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The presence of effective leadership is always vital for the successful 

attainment of common goals. Given that the students of HLIs are the potential 

leaders of any organization or society in the future, leadership development 

programs/courses generally required in HLIs. Accordingly, in an effort to 

ensure the Higher Learning Institutions graduates well equipped with 

effective leadership knowledge and skill, the HLIs in Sabah is offering 

leadership development programs/courses. Despite that, however, many 

remain clueless of what exactly are the challenges and opportunities 

associated with these leadership development programs/courses. By applying 

a qualitative approach through the examination of information gathered from 

various sources such as books, journals, and media reports, the paper presents 
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a discussion on the challenges and opportunities associated with leadership 

development programs/courses for students of HLIs in Sabah, Malaysia. The 

findings are expected to contribute to the systematic understanding of 

challenges and opportunities of leadership development programs/courses for 

students of HLIs, thus led to the enrichment of existing leadership 

development programs in HLIs. 
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Introduction  

Today, effective leadership has become so important element in any organization, including 

the Higher Learning Institution (HLI). In fact, scholars who focusing on leadership and 

education generally argued that the absence of effective leadership often made organizations 

resources become ineffective. This certainly suggest that, though it is not a position nor a 

title, but is an interactive process that needs to be effective by which a person exerts an 

influential dominance upon his/her followers, effective leadership is the key determining 

factor in the success of organization to attaining its goals. Thus, it is sensibly true that the 

successful organization need effective leadership. The presence of leaders who possesses 

effective leadership quality is crucial to communicating and implementing common goals in 

order to boost total organization’s success (Ationg, Esa, Ibrahim & Muis, 2020; Esa, Ationg, 

Hiew, Muis & Ibrahim, 2021). 

 

In explaining this, Di Stefano, Scrima and Parry (2019), and Distefano (2002) opined that 

effective leadership is invaluable quality especially in the area of strategies construction and 

communication to the followers as the followers really need to understand and instilled a 

sense of inspiration in playing their significance role to accomplish the preidentified common 

goals. He even stressed that the success of any organization and society is largely dependent 

on the leaders’ ability to lead their subordinate. Larson (2012), Watson (2002), Mumford 

(2000), and Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, Jacobs and Fleishman (2000) further elaborated 

such argument by suggesting that leadership is not necessary a super pill to the attainment of 

any goals, however, the leaders can make or break the society or organization. It portrays that 

leaders are able to create a better work atmosphere and improve followers' morale and 

enthusiasm to work with them for the sake of attaining the goals. The leaders’ ability to coach 

and mentor are among the effective leaders’ attributes that the followers usually seeking as 

they required guidelines in playing their roles. Apart from that, the leaders also set the 

example as an effective leader to help others see what skills they need to be a successful 

person. Thus, to be an effective leader, one must work with followers to not only recognize 

and refine their talents but also to help their followers gain more new skills as well as 

deepening their existing skills. In addition, the leaders also required to always ready in 

providing support that their followers needed to grow and develop their skills and abilities.  

 

These are among the role the leaders must plays in the course of attaining the common goals. 

Some leaders might be very successful in doing their job as a leader, but some might 

unsuccessful. But one thing to bear in mind, effective leaders is not born, rather they are the 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1
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product of continuous learning process. This might be the reason why scholars such as Bass 

(1981), Bass and Stodgill (1990) and Burns (1978) argue that the leadership development is 

vital as it contributed significantly in the improvement of not only the individuals but also the 

world. What this now hinted is that the leadership development agenda is not only provide 

benefit to the individuals, but is also beneficial to the world, in particular the countries and 

companies. Therefore, by promoting the HLIs students to leadership roles, it is expected that 

we already understand their capabilities, work ethic, and professional which may drive to 

succeed. However, if the students remain lacking the necessary skill, promoting them to 

leadership roles in any organizations/society will only bring risks of potentially result in the 

downfall of the society/organizations. They might excel in academic, but it is possible that 

they become unsuccessful in leadership roles. 

 

Accordingly, leadership development programmes/courses/activities in HLIs are crucial to 

the long-term benefits. This is the reason why the HLIs in Sabah are offering leadership 

development programs/courses/activities since the beginning. Whether the 

programs/courses/activities actually have plays significance role to the improvement of 

leadership skills among the students, it certainly associated with numbers of opportunities 

and challenges. Thus, it is invaluable to explore the leadership development agenda in the 

HLIs in Sabah by focusing on opportunities and challenges associated with it. Accordingly, 

by applying a qualitative approach through the examination of information gathered from 

various sources such as books, journals and media reports, the paper presents a discussion on 

the challenges and opportunity associated with leadership development 

program/courses/activities for students in of HLIs in Sabah, Malaysia. The following section 

is the findings and discussion of this paper. It comprises of discussion on leadership 

development in the HLIs in Sabah, the concept of effective leadership, opportunities 

associated with leadership development in HLIs and challenges associated with leadership 

development in HLIs. 

 

Findings  

As explained, the finding and discussion section of this paper includes a discussion on 

discussion on leadership development in the HLIs in Sabah, the concept of effective 

leadership, opportunities associated with leadership development in HLIs and challenges 

associated with leadership development in HLIs. 

 

Leadership Development and the Higher Learning Institutions in Sabah 

The HLIs in Sabah are already aware of the decreasing number of graduates with effective 

leadership skills. This phenomenon of decreasing individual with effective leadership skills is 

generally contributed by the significant use of medias such as facebook and whatsapp 

application by the youngsters, a social media platform which prevent the graduates from 

engaging significantly with leadership activities. For this reason, the HLI in Sabah have 

decided to offer numbers of programs/courses/activities that aim at equipping the students 

with necessary knowledge and skills pertaining to leadership. In general, the content of the 

programs/courses/activities emphasising the importance of leadership skills in the attainment 

of any common goals. In many cases, the programs/courses/activities also required the 

students to understand the theoretical aspect of leadership. Some other included the practical 

application of the leadership knowledge via community engagement. Despite that, however, 

it is important to acknowledge that there still a room for improvement in the presence 
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leadership development programs/courses/activities in the HLIs in Sabah as the world need to 

have enough amount of leaders with effective leadership quality. 

 

The Concept of Effective Leadership 

The concept of effective leadership often linked with skills in which Ganta and Manukonda 

(2014), Grint (2007) and Ationg (2001) described as ability to be a good example or role 

model to their followers mainly because one with such quality usually able to effectively 

achieve the predetermined goals. The concept of effective leadership also linked with leader’s 

ability to gain the trust and admiration of their followers, thus often made the followers’ 

values, beliefs, behaviour and attitudes altered. This suggest that, leader who possess 

effective leadership quality is one that have the strong influence over his followers in 

achieving goals and objectives of the organization (Northhouse, 2009; Ationg, 2018; Ationg, 

Zulhaimi, Ibrahim & Hashim, 2018).  

 

Having said that, however, Stogdill (1974), Bass (1981), and Bass and Stogdill (1990) 

suggest the concept of effective leadership to be defined by many in various ways. Among 

the definition of effective leadership often appeared in the leadership literature is the fruitful 

exercise of individual influence by one that led to the accomplishment of common goals. This 

definition generally applies in some area such as a small-group and in a political arena Burns, 

1978). Wasim and Imran (2010), however, defined effective leadership as a leader who has 

strong leadership character. This includes the character such as their ability to provide a clear 

path to their followers as well as their ability to ensure their followers to strongly pledge to 

their jobs in a group to accomplish common goals.  

 

On the other hand, Jackson and Parry (2008) portrays that the concept of effective leadership 

refers to is a process where leaders use their knowledge and skills to not only lead but also to 

ensure all followers play their role according to the desired direction of the group. In addition 

to such explanation, Ganta and Manukonda (2014), Grint (2007) and Ationg (2001) suggest 

that the concept of effective leadership must be seen as the leaders who has strong leadership 

skills as well as be in certain position. This includes consistency, vision, trust, passion and 

good communication skills.  

 

This suggest that the concept of effective leadership is also the good leaders who have the 

ability to drive their follower in accomplishing common goals. The reason is that the 

effective leaders is one that have a clear vision, characteristics and skills for the group, and 

therefore be able to ensure all parties within the group play their role actively in fulfilling the 

need of the group. What this now hinted is that effective leadership is always required for the 

success of any organization. Therefore, leadership development program, courses or activities 

in the HLIs can be described as the program, course or activity that must be improved 

according to the needs of the present society. This is certainly made the leadership program, 

course or activities in the HLIs changes according to the relevant trends, thus made it always 

needed due to opportunities associated with it.  

 

The Opportunities Associated with Leadership Development in HLIs 

There are numbers of opportunities associated with the leadership development in any 

organizations and specifically in HLIs. In explaining such argument, Lipman (2012), Mueller 

(2015), Tredgold (2017), and Walters and Rodriguez (2017) there are numbers of reasons 
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why leadership development or leadership training is always needed. Here are the reasons or 

the opportunities associated with the leadership development/training in the organizations 

such as HLIs:  

 

Increase Productivity 

By attending the leadership training, it is expected that the students be able to helps other and 

specifically the followers increase their productivity in any specific area. Most importantly, 

the training also provides them knowledge of managing the society productively. The reason 

is that they are highly needed to provide direction to followers as well as ensure they are 

performing at or above expectations. Thus, by attending the training, the students will have 

the ability to assess hitches, manage situations, and provide sensible solutions. That is, with 

such ability, the leaders can increase the productivity of their followers 

 

Increase Student’s Engagement  

When the HLI provide students an opportunity to experience being given a role as a leader of 

organizations/society’s future during the class, it is expected that they will respond with 

loyalty. Following the completion of the training the students become more interested in 

engaging with the leadership role and it made them actively participating in any academic 

activities within the HLI.   

 

Nurture Future Leaders 

It is important to note that the HLIs is expected to be strategic about developing and nurturing 

future leaders of the country. Therefore, the absence of a strategy, leadership roles are often 

assigned to the most forward personals with dominant personalities. This made it uneasy 

when comes to identifying the successor of the organization leadership due to lacking in 

terms of quality leadership, a concept generally refers to a combination of the right qualities 

and the right training. But the presence of leadership training could ease such difficulty. This 

suggest that leadership training in HLIs helps nurturing future leaders supports succession 

planning and offers career pathways to students.  

 

Teach the Students Valuable Skills 

Leadership training also teaches students the skills they really need to lead effectively, 

including the often-tricky skills required to persuade and influence people. Most importantly, 

the training also widens thinking abilities to help them think in innovative and creative ways. 

This certainly suggest that the leadership training in the HLIs provides opportunity to gain 

valuable skills among the students. 

 

Helps the Students Communicate Better 

The leadership training also teaches the students how to communicate better with their peers 

as well as the other social groups. This helps the students realise that different people hear, 

respond, accept and act very differently. Accordingly, the students become more skilled in 

the manner in which they communicate. What this now tells us is that the leadership training 

aids the students to communicate well regardless of any factors so as to raise shared goals and 

motivate their followers to work together in attaining such goals effectively.  
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Helps Develops Better Emotional Intelligence 

Leadership training also helps students to develops their emotional intelligence. It is an 

intelligence which often describes by many as the main personality traits that makes one a 

great leader. Therefore, understanding how emotions affect others via leadership training 

ensures the students be able to lead efficiently and considerately. 

 

Provide Knowledge on How To Avoid Mistakes 

The leadership training in the HLIs also expected to give us a glimpse of the worst mistakes 

one can make as a leader. The training also teaches the students how to help map out a plan 

for evading the traps and drawbacks that can end their leadership profession. 

 

Enable Better Decision-Making 

The leadership development courses in HLIs also is expected to result in the improvement of 

decision-making skills among the students. The emotional intelligence improvement in which 

the students generally gained during the training will make them well-informed on how to 

deal efficiently with decision-making process. For that reason alone, the leadership training 

can be considered as a training that helps improve the future leader’s decision-making skills.  

 

Based on the list, it is now clear that investing in the leadership training will return a very 

impressive. Though, the leadership development is a process that never ends, the availability 

of leadership training in HLIs is significance as it associates with many opportunities. 

 

The Challenges Associated with Leadership Development in HLIs 

While there are numbers of opportunities associated with the leadership development in 

HLIs, it is also important to acknowledge the challenges usually associated to it. The scholars 

and researchers such as Sivenko (2008), Gleeson (2016), Oesch (2018) and Megheirkouni 

and Mejheirkouni (2020), numbers of challenges often associated with leadership training for 

students at HLIs. The challenges that normally hit the HLIs when implementing leadership 

training for students are as follows:   

 

Generic Program Content 

Many universities across the globe often offering a generic leadership development program 

content. They seem so excited to develop program that be able to ensure the students will be 

the leaders in the future. However, the transformation of human lives into a new norm no 

longer relevance to such program. Instead, the new world become more interested in the real-

life impacts of such program. It is true that the students gain knowledge from the program 

and obtained certificates. This made the qualification looks wonderful, but the outdated 

content of the program will fail to deliver the innovative spirit the world is actually needed.  

 

In dealing with this issue, the HLIs seems required to build its up-to-date leadership 

development program/courses. The HLIs should work with the business community to build 

a custom program. While it is required to do so, the existing program/courses might actually 

have an excellent framework that the new world are happy with. They might be integrated 

into the new learning framework which is great as it’s an industry-recognized qualification 

once completed. The advantage of doing it this way is that leadership development 

program/courses in the HLIs will be very well connected with wide range of expertise and 

organizations.  
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Programs That Are Not Scalable  

Among the issue with the leadership development agenda in HLIs is its quality. It is clear that 

the new world sees such problem as more acutely due to geographical barriers presented by 

doing business across borders. This suggest that the HLIs are required to have brilliant 

leadership development program/courses, but the difficulty in accessing such training, 

especially when it involves practical activities but the training being conducted online, will 

prevent some students to gaining benefits from it. This suggest that the overall development 

program in HLIs will become lopsided. In many cases, it is clear that some will have the tools 

and others are not due to many factors. Traditional classroom-based learning is likely led to a 

disaster if the programs are not scalable, but if the HLIs be able to utilize the virtual learning 

efficiently, then the training is likely to be a bit a successful. Therefore, combining traditional 

and virtual learning should make the development goals of leadership development 

program/courses in HLIs scalable. While making it compulsory for traditional based learning 

activities, the teaching and learning activities can use training videos, online exercises, 

interactive virtual classrooms and video calls which will deliver that immersive exercise 

experience without physical attendance all the time. 

 

Too Much Reflection but Less Application/Practical 

The lure of leadership development programs/courses currently is to reflect profoundly on 

‘leadership laws’ and the achievements of successful leaders without reassuring the real-

world application of that knowledge. This made the leadership development 

programs/courses become ineffective in producing human resources actually needed by many 

organizations. Thus, what now the HLIs need to do is to ensure that the program/courses 

content are able to equip students the knowledge and skills relevance to the environments 

they find themselves in in the future.  

 

Discounting HLIs’ Culture 

One of the problems generally affected the leadership development program/courses in HLIs 

is the discounting of its own culture, that is to produce highly needed individual for the 

betterment of the country. Most of the programs/courses seems disconnects from the local or 

the HLI culture. This made the training become ineffective. Therefore, there is the need that 

the HLIs to have a clear understanding of its culture so it can seamlessly integrate innovative 

approaches without estranging and disheartening their teams. To do so, the HLI might 

considering of having the so-called transformational leadership modules. The modules are 

expected to help not only the lectures but also the students understand the dynamics that 

affect whether the changes they want to implement will be successful or not. An excellent 

transformational leadership module will ensure the students to always keep one eye on what 

is taking place in the present-day within their teams and another eye on the kind of 

innovations that alter the game completely.  

 

Ignoring the Real-Life Results 

It is also important to note that the real challenge associated with leadership training in HLIs 

is the return of the investment. Despite the fact that the training generally expensive, the 

training must be seen as vital for changes. The training actually not only be able to improve 

the performance of any organizations but also made the participants well equipped with skills 

and knowledge needed for such aspiration. Accordingly, the HLI must focuses not only on 
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soft skills such as leadership techniques and theories, but also the real-life results of the 

training. The training must be one that can be measured such as be able to helps the future 

leaders or the students improve their skills and knowledge on how to increase organization 

revenue, general followers/staff satisfaction and team cohesion within the organization. Thus, 

it is the role of the HLIs to ensure that all leadership training program being offered as a 

means of improving students leadership ability be clear about what are the real-life results of 

the leadership development program should have. 

 

The real-life result can be vary depending on the priorities of the organization in which the 

country focuses on. Therefore, the HLIs must work with the organizations around the globe 

and specifically across the country to ensure that the content of the training will deliver the 

knowledge and skills actually needed.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper shows that leadership development programs/courses in HLIs in Sabah generally 

aim at ensuring the HLI graduates well equipped with effective leadership knowledge and 

skill. Therefore, it is argued that such program/courses are always vital in the HLIs in Sabah, 

thus made the continuous offering of the programs/courses. Accordingly, the challenges and 

opportunities associated with these leadership development program/courses has been the 

focus of discussion of this paper. It is hoped that such move helps policy makers to identify 

the best approach in making the programs/courses be able to add huge amounts of value to 

many, in particular the HLIs.  
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