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1.      Do we have a baton to pass? 

The ageing population in western nations, including the ageing nursing workforce, is 

a global twenty-first century problem. (Sherman, Chiang-Hanisko, & Koszalinski, 

2013). Nursing must meet the complex health needs experienced by an increasing 

number of older people. The related challenges, however, are nested within 

contemporary health systems characterised by “public sector employment moratoria, 

staff cuts and staffing deficits, combined with increased patient expectation, 

escalating healthcare costs, and a healthcare system restructuring and reform 

agenda” (Scott, Anne Scott, Matthews, & Kirwan, 2014, p.1). Moreover, and 

unsurprisingly, the worldwide endeavour of ‘workforce planning’ in the health sector 

has been described as a “disastrous failure” (House of Commons Health Committee, 

2007, p.3). Indeed, and despite the sterling efforts of many, it is difficult to recall a 

time of workforce stability, predictability or adequacy.  Rather, for the western 

nursing workforce, the phenomenon of ‘feast or famine’ has been the norm for 

decades.  While some workforce strategies have been partially successful, most 
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have been dependent upon the political and financial whims of notoriously transient 

political masters. For nursing, the need for effective workforce planning has never 

been stronger. 

  

The need for workforce planning is no less pressing in the academic sector. The 

international research literature is largely silent, however, on effective strategies to 

replace current academic nurse leaders, in particular the Nursing Head of 

Department. This paper seeks to stimulate conversation on succession planning for 

the Nursing Head of Department in the academic sector and thereby encourage 

academic nurses worldwide to consider the issues involved. We question whether 

the paths taken by Nursing Heads in the twentieth century adequately address the 

challenges faced in the twenty-first century.  We also consider how ageing academic 

leaders can best ‘pass the baton’ to the next generation of nurses, who will have a 

crucial role in shaping our future through education of the new workforce and the 

development of faculty of the future. 

  

2.      Leadership in the nurse academic setting: Reflecting on the past 

For some clinical and educational leaders, the decades-old move by nursing from 

the vocational into the university sector was viewed as locational rather than 

educational – as business-as-usual, but in a more prestigious setting, where the old 

guard of the ‘Sister Tutor elite’ and their ilk could enjoy inflated university position 

titles with little or no academic track records or academic credibility (Thompson & 

Darbyshire, 2013).  Upon transitioning, however, many realised that for nursing, 
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‘doing your training’ was not the same as ‘going to university’ (Watson & Shields, 

2009, p.47). Consequently, many of our first academic leaders were wholly 

unprepared for the academy’s unique set of expectations and challenges.  For 

example, as new academics, nurse educators were required to obtain higher 

qualifications, build the knowledge and expertise needed to develop high-quality 

tertiary-level undergraduate and postgraduate nursing curricula and contribute to the 

body of nursing knowledge through demonstrable scholarship while building their 

own track records of research and publications. Likewise, while learning ‘on the job’, 

many of the new Nursing Heads found themselves recruiting and developing 

academic teams in institutions that, at that time, often held stereotypical 

understandings of the role of nurses. For example, nurses have been commonly 

viewed as mere ‘handmaidens’ to the medical profession, with nursing work 

described as “nasty, dirty, and unpleasant tasks” (Morris, Jones & Hunt, 2010, p.18) 

and, by implication, devoid of the intellectual capacity to contribute meaningfully to 

the evidence-base in, or development of, healthcare. 

  

Nursing Heads additionally found themselves undertaking a range of roles with 

anecdotal evidence from those who assumed the new roles describing themselves 

as juggling front-line management, supporting and mentoring their teams to adapt to 

the academic environment; middle management, negotiating an unknown landscape 

with its own set of rules, politics, hierarchies and egos; and executive management, 

making high-level decisions at the organisational level while also leading the way for 

the nursing profession itself.  There were often no local role models or mentors to 

guide new Nursing Heads through this transition. For many of the first Nursing 
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Heads, there was no baton to receive – with leadership being something that was 

done in their not-so-spare-time. 

  

3.      Nursing and academia’s ‘dark side’ 

Nursing Heads, worldwide, have also faced with the ongoing malaise of bullying, 

incivility and ‘gaslighting’ in nursing (Thompson & Clark, 2018) – with these 

behaviours remaining stubbornly endemic in both clinical and academic settings.  

Not only were such behaviours detrimental to those on the receiving end, they also 

blighted the profession’s future, passing like a bad gene from generation to 

generation as a kind of dystopian ‘rite of passage’ (Birks, Budden, Biedermann, 

Park, & Chapman, 2018) or ‘induction process’ (Enoka, 2018). 

  

Indeed, one of the most disappointing aspects of our collective legacy is 

acknowledging that nursing leaders generally have largely failed to stamp out 

bullying from both the academy (Kolanko et al., 2006) and healthcare settings 

(Darbyshire, Thompson, & Watson, 2019b).  Significantly, students and faculty today 

have the same repository of ‘horror stories’ about appalling behaviour, culturally 

normalised incivility and overt malevolence from supposed peers and colleagues to 

those we ourselves heard or experienced 30 or 40 years ago.  This makes it all the 

more galling to read calls for nursing to return to the rose-tinted, imaginary ‘good old 

days’ (Birks et al., 2018; McKenna, Thompson, Watson, & Norman, 2006) that may 

never have existed.   
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4.      The challenges facing contemporary Nursing Heads of Department 

The major issues faced by Nursing Heads and their academic teams in the past are, 

perhaps, not so different to those of today. For example, Nursing Heads continue to 

find themselves undertaking a range of roles, with some Nursing Heads overseeing 

a School and others an entire Faculty, each with different levels of responsibility and 

accountability. There are also short-term and long-term challenges associated with 

the recruitment of high-quality nurse academics, particularly members of the 

professoriate who can or are willing to support Nursing Heads in their roles. For 

example, while nursing has established itself in the academy, with its own unique 

body of knowledge, novice nurse academics are more likely to enter the university 

sector with little understanding of what it means to work in this unique environment.  

The considerable knowledge and expertise of a clinician or clinical educators is often 

deemed to be of little value by some members of the wider academy – the well-

known expert-to-novice phenomenon (McArthur-Rouse, 2008).  Additionally, to echo 

past patterns, many novice nurse academics find themselves in a situation where 

they must complete higher degrees as they take on their new roles; write 

undergraduate and postgraduate education curricula and/or programs of study with a 

limited understanding of the process; and develop an academic profile by engaging 

in the research, grant funding and publications worlds for which they are often ill-

prepared (Mintz-Binder, 2013). 

  

This situation raises questions about the continuing clinical-academic ‘divide’ 

(Bennett, 2017).  For example, how can the profession, including Nursing Heads, 

better prepare clinical nurses or clinical nurse educators for the academic setting?  
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Concurrently, how can Nursing Heads also effectively mentor novice nurse 

academics to understand what it means to be a ‘career academic’, rather than simply 

an ‘academic educator’? For example, academia comes with its own personal and 

political imperatives. How, then, can new academics be supported to negotiate this 

new and, in the 21st Century, changing environment (McArthur-Rouse, 2008)?   

  

The Role of the Nursing Head of Department 

Many nurse academics who aspire to be a Head of Department may also have 

particular ideas of the role and what it means to be an academic leader – 

consequently, once in the role, they may feel overwhelmed, ill-prepared and 

unsupported (Fang & Mainous, 2019). This situation perhaps reflects perceptions in 

the nursing profession that the ‘real power to change things and make a difference’ 

is but one more promotion away – only to become disappointed and disillusioned 

when such power is found to be illusory (Darbyshire & Thompson, 2018). For 

example, such perceptions misunderstand how power operates in universities, with 

aspiring and actual nurse leaders actively encouraged to access information on a 

bewildering range of ‘leadership models’ and programmes promising ‘solutions’ to 

effectively lead teams and bring about change in an ideal world. In contrast, they are 

not informed that the ‘leadership industry’ “has failed over its roughly forty-year 

history to in any major, meaningful, measurable way improve the human condition.” 

(Kellerman, 2014, p.3) – despite the staggering $45 billion annually poured into this 

black hole of ego and delusion (Howden, 2016). Moreover, and rather than achieving 

authentic and much needed change in the academic environment, high levels of 

energy are expended on managing personalities and negotiating ambiguity; 
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ploughing through the ever-growing demands of managing educational 

administration and burgeoning burdens of compliance and juggling diminishing 

budgets while maintaining that standards are unaffected. Moreover, this reality can 

leave little time to maintain or develop a profile as both an academic and 

professional leader.  It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that some Nursing Heads, like 

many of their staff, report feeling under-valued, overworked, ill-prepared and highly-

stressed in their roles (Mintz-Binder, 2013). 

  

5.      The changing face of universities in the 21st century: Adapting, 

influencing and shaping 

Recent changes in the tertiary education sector worldwide, present a range of 

complex challenges to Nursing Heads.  Higher education is now a billion-dollar 

business and export earner, with all that this entails.  Indeed, for many nurses in 

academia, the strip-mining of university standards, values and ethos has left them 

wondering why they fought so hard for nursing to gain entry to the university, all 

those decades ago.  Such views are supported by the wider discussion related to the 

debasement of universities, worldwide, into ‘corporate degree-mills’ (Rolfe 2013; 

Rolfe 2019), with Heads of Departments across all health disciplines have 

experienced decades of capricious, evidence-free, incalculably costly, wholescale 

‘re-disorganisations’ (Hunter et al., 2015; Smith, Walshe, & Hunter, 2001), 

‘restructurings’, ‘transformational strategies’, ‘shared services mergers’ (Shields, 

2018), enforced redundancies, increasing casualisation (Klopper & Power, 2014), 

and exploitation of academic staff.  
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To exemplify, the current business model that drives the university sector has led to 

an unabashed abandoning of tenure or continuing contracts.  Within this model, 

many institutions deem it as far better to have insecure, dependent and less powerful 

faculty delivering the requisite ‘customer satisfaction’. This has resulted in a reduced 

‘buy-in’ to the academic role, together with a lack of consistency and quality in the 

delivery of some programs of study. In essence, today’s universities have essentially 

met government targets and paid for the expansion of higher education and 

increased student numbers through the creation of a new faculty  “precariat” 

(Courtois & O’Keefe, 2015, p.43) – or, what Parfitt calls, a “new layer of throwaway 

academics” (Parfitt, 2018, p.224).  

  

Concurrently, many Schools of Nursing within universities, enjoy a ‘cash cow’ status 

– with this particular cash cow often ‘fed on starvation rations’ while it supports the 

financial viability of the wider university business.  It is argued that increases in 

enrolments into nursing degrees have been driven by the continuing demand from 

the health sector to grow the nursing workforce – an argument that is countered by 

the growing reliance on the income motherlode of international enrolments in 

coursework degrees, including nursing, to remain financially viable (Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation, 2019). This situation has created a student cohort that, in 

some universities, is characterised more by quantity than quality, together with 

educational approaches that are more aligned with the vocational sector than the 

academy. Moreover, any mention of “dumbing down” (Darbyshire, Thompson & 

Watson, 2019a, p.1) means a possible HR department alert or even a lawsuit 

(Knaus, 2019).  It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that few will openly discuss the 
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failure to fail (students or faculty) (Hughes, Mitchell, & Johnston, 2016) or the 

“ongoing problem” (Elie, 2017) of grade inflation – i.e. the upward trend in the 

average grades awarded to students.  Indeed, such problems, together with the 

need to keep our customers very satisfied indeed is now so blatant that, in the UK, 

recent figures showed an increase of 80% in the number of 1st Class degrees 

awarded in only seven years (Weale, 2019) 

  

The surprise, of course, is that anyone is surprised. This is a logical and perfectly 

predictable development for organisations that do not want to disappoint their paying 

customers.  Were students to think that they may not receive what they have paid 

for, they may take their fees and go elsewhere.  Likewise, if a university's standing 

depends on the ‘number of firsts’ that it awards, or if this ‘excellence’ is page one of 

their marketing brochure, or if it garners points any of the today’s countless 

‘assessment exercises’, why would any neoliberal university suddenly resist ‘market 

forces’ at this late stage of the game (Ball 2012)?  At one time, the university was 

commonly described as a place of learning, inquiry, scholarship, challenge and 

personal growth – but with changing political and economic imperatives, descriptions 

are less positive, including a cultural and educational Aleppo: the ‘university in ruins’ 

(Readings, 1997). 

  

Small wonder then, that some Nursing Heads express concerns about the future, 

including the calibre of graduates and how best to advance the professional profile, 

reputation and body of knowledge of nursing. In a cultural and educational Aleppo, 

how can we continue to educate clinically-focussed, critically-thinking nurses to meet 
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the ever-growing and complex health needs of an aging population? How can we 

provide the necessary educational support to foster the development of high-quality 

nursing supervisors, managers and educators? How best can we shape the career 

expectations and professional opportunities of future generations of academic 

nurses, while at the same time providing the quality education that will enable nurses 

to meet the many health and social care needs of those people and their 

communities we serve?  

  

To answer these questions, there is a need to pause and, in light of our espoused 

history of self-examination and critical thinking, ask ourselves, has the move by 

nursing into the tertiary education sector met its original aims and expectations?  

Has it resulted in the higher levels of professionalisation, knowledge, skill and 

respect that were expected?   Do students have the time, space and challenges 

needed to focus and reflect upon their learning and thereby develop the much-

needed capacity to think critically and problem-solve? Is the intellectual and practice-

related life of students much different in the twenty-first century from the life of 

students in the late twentieth-century? If not, what influence can be exercised by 

future Nursing Heads, to address, adapt to or even confront changes in the 

university sector?  

  

6.      The academic leaders of the future: Is there hope? 

Despite the many challenges involved, the role of Nursing Heads in the academic 

sector can be fascinating and rewarding, with the potential to ‘make a difference’ to 



the profession of nursing. Nursing Heads can model, promote and encourage the 

collegiality, civility, high standards, service ethos and scholarship that should 

exemplify the best of the academy and of nursing. Perhaps we must accept that 

healthcare and universities have become businesses and we are now an ineluctable 

part of that business world. If this is the case, then Nursing Heads – together with 

nurse academics – must be absolutely clear about the true nature of the business 

that we are in.  It is not the money-making business, nor the ‘bums on seats’ 

business, nor the ‘uberification’ (Hall, 2016) of nursing or academia business.  

Rather, we are in the ‘changing people’s lives’ business – the “transformation 

business” (Darbyshire, 2011, 724).  

  

There are already glimmers of light appearing in the academy that offer hope for the 

future.  For example, could nursing’s academic leaders of tomorrow build on the 

clarion call for radical change issued by the rector of Ghent University in Belgium?  

Ghent is ‘returning the university to the academics’ and ‘deliberately choosing to step 

out of the rat race between individuals, departments and universities (Redden 2019). 

What can nursing’s academic leaders learn from this change in direction and how 

could they likewise support the profession to embrace such initiatives? 

  

For those who aspire to the role of Nursing Head, it is important that they pause, 

reflect, and consider the reality of the role honestly – remembering there are other 

avenues and opportunities in academic, professional, policy or regulatory settings 

that will enable nurses to lead and make meaningful change. Ask what is motivating 

you to consider this role? To whom have you spoken about your aspiration?  Is that 

https://paperpile.com/c/gu9W4h/tNsu
https://paperpile.com/c/gu9W4h/NLfx


someone willing to challenge you – rather than tell you what you would like to hear?  

On a professional and personal level, how will you deal with the business model 

driving academia, including the ambiguity, conflict and compromises you will face 

daily?  Likewise, how will you negotiate the changing expectations and needs of 

health services?  Who will you approach to be your mentor? 

  

No less important are questions for current Nursing Heads.  For example, what are 

you doing to mentor the next generation of academic nurse leaders?  What is your 

succession plan and how you are enacting it? What are your approaches to 

promoting and championing the value, visibility, diversity and rightful place of nursing 

and midwifery within the academy and do you do this without downplaying or 

demeaning the role and place of others?  How will you promote and enable 

tomorrow’s collaborations, connections and networks within nursing, with our 

colleagues in other disciplines and with the patients, clients and communities that we 

serve?  These future connections will be less hierarchical, bureaucratic and 

formalised and much more fluid, social, virtual and organic.  They will demand a 

different approach, that the traditional ‘command and control’ paradigm could barely 

imagine. For retiring Nursing Heads, the questions are more profound.  What does 

‘passing the baton’ mean to you?  How can you encourage current and future Heads 

to reflect on past achievements, failures and unresolved challenges – without 

expecting to find solutions for the future in that past? 

  

Our health and university sectors have changed dramatically over the past few 

decades and none, but the most avid crystal-ball gazers would confidently predict 



the shape of future decades. There are many challenges to which tomorrow’s faculty 

and Nursing Heads must rise.  Some foundational aspects of nursing, education and 

healthcare will remain elemental.  Patients and families expect to be cared for by 

nurses with compassion, thoughtfulness, ethical comportment, empathy, creativity, 

problem-solving abilities and intelligence.  There is no either/or ‘choice’ to be made 

between intelligence and/or caring.  Educating such well-rounded nurses requires 

similar pedagogical approaches and systems.  A standards-free, ‘tick-box’ degree-

factory, divorced from the worlds of service, practice and wider society and obsessed 

with the minutiae of ‘regulating’ or ‘policing’ their students, has no hope of creating 

the nurses of the future, the nurses who will be caring for us.  
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