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Leaders with
vocation lead
from within, but
they keep their
leadership efforts
focused on some-
thing outside of
themselves—

the institution,

a program,

or a cause

LARRY A. BRASKAMP AND JON F. WERGIN

Inside-Out
[_eadershi

EFFECTIVE UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP has been
both the focus of concern and the target of crit-
icism for most of the past half-century. Univer-
sity leaders, it seems, can’t do anything right. If
they focus on intellectual leadership, they are
criticized for ivory-towerism and for not being
sufficiently “engaged” with their communities.
If they focus on external constituencies, they
are accused of neglecting the core purposes of
the academy, or worse, of intellectual cow-
ardice. We believe that it’s time for a reframing

of what, exactly, uni-

versity leaders should
be. We offer such a reframing in this article.

Our argument is based on two related
premises. First, academic leadership is not just
for designated leaders but is a responsibility of
all members of the academic community.
This will require a return to a collegial model
of governance but with a modern twist. Our
second premise holds that leadership is more
than someone in formal authority trying to per-
suade followers. All members of the academic
community have both the opportunity and the
responsibility to step up and take on leadership
roles, whether formally or informally, and
the choice to do so is anchored by vocation, a
sense of calling to a higher purpose.

Those who lead from the inside out engage
in two interdependent activities. They discover
their vocations (an intrapersonal activity),
and they lead with vocation (an interpersonal
activity). The interplay of these two activities
results in a form of leadership that is inner-
based and outer-focused, an institutional
activity (see fig. 1).
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Living with vocation

Finding your vocation is a lifelong process of
discovering who you are, who you desire to
become, and how you want to live your life. It
is a dynamic process filled with tensions, con-
flicts, challenges, and disappointments, but
also with joy and fulfillment. Living with vo-
cation involves three interconnected elements:
listening, reflecting, and committing.

The word vocation is derived from the Latin
word vocare, which means “to call,” and one
cannot talk about vocation without first consid-
ering the notion of “being called.” Living with
vocation begins with the experience of listen-
ing for, hearing, and following a call. A person
finds his or her calling by looking inward. As
John Neafsey describes it (2004, 4), “from a psy-
chological perspective, the voice of vocation
can be understood as the voice of our ‘true self’
or ‘best self.” Many refer to this as following
one’s “passion,” but vocation is deeper than
that; it inevitably requires sacrifice and hard
work. Finding a vocation is a deeply personal
process of going into the silence and creating a
space that will allow us to listen to ourselves.

Living with vocation also requires engage-
ment in serious reflection. As Neafsey notes
(2004, 4), “however we understand it, the
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sense of vocation is an experience of someone
or something which speaks to our hearts in a
compelling way that calls for us to listen and
follow. This requires, first of all, a capacity to
hear the voice as it speaks within ourselves or
through our life experiences. Once we have
heard the call, we then face the challenge of
making intelligent and discerning and coura-
geous choices to follow where it is leading.” In
this process of reflection, two major questions
need to be addressed: Who am [? And, how
do I best serve others?

The first question concerns self-identity and
self-identification—developing a sense of self.
This dimension represents the source of the
calling, both internal and external. We get to
know ourselves—our talents, values, and aspi-
rations—not only through reading, studying,

and thinking, but also through interacting
with others and inviting them to challenge
our assumptions of what the world is like and
what our role in it should be (Mezirow and
Associates 2000). The second question refers
to the need to incorporate the social and in-
terpersonal dimension into finding a vocation.
How do we live and contribute in ways defined
by our relationships with others and with soci-
ety in general? To what extent is service to
others a central focus of our discernment and
action? From both religious and secular per-
spectives, social responsibility is more virtuous
than self-centeredness. This does not mean
that the ideal or only “true” vocation is one in
which a person is involved directly in helping
others, however; not everyone needs to be-
come a pastor or a social worker.

The third major element in living with
vocation is making a commitment to act upon
that vocation. Through listening and reflec-
tion, a leader with vocation determines what
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he or she truly stands for and commits to act-
ing upon his or her values and beliefs. This
process is never strictly linear. One can feel a
calling without fully understanding it. One
may even act on a calling and only then begin
to reflect on its meaning and its implications.
Life experiences can reinforce and build on
personal commitments, but they may also be
opportunities that lead to commitment.

Leading with vocation

There is a big difference between commit-
ment—the intention to act based upon a sense
of purpose—and action. Knowing how and
when to express this intentionality is the mark
of a good leader. Leading is essentially an inter-
personal relationship between leaders and fol-
lowers. Leading with vocation requires giving
voice to others, building relationships, and
recognizing—and rewarding—the contribu-
tions of others. It requires that leaders not
only discover their own vocations but also
“inspire others to find theirs” (Covey 2004, 5).
One does not have to have a formal leadership
position in order to be a leader. Rather, a
leader has simply to find his or her “voice,”

a compelling reason to step forward.

One of the most treasured images of academic
community is that of a collegium whose mem-
bers are collectively responsible for the good
of the whole. With the growth of a “managerial
culture” in the past several years, the need for
individuals throughout the academic commu-
nity to become “leaders in place” has become
acute (Wergin 2007). The concept of leader-
ship in place stands in contrast to other forms
of leadership that seek only to influence or to
protest. Leadership, whether someone is a
formal leader or not, requires a commitment
to helping others find their voices. One can
speak from passion and experience, with the
firm belief that motives are honorable and
that the message needs to be heard, and still
not be a leader. One can sound off at a fac-
ulty meeting about the latest administrative
incursion into faculty autonomy, and then
retire to the sanctity of a private office with
the smug satisfaction that comes from being
a voice in the wilderness. Or that same person
can commit to something much riskier:
helping others find their voices in a common
cause. By helping others find their own
voices, leaders play a special role in the lives
of their colleagues.
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Inside-out leaders

Daniel Goleman, of “emo- by definition

tional intelligence” fame,
recognizes the power and im-
portance of relationships. He
notes that the emotionally in-

way is by building on the con-

recoghnize a calling cept of organizational motiva-
to exert leadership
in a given situation
telligent leader requires both or context,

tion (Staw 1983; Wergin 2003).
In order to enhance organiza-

tional motivation—that is, the
desire to work on behalf of the

“personal” and “social” com- and then become group instead of individual

petence, and that the leader’s
“primal task” is building “res-
onance” with others. “By be-

ing attuned to how others feel in the
moment,” Goleman writes, “a leader can say
and do what’s appropriate, whether that
means calming fears, assuaging anger, or join-
ing in good spirits. This attunement also lets a
leader sense the shared values and priorities
that can guide the group” (2002, 30). Gole-
man’s sense of social competence is not based
upon giving voice to others, but rather con-
sists of reading others’ emotions in ways that
are most likely to increase the leader’s influ-
ence. Our notion of relationship-building is
quite different. By finding his or her own
voice and then encouraging others to find
theirs, the leader who leads with vocation ne-
gotiates a relationship that is built upon iden-
tifying mutual values and purposes—even,
and especially, if not all those values and pur-
poses are congruent.

Leaders of all kinds are keenly aware that
the contributions of followers are a key deter-
minant of their own success. They recognize
the work of others. The first step necessary to
turn ideals about relationships into reality is,
simply, to respect people.

[Respect] begins with an understanding of

the diversity of their gifts. Understanding

the diversity of these gifts enables us to be-
gin taking the crucial step of trusting each
other. It also enables us to begin to think in
anew way about the strengths of others.

Everyone comes with certain gifts—but not

the same gifts. True participation and en-

lightened leadership allow these gifts to be
expressed in different ways and at different

times (DePree 2004, 25-6).

Given the press for scholarship—especially
entrepreneurial scholarship—in the modern
university, DePree’s advice is not often heeded.
The differential contributions of faculty mem-
bers, even if recognized in theory, are often
not recognized in practice.

How does the leader with vocation draw out
and maximize these different qualities? One

leaders-in-place

self-interest—the leader needs
to instill both identification
with the institution and effi-
cacy, or the sense that one’s efforts will have
tangible positive impacts. An effective leader
helps others identify with the organization by
building a relationship based on shared values
and goals, thus making the organization a source
of community and emotional support. He or
she also helps others find their organizational
niche, that place where they feel they are using
their gifts in ways that make a unique and
visible contribution.

Finally, the leader with vocation recognizes
the unique contributions of others by explic-
itly rewarding their uniqueness. In a vocation-
driven organization, people are evaluated
according to performance criteria that focus
on their ability to bring their gifts and talents
to bear upon the good of the whole.

Developing community with vocation
We began by focusing on the centrality of self-
awareness because the “personhood” of the
leader is vitally important. Yet leading from
the inside out requires more than just knowing
oneself and building relationships. Leaders
need also to know what to stand for and why,
and their motivation should always be directed
toward the goal of making the institution bet-
ter. Leaders with vocation lead from within,
but they keep their leadership efforts focused
on something outside of themselves—the in-
stitution, a program, or a cause. Simply stated,
leading is inner-based and outer-focused, not
outer-based and inner-focused. Accordingly,
developing community with vocation, the
third aspect of inside-out leadership, requires
leadership practices that are focused on the
organization as a whole. To that end, we rec-
ommend that leaders consider three practical
steps: first, create a sense of shared purpose
and hope for the future; second, develop a
collective consciousness; and third, reflect
critically on results.

Creating a shared purpose, like creating
good working relationships, is a matter of

WINTER 2008 LiBERAL EpucAaTion 33

Copyright© 2008 by the Association of American Colleges and Universities

PERSPECTIVES



PERSPECTIVES

Antioch
College

The focus is on

careful negotiation of diverse
voices. The inside-out leader
balances individual and orga-
nizational needs, and does so
“independent of consensus or
popularity” (Collins 2005,
11). This may seem like a dif-
ficult or even impossible task.
If leaders are ambitious “first and foremost for
the cause,” and if they must have “the will to
do whatever it takes to make good on the am-
bition” (Collins 2005, 11), then leadership
would seem to be a matter of rallying others
around the cause rather than empowering
them to make their own voices heard. But if
the leader has built and nurtured relationships
and given explicit and deliberate attention to
organizational motivation, then the paradox

dissolves. The group will have found its com-
mon cause, and the leader’s job will be to
make that cause explicit.

Much has been written about the impor-
tance of a “shared vision” within an organiza-
tion, but as Peter Senge (1990) has pointed
out, a shared vision is not necessarily the sum
total of the individual visions, and it is not
necessarily shared by everyone completely.
That’s fine. Conflict within an organization is
natural, and it is essential to organizational
growth. The key is to negotiate conflicts
while maintaining a larger focus, to be con-
scious of organizational motivation at all times,
and to develop a sense of both individual and
collective responsibility. Both the successes
and the failures of the organization belong to
everyone; everyone has a stake.

Thirty years ago, James McGregor Burns
published Leadership (1978), which has be-
come a seminal work on the subject. Burns’s
distinction between the “transformative”
leader and the “transactional” leader has earned
a permanent place in the leadership lexicon.
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what and how
students learn and
develop, and not on
how successful the
teachers and leaders followers. Because “conscious-
wish to be

What has been lost in most
quarters, however, is his defin-
ition of “transformative” ac-
tivity as that which raises the
consciousness of both leaders and

ness” had long been dismissed
as an unscientific concept un-
worthy of rational study, this was a revolu-
tionary notion at the time. In a broad sense,
“consciousness” reflects one’s way of being and
one’s ethical and moral orientation. Thus,
consciousness “reflects both the interiority of
the self as well as the activity that one per-
forms in the world” (Daryanani 2006, 4).

The inside-out leader helps others find this
awareness. Jack Mezirow’s theory of transfor-
mative learning posits that the only way adults
can learn deeply and change ingrained behav-
ior is through “perspective transformation,” a
significant shift in the way in which one views
the world (Mezirow and Associates 2000).
Psychologist Robert Kegan (1994) suggests
that the most critical perspectival transforma-
tion in adults is the ability to cope with seem-
ingly irreconcilable stresses. This requires a
higher-order consciousness that displays an
ability to look at life in terms of systems, and
an awareness that value judgments have to be
made in the face of competing tensions. A
similar point is made by Ron Heifetz (1994),
who suggests that the truly effective leader is
able to manage “adaptive work”—that is, diffi-
cult situations in which neither the problem
nor its solution is easily defined.

Thus, balancing individual and collective
interests is not the only artful task facing the
inside-out leader. Leadership also demands
recognition of other tensions, all of which re-
late to a single common phenomenon: the
balance between challenge and support. People
have the greatest amount of intrinsic motiva-
tion when challenge and support are in bal-
ance—or more precisely, when the perceived
challenge of a task is just barely beyond one’s
own resources (Csikszentmihalyi 1997; Parks
2000; Braskamp, Trautvetter, and Ward
2006). The resulting dissonance generates as-
piration and energy. This positive dissonance
can take several organizational forms: framing
problems in ways that challenge conventional
thinking, taking reasonable risks, and exhibit-
ing patience and persistence in the face of
change that is neither predictable nor linear.
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A group’s purpose and collective voice may
be clear, its aspirations energizing, and its com-
mitment to collective responsibility total, but
unless the group cares about and reflects upon
the quality of its work product, little organiza-
tional learning will result. The inside-out
leader will also want the group to reflect criti-
cally on its work and to commit as a group to
learning from what it is doing. As Steven
Brookfield has observed, critical reflection oc-
curs when we “identify and scrutinize the as-
sumptions that undergird how we work” (1995,
xii). In higher education, assessment is a major
avenue for critical self-reflection. The leader
must insist that the institutional contributions
focusing on student learning and development
are the focal point of all assessment endeavors.
That is, the focus is on what and how students
learn and develop, and not on how successful
the teachers and leaders wish to be. The ulti-
mate payoff is enhanced student learning and
development, not increased power or status for
the faculty or the administration.

Today, an increasing number of colleges
and universities worry about students’ devel-
opment of values and habits of mind. In build-
ing a culture of critical reflection, inside-out
leaders at such institutions would facilitate
discussion of the assumptions that underlie
educational practice: What are we doing with
our students, and why are we doing it that
way! What do we think this will accomplish,
and how will we know? Then, instead of de-
veloping a list of student competencies for
which faculty will be held accountable, the
inside-out leader asks: What will we do with
the evidence about student learning and de-
velopment we’ve collected? How will we talk
about the data and make meaning of it? How
can we learn from our experience?

The inside-out leader

At the beginning of this article, we called for a
neo-collegial model of leadership that gives
everyone an opportunity to take on significant
leadership roles. The reader may have gained
the impression from the preceding pages that
“the leader” must occupy some position of for-
mal authority. If so, we should emphasize that
inside-out leaders by definition recognize a call-
ing to exert leadership in a given situation or
context, and then become leaders-in-place.
Whether designated leaders or not, they engage
in intrapersonal reflection, develop a sense of

personal commitment, move beyond themselves
to relationships with others in ways that galva-
nize their commitment to a common purpose.
They then work to create a community of hope
that reflects honestly on what it accomplishes.
And then they step back so that others can
lead in place as well. o

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.

REFERENCES

Braskamp, L. A., L. C. Trautvetter, and K. Ward.
2006. Putting students first: How colleges develop
students purposefully. Bolton, MA: Anker.

Brookfield, S. 1995. Becoming a critically reflective
teacher. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Collins, J. 2005. From good to great and the social sectors.
Boulder, CO: Jim Collins.

Covey, S. R. 2004. The 8th habit: From effectiveness to
greatness. New York: Free Press.

Csikzentmihalyi, M. 1997. Finding flow. New York:
Basic Books.

Daryanani, A. 2006. Exploring group consciousness.
Unpublished manuscript, Antioch University PhD
Program in Leadership and Change.

DePree, M. 2004. Leadership is an art. New York:
Currency Doubleday.

Goleman, D. 2002. Primal leadership: Learning to lead
with emotional intelligence. Boston: Harvard Business
School.

Heifetz, R. 1994. Leadership without easy answers.
Cambridge, MA: Belnap Press.

Kegan, R. 1994. In over our heads: The mental demands of
modern life. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Mezirow, J., and Associates. 2000. Learning as trans-
formation: Critical perspectives on a theory in progress.
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Neafsey, J. P. 2004. Psychological dimensions of the
discernment of vocation. In Revisiting the idea of
vocation: Theological explorations, ed. J. C. Haughey.
Washington, DC: The Catholic University of
America Press.

Parks, S. D. 2000. Big questions, worthy dreams. San
Francisco: Jossey Bass.

Senge, P. M. 1990. The fifth discipline: The art and
practice of the learning organization. New York:
Currency Doubleday.

Staw, B.M. 1983. Motivation research versus the art
of faculty management. In J.L. Bess (Ed.), College
and university organization: Insights from the behavioral
sciences. New York: NYU Press.

Wergin, J. F. 2003. Departments that work: Building and
sustaining cultures of excellence in academic programs.
Bolton, MA: Anker.

Wergin, ]. F. 2007. Leadership in place: How academic
professionals can find their leadership voice. Bolton,
MA: Anker.

WINTER 2008 LiBERAL EpucaTion 35

Copyright© 2008 by the Association of American Colleges and Universities

PERSPECTIVES





