. Leading change attributes of leaders investigated in the study is significantly related and asserted
the most difficult leadership challenges faced by the leader in enhancing and encouraging the spirit of
innovation in HEIs. Second, a similar pattern of findings is discover, concerning the relationship between
leader’s business acumen attribute and innovation. Results also highlight the importance of leaders to outfit
with business acumen attributes that intimately related to innovation. Interestingly, this study place an interest
to the need of the leaders to build coalitions within the institution specifically by convincing peers,
subordinate or superior to work together, ultimately enhancing organizational innovativeness. Finally, leading
people require leader to possess technical, financial, or operational skills that support innovativeness. In other
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word, leaders need to invent constitution that will contribute to creative activities in order to prosper the
institutions. In conclusion, the study showed how leadership attributes provides valuable insights into the
challenges faced by leaders in implementing change especially in enhancing innovativeness within HEIs.

6. Direction For Future Research

The present study focuses on leaders attributes in public HEIs and demonstrates its relations with
innovation. Thus, its opens a number of avenues for related research. More research is needed to assess the
robustness of other variables that affect innovation and explore further dynamics leaders attributes in HEISs.
Others variables that stated in leadership competency model (Eyde et al., 1999) might contribute to a more
significant results. The data for this study was gathered through self-report, i.e. by asking each respondent
(leader) to describe his or her own perception toward dimensions being research. An alternative, and arguably
better but more difficult, approach is to ask each leader or manager’s peer and subordinates towards all the
dimensions that might produce difference results. A comparison study of leaders’ attributes at public and
private HEIs shall also be conducted.
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