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ABSTRACT

Leadership education in higher education has been extensively studied; however, the long-term influence of the supervisor-stu-
dent interactions in shaping leadership development remains insufficiently understood, particularly within non-Western aca-
demic contexts. To address this gap, the current study investigates how leadership development is cultivated through shimén, a
traditional Chinese academic supervision network, and proposes a leadership education model grounded in this relational struc-
ture. Employing a mixed-methods approach, the research integrates longitudinal textual analysis of supervisor-student interac-
tions (1986-2025), interviews with leaders across industries, observation data, and survey responses to capture both process and
outcomes of leadership development. The findings identify vision, culture, and emotion as the core dimensions through which
shimén influences leadership formation. Building on HeXie management theory and institutional theory, the study develops a
shimén-based leadership model comprising four developmental stages: sense-making, habituation, objectification, and internal-
isation. Results highlight the critical roles of informal organisational structures, mentorship, and adaptive practices, as well as
culture attributes such as independent thinking, responsibility, inclusivity, and practicality. This study advances understanding
of leadership education by demonstrating how traditional academic supervision networks can foster culturally grounded, adap-
tive, and responsible leaders, offering practical implications and theoretical insights for leadership education in the digital era.

1 | Introduction circles function as institutional environments that structure cog-

nition, behaviour, and identity formation over time (Ringling

Leadership research has long examined how individuals develop
the capacity to mobilise collective action; however, prevailing
leadership development theories predominantly emphasise for-
mal training, competency acquisition, or individual psycholog-
ical traits, leaving informal relational systems under-theorised
(Lonati and Van Vugt 2024). Informal relational systems provide
an alternative developmental context in which leadership capac-
ities emerge through embedded socialisation processes, norm
internalisation, and relational negotiation—processes that are
central to institutional reproduction yet rarely theorised within
leadership development models (Maupin et al. 2024). Although
prior studies acknowledge that leadership can be nurtured
within close-knit informal circles, they seldom explain how such

et al. 2021; White et al. 2016). Existing leadership development
frameworks, particularly competency-based and human capi-
tal models, treat development as linear skill accumulation and
thus inadequately account for the dynamic interplay between
normative order, relational hierarchy, and individual agency in
informal systems (Vogel et al. 2021; Wallace et al. 2021). In par-
ticular, little research theorises how culturally embedded men-
torship networks—such as the Chinese shimén system—operate
simultaneously as (1) relational governance structures and (2)
institutional environments that shape leadership development
across cognitive, behavioural, and normative dimensions (Gu
and Pu 2024). This omission limits our understanding of how
leadership emerges within hybrid traditional-digital contexts.
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Within the shimén system, supervisors function as institutional
carriers, transmitting not only technical expertise but also nor-
mative templates and role expectations that structure students’
sense-making and behavioural repertoires (Lin and Chao 2019;
Orsini and Coers 2022). Peer interactions serve as horizontal
arenas of negotiated meaning, where leadership practices are
collectively enacted and iteratively adjusted, reflecting processes
of habituation and reciprocal reinforcement central to institu-
tional stabilisation (Zamiri and Esmaeili 2024). These culturally
embedded practices constitute what institutional theory con-
ceptualises as normative pillars, embedding expectations that
gradually transition from external prescriptions to internalised
dispositions (Mulovhedzi and Joubert 2022). However, the hi-
erarchical authority embedded in traditional shimén structures
may generate institutional rigidity, constraining agency and
limiting reflexive reinterpretation—thereby exposing tensions
between stability and adaptability (Li and Shen 2024; Xu and
Liu 2023). Digitalisation disrupts these established institutional
logics by decentralising authority and expanding relational
networks (Qi et al. 2024). Such shifts reconfigure the balance
between harmony and differentiation—a central concern of
HeXie management theory—while simultaneously destabilis-
ing established patterns of institutional reproduction. Yet lead-
ership scholarship has not systematically examined how these
structural shifts reshape the developmental trajectory of leader-
ship within culturally embedded mentorship systems. Despite
increasing attention to digital supervision, no study has theo-
retically modelled how leadership development unfolds across
stages of institutional embedding and reinterpretation within
hybrid traditional-digital mentorship systems.

To address the gap, we integrate HeXie management theory
and Institutional Theory to theorise leadership development as
a four-stage institutionalisation process: (1) sense-making, (2)
habituation, (3) objectification, and (4) sedimentation/internal-
isation. Rather than emerging purely inductively, these stages
are conceptually derived from institutionalisation mechanisms
(externalisation—objectification-internalisation) and the HeXie
dialectic of harmonising order and differentiation. Accordingly,
we examine how relational authority, peer interaction, and cul-
tural norms function as institutional mechanisms across these
stages, and how digital transformation reconfigures their inter-
action. We also assess whether the observed developmental tra-
jectory refines existing assumptions in leadership development
theory regarding linearity, agency, and contextual embedded-
ness. Using a mixed-methods design, we conducted a longitu-
dinal case study of Professor X's shimén, integrating textual
analysis, in-depth interviews with 15 leaders across industries,
one year of observational diaries, and survey data from shimén
members to iteratively test and refine the proposed stage model
against alternative explanations.

This study advances leadership theory in three ways. First, it
reconceptualises leadership development as an institutionalisa-
tion process rather than a competency accumulation trajectory.
Second, it extends institutional theory by explicating micro-level
relational mechanisms through which institutional norms be-
come leadership capacities. Third, it refines HeXie management
theory by demonstrating how harmony-differentiation dynam-
ics structure leadership emergence in digitally transforming

mentorship systems. Together, these contributions provide a
conceptually distinct and theoretically grounded model suitable
for comparative testing beyond the shimén context.

2 | Literature Review

Despite extensive research on leadership development, few stud-
ies have examined how informal mentorship networks such as
the shimén influence leadership skills, particularly in terms of
cultural, emotional, and structural factors. This study seeks to
address this gap.

2.1 | Leadership Development as Institutional
Formation in Formal and Informal Contexts

Dominant leadership development research has concentrated
on formal educational settings, where development is typically
conceptualised as structured competency acquisition delivered
through institutionalised training programs (Reyes et al. 2019).
Such approaches rely on codified curricula, standardised as-
sessment metrics, and predefined learning outcomes, reflecting
an underlying assumption that leadership can be systemati-
cally transmitted as abstract knowledge and measurable skill
sets (Wallace et al. 2021). While these models provide analyt-
ical clarity and pedagogical structure, they insufficiently ac-
count for how leadership capacities are socially constructed,
legitimised, and stabilised within ongoing relational contexts
(Vogel et al. 2021). More fundamentally, formal models privi-
lege individual cognition and skill accumulation, thereby under-
theorising the normative environments, authority structures,
and cultural logics that shape leadership identity formation be-
yond classroom settings (McCauley and Palus 2021).

In contrast, informal mentorship networks constitute relation-
ally embedded environments in which leadership development
unfolds through sustained participation in patterned social
interaction rather than formal instruction. These networks
operate as socially constructed governance systems, where au-
thority, legitimacy, and role expectations are negotiated through
ongoing interaction rather than codified regulation (Inzer and
Crawford 2005; Weinberg and Locander 2014). Their develop-
mental influence derives not merely from flexibility but from the
dense transmission of norms, values, and behavioural scripts
embedded in mentor-mentee and peer relationships (Rogoff
et al. 2016). Through repeated interaction, these networks gener-
ate shared meanings and collectively validated practices, which
over time acquire normative legitimacy within the group (Eva
et al. 2021). Observation and participation function as mecha-
nisms of externalisation and habituation, whereby leadership-
relevant behaviours are enacted, reinforced, and gradually
routinized (Day et al. 2021).

Furthermore, informal learning environments often culti-
vate emotional intelligence and ethical judgement not as iso-
lated competencies but as normatively embedded dispositions
shaped by collective expectations and relational accountabil-
ity (Mhlanga 2022). Through sustained engagement and re-
flection, participants internalise leadership roles as part of
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their self-concept, suggesting a process closer to identity sedi-
mentation than skill acquisition (Arghode et al. 2022). Rather
than functioning as supplementary learning spaces, informal
mentorship systems may operate as micro-institutional fields
in which leadership norms are generated, legitimated, and re-
produced across relational networks (Day et al. 2021; Carvalho
et al. 2022).

Despite recognition of informal mentorship's developmental
value, existing scholarship has not systematically theorised the
institutional mechanisms through which such networks trans-
form relational interaction into durable leadership capacities.
Consequently, leadership development research lacks a proces-
sual account explaining how experiential engagement evolves
into stabilised norms and ultimately internalised leadership
identities. For example, the lack of formal structures and stan-
dardised assessments can make it difficult to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of informal leadership development processes (Wallace
et al. 2021). Moreover, informal systems expose tensions be-
tween relational harmony and power asymmetry, raising ques-
tions about how authority structures simultaneously enable and
constrain leadership emergence (Day et al. 2021). Addressing
these gaps requires integrating institutional theory's account of
norm stabilisation with harmony-based relational governance
perspectives to explain how leadership development unfolds
across stages of meaning construction, routinisation, objectifi-
cation, and internalisation. Reframing leadership development
as an institutionalisation process embedded within culturally
specific relational systems challenges dominant competency-
based assumptions and opens space for a more contextually
grounded, process-oriented model of leadership emergence
(Reyes et al. 2019).

2.2 | Shimen and Leadership Development

As a culturally embedded mentorship system (Guo et al. 2020),
functions as a micro-institutional field in which authority,
norms, and role expectations are reproduced across generations
of members (Yin et al. 2016), supporting emotional and personal-
ity development (Lin and Chao 2019), and influencing academic
development (He et al. 2023). Despite growing recognition of
mentorship as a developmental mechanism, existing research
has not theorised how such systems generate durable leadership
capacities through institutional processes (Grocutt et al. 2022).
Traditional explanations of mentorship-based development
often rely on Social Learning and Experiential Learning frame-
works, emphasising observation and practice as mechanisms
of skill acquisition (Bandura 1977; Kolb 1984). However, these
frameworks primarily illuminate micro-level learning processes
and do not sufficiently explain how mentorship systems stabi-
lise leadership norms, legitimise authority, or embed leadership
identities over time. Although empirical evidence links men-
torship to enhanced leadership identity and capability, the field
lacks a processual account of how relational interaction evolves
into internalised leadership dispositions (Artis and Bartel 2021;
Crisp and Alvarado-Young 2018). In particular, scholarship has
not examined how hierarchical authority, peer reciprocity, and
cultural norms interact as institutional mechanisms shaping
staged leadership development.

Rooted in Confucian philosophy, Shimén embeds principles
such as ren (benevolence) and li (propriety) as normative pil-
lars that structure moral expectations and legitimate hierar-
chical authority (Newstead et al. 2021; Zhou et al. 2019). These
relational dynamics can be further interpreted through HeXie
management theory, which conceptualises organisational order
as a dynamic balance between harmony (He) and differentia-
tion (Xie). Within shimén, harmony manifests in moral cohe-
sion and collective identity, whereas differentiation appears in
hierarchical ranking and generational authority. Moreover, in
shimén, mentors and senior members act as institutional car-
riers who externalise normative expectations and model legit-
imate leadership behaviours within the relational hierarchy
(Lin and Chao 2019). Through repeated participation in these
structured interactions, leadership practices become habituated
and gradually objectified as collectively validated standards of
conduct. Nevertheless, prior research has not articulated how
these relational and cultural mechanisms cumulatively gener-
ate a staged process of leadership internalisation. This study
therefore theorises leadership development within shimén as an
institutionalisation process shaped by harmony-differentiation
dynamics and examines how these mechanisms unfold across
distinct developmental stages.

Within mentorship systems, mentors occupy structurally legit-
imate authority positions that shape members’ sense-making
and normative alignment (Mokhtar et al. 2023). Variations in
mentorship style, democratic versus authoritarian, reflect differ-
ing configurations of harmony and differentiation. Democratic
mentorship may enhance adaptive differentiation while pre-
serving relational harmony, whereas rigid authority may sup-
press agency, limiting developmental progression. They share
valuable knowledge and guidance on educational, personal, and
career-related matters, helping mentees build essential leader-
ship skills (Joo and Cruz 2023; Yirci et al. 2023). Beyond skill
transmission, mentors also shape students through the values
they embody, their leadership styles, and the behavioural norms
they model. For instance, Lin and Chao (2019) found that within
shimén, democratic and caring mentors enhance students’ lead-
ership identity, communication and coordination abilities, and
willingness to collaborate. In contrast, authoritarian or utilitar-
ian mentorship often creates tense environments, undermining
students’ confidence, initiative, and long-term leadership poten-
tial. Orsini and Coers (2022) also found that mentors who are
approachable, trustworthy, and capable of providing construc-
tive feedback significantly enhance their doctoral students’
leadership self-efficacy, which serves as the foundation for their
leadership behaviour and pursuits (Lee and Chan 2023). By
reinforcing competence and legitimacy perceptions, mentors
facilitate the transition from externally guided participation to
internally sustained leadership identity.

Beyond hierarchical transmission, peer networks function as
horizontal arenas of negotiated objectification, where shared
practices gain collective legitimacy (Liu and Shen 2025).
Moreover, compared to the European master-apprentice model,
the Chinese shimén system places greater emphasis on mutual
support among its members, cultivating a cohesive and collab-
orative academic community (Liu and Dong 2025). The dense
relational structure of shimén enables multi-level interaction
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in which junior members internalise norms through layered
exposure to senior peers, reinforcing institutional continuity.
Through reciprocal interaction, leadership behaviours are rein-
forced, stabilised, and normalised within the group (Zamiri and
Esmaeili 2024).

Ritualised practices, such as collective discussions, serve as sites of
normative reinforcement where leadership expectations are pub-
licly enacted and legitimated. For example, participating in group
discussions hones students’ leadership and communication abil-
ities (Mulovhedzi and Joubert 2022). Therefore, mentors, peers,
and cultural practices serve as key influences in leadership devel-
opment. However, existing research has not theorised how these
hierarchical, peer-based, and cultural mechanisms integrate into
a coherent developmental trajectory, nor how they transition from
external influence to internalised leadership disposition.

Digital transformation introduces institutional disruption by de-
stabilising traditional authority structures and expanding rela-
tional boundaries beyond the immediate shimén network. While
digital systems enhance informational efficiency and distributed
collaboration, they simultaneously weaken embodied relational
authority, thereby altering the balance between harmony and
differentiation (Bagai and Mane 2023; Wang 2021; Kobis and
Mehner 2021; Madanchian et al. 2024; Junn et al. 2023). Such
shifts challenge established normative pillars and may recon-
figure the institutional conditions under which leadership iden-
tities are formed (Gilli et al. 2024; Shahzad 2024). Accordingly,
this study examines how digital mediation reshapes institution-
alisation processes within shimén and evaluates whether har-
mony-differentiation dynamics require theoretical refinement
under digitally distributed conditions.

2.3 | Research Gaps

Although mentorship research acknowledges relational influ-
ence, it has not systematically theorised leadership development
as an institutionalisation process embedded within culturally
specific governance systems. Moreover, existing studies have
not examined how harmony-differentiation dynamics interact
with institutional reproduction mechanisms to shape leadership
emergence in digitally transforming contexts. Consequently,
the theoretical relationship between relational authority, insti-
tutional stabilisation, and adaptive change remains underdevel-
oped. Therefore, this study addresses these identified research
gaps by analysing leadership development within a specific
shimén for three research questions:

RQ1: What key factors influence student leadership
development within a shimén?

RQ2: How do these key factors affect the
improvement of student leadership in a shimén?

RQ3: Which aspects of the shimén tradition should
be preserved to strengthen student leadership, and
which should be adapted for the digital era?

3 | Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to investi-
gate leadership development within a shimén, a traditional
Chinese academic mentorship network. The research re-
ceived ethical approval from the relevant university (No.: ER-
LRR-12781164620240218002353), and all participants provided
informed consent. The study focuses on a case study of Professor
X's shimén, with participants including 15 shimén members
who were interviewed, including Professor X, alumni, and cur-
rent students, and 47 valid responses to an online anonymous
questionnaire. The quantitative component was designed to pro-
vide descriptive statistical support for the qualitative findings
within this single-case study rather than to conduct inferential
modelling or hypothesis testing.

Moreover, as an insider researcher, Professor X occupied a dual
role that may have shaped access, interpretation, and partici-
pant responses. In case study research, while insider positioning
provided contextual sensitivity and access, it required deliberate
reflexive practices to ensure analytical distance and credibility
(Bonner and Tolhurst 2002). This positionality created both an-
alytical depth and potential risks, including confirmation bias,
relational loyalty effects, and social desirability in participant
narratives. To mitigate these risks, interviews were conducted
by research team members who were not in direct supervisory
relationships with participants. Survey responses were collected
anonymously. Reflexive memos were maintained throughout
the research process to document assumptions and interpre-
tive decisions. Coding was independently conducted by two re-
searchers and discrepancies were resolved through discussion
to reduce single-researcher bias. During analysis, particular at-
tention was paid to identifying divergent accounts and tensions
within the data. Instances of dissatisfaction, hierarchical strain,
or perceived limitations were coded and discussed to avoid an
exclusively affirmative narrative. Findings were triangulated
across data sources to enhance credibility while recognising
that triangulation within a single network does not eliminate
shared narrative bias.

Furthermore, certain aspects of organisational dynamics may
not be fully captured through external observation or interviews
alone. When participants themselves take on the role of re-
searchers, they are often attuned to the subtle and diffuse links
between context and events, and are better able to understand
the underlying mechanisms behind the phenomenon within the
organisation (Mercer 2007). Additionally, textual data was col-
lected from a book, ‘What Education Could Be and Do’, which
included 52 chapters written by 50 authors, of which 46 are
members of the shimén. Notably, the interview participants also
authored chapters in the book. The shimén served as a unique,
nonformal educational setting, characterised by close mentor-
ship and a focus on academic and personal growth, providing an
ideal context to study leadership development outside of formal
structures.

Data was collected through both qualitative and quantitative
methods. Qualitative data collection included textual analysis of
the book and approximately 30h of in-depth interviews with the
15 selected shimén members, which explored educational ideas,
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practical experiences, and leadership development. The research
team also kept observation diaries, recording over 100,000 words
of notes from participation in shimén activities and reviews of re-
lated documents from 2023 to 2024. Quantitative data was gath-
ered using a questionnaire survey distributed online to members
of the shimén, resulting in 47 valid responses. The survey ques-
tions were created based on a literature review, content analysis
of the book, and initial interview analysis. The survey primar-
ily used a Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Strongly Disagree’) to 5
(‘Strongly Agree’). This scale was used to measure the respon-
dents’ agreement with statements regarding the impact of vari-
ous aspects of the shimén on their leadership skills. For example,
one question asked respondents to rate the extent to which they
agree that informal interactions, such as team building, strength-
ened the emotional connection among shimén members. Another
question asked respondents to rate the extent to which they agree
that they had learnt new skills and knowledge through the
shimén's reading groups and seminars. The design of the survey
was underpinned by distributed leadership theory.

The data analysis process combined qualitative and quantitative
techniques. Qualitative data, including book texts (remarked
with ‘A’), interview transcripts (remarked with ‘P’) and obser-
vation notes (remarked with ‘O’), were analysed using NVivo
software, employing thematic analysis that involved coding,
categorising, and refining the data to identify key themes and
patterns. Quantitative data from the questionnaires were anal-
ysed using SPSS statistical software, using descriptive statistics,
correlation analysis, and regression analysis to reveal statistical
relationships. Findings from both qualitative and quantitative
analyses were then cross-validated to ensure the robustness and
credibility of the study. The quantitative data were also used to
support the qualitative analysis, aiming for a comprehensive un-
derstanding of leadership development within the shimén.

4 | Findings

The research findings reveal the multifaceted nature of lead-
ership development within the shimén, highlighting the sig-
nificant influence of its unique vision, culture, and emotional
environment.

4.1 | Descriptive Statistics Results

The quantitative data provides a broad, measurable overview of
the shimén experience and its perceived effects, offering statis-
tical evidence for general patterns and guiding the subsequent,
more in-depth qualitative investigation. Among the 47 valid sur-
vey responses, 68.1% of the participants are PhD graduates and
23.4% are PhD in progress, the remaining are Master's/MBA/
EMBA graduates. Table 1 presents mean scores, standard devi-
ations, and response ranges for each survey item, offering initial
insights. For example, items related to mentorship, innovation,
critical thinking, timely feedback, and one-on-one guidance
are perceived as highly effective and important, with highest
mean scores ranging from 4.66 to 4.87 and low standard devia-
tions from 0.39 to 0.59 (underscores the reliability of these high
ratings), suggesting that personalised support, intellectual stim-
ulation, and professional development are key areas of strength

or high satisfaction. Conversely, items like ‘Project cooperation’,
‘Social gatherings’, and ‘Daily seminars’ are perceived as less in-
fluential or effective, with mean scores between 3.85 and 4.23,
but higher standard deviations from 0.69 to 0.88 compared to the
top items. These areas require further investigation to understand
why there is less consensus and more diverse opinions regarding
the impact or effectiveness of these lower-rated activities.

4.2 | Factors That Influence Leadership
Development

The findings highlight the following key aspects of the
shimén that influence members' leadership development (RQ1
about what):

4.2.1 | Mentorship

The supervisor-student relationship within the shimén is more
than just academic guidance. It includes personalised support,
intellectual stimulation, and emotional support, which help de-
velop well-rounded leaders. Personalised support is evident in
the supervisor's commitment to providing tailored assistance. For
example, P10 recalls how the supervisor would ‘give some infor-
mation that he thinks is useful to you, he will share some books,
knowledge or new ideas he has seen at any time’. This highlights
the personalised approach to guidance. Furthermore, the super-
visor's willingness to provide ‘help in all aspects’ demonstrates
their holistic commitment to supporting students. Intellectual
stimulation is a key aspect, with mentors encouraging critical and
independent thought. As A220 explains, the supervisor's style
of teaching promoted the use of ‘logic and imagination to think
about problems’, cultivating the student's critical thinking skills.
Moreover, P9 noted that the supervisor's approach led them to in-
ternalise certain habits, suggesting a profound influence on the
student’s way of thinking. Emotional support is also a key part of
the relationship, which inspires and builds self-belief and courage.
P1 recalls how the supervisor instilled the courage to approach the
dean, and a ‘feeling of resonance’ was felt when speaking to the
supervisor. Another student mentions that they were ‘encouraged
even more’ by their supervisor's dedication.

4.2.2 | Informal Interactions

The nonformal interactions within the shimén, such as meals,
outings, and social gatherings, play a vital role in enhancing
emotional connections among members. These informal set-
tings provide opportunities for deeper relationships and shared
experiences. As P2 noted, the discussions could become very
heated and passionate, demonstrating the strong feelings that
the members felt. The student noted that ‘they would some-
times argue red-faced, that kind of atmosphere’, which created
a culture of passionate discussion. This illustrates the intensity
and depth of the relationships formed through informal inter-
actions. A211 also recalled a specific instance where the team
went out for dinner after a team meeting. In this more relaxed
environment, they were able to further develop their ideas. A211
noted that ‘T encouraged everyone to use critical thinking’, and
this was followed by a discussion of what that meant for the

European Journal of Education, 2026

50f 15

85U80|7 SUOWILIOD 8AIIE81D) 3|dedldde aus Aq peueAob afe ssoile YO ‘8sn JO Sa|ni Joj Ariqi78uIIUO 8|1 UO (SUOTIPUOD-pUe-SLLRY/LI0D" A3 1M AR 1B |UO//SANY) SUORIPUOD pue Swie | 8u 885 *[9202/20/ET] Uo AReiqiTauliuo A8|1Mm ‘[oodeni-buoioeir uv.ix Aq 2502 Pee/TTTT OT/I0P/L0o A8 | ARelq1[eul|uo//SANY WOl papeo|umod ‘Z ‘9202 ‘SErESIT



TABLE1 | Overview of the descriptive statistics.

Item no Item description Mean SD Min Max N
1 Informal interactions (gatherings, outings) strengthen emotional bonds 4.55 0.65 2 5 47
2 Regular reading clubs and seminars facilitate new skills 4.45 0.71 3 5 47
3 Informal interactions provide learning platforms for leadership 4.32 0.85 2 5 47
4 Shimen-derived leadership improves team coordination and collaboration 4.32 0.80 2 5 47
5 Leadership development enhances problem-solving and decision-making 4.32 0.77 2 5 47
6 Leadership training promotes self-management and time management 4.19 0.87 2 5 47
7 Culture of freedom and openness 4.53 0.68 2 5 47
8 Culture of rigorous scholarship 4.62 0.60 3 5 47
9 Culture of unity and collaboration 4.23 0.69 2 5 47
10 Daily seminars are the most influential activity 4.17 0.81 2 5 47
11 Project cooperation is the most influential activity 3.85 0.87 2 5 47
12 Social gatherings and dining have the greatest impact on development 4.06 0.86 2 5 47
13 Mentor one-on-one guidance is the most influential activity 4.66 0.56 3 5 47
14 Observation of mentor leadership modelling is most impactful 4.43 0.64 3 5 47
15 Mentor communication of research significance and goals 4.45 0.68 3 5 47
16 Mentor encouragement of innovation and practice 4.81 0.49 3 5 47
17 Mentor emphasis on academic and professional responsibility 4.87 0.39 3 5 47
18 Mentor provision of effective guidance and feedback 4.64 0.56 3 5 47
19 Positive impact of clear research direction on leadership growth 4.43 0.82 2 5 47
20 Positive impact of independent and critical thinking on leadership 4.70 0.54 3 5 47
21 Positive impact of timely feedback and support on leadership 4.68 0.59 3 5 47
22 Positive impact of mentor's interpersonal network on leadership 4.53 0.65 3 5 47

group. This informal setting provided a comfortable space for
the members to connect on a personal level, which facilitates
deeper understanding and trust. These informal interactions
and gatherings contribute to the development of a shared cul-
ture. P2 mentioned that this culture was ‘already formed” when
they joined and that it ‘was a culture’ of lively debate.

4.2.3 | Knowledge Sharing and Skill Development

Regular reading groups and seminars are crucial for enhancing
the members' knowledge and skills within the shimén. These
activities provide a platform for sharing research insights, learn-
ing new methodologies, and developing intellectual capabilities.
The sources highlight how these regular sessions contribute to
the academic and intellectual growth of the members. As P2
noted, the shimén's seminars were a regular occurrence, ‘able
to persist, and to form a regular, fixed period’, emphasising the
structured nature of these gatherings. These seminars also in-
volve a large number of people, as P2 stated, ‘T remember that
each time there should be at least 20 or more people’. These reg-
ular and well-attended meetings show the commitment of the
shimén to learning and development. Furthermore, these ses-
sions are not just passive learning environments. P2 recalls how

discussions could become quite intense: ‘they would sometimes
argue red-faced’, highlighting the active engagement and criti-
cal thinking that was encouraged. Additionally, A121 described
their experience in a reading group as a process of translating
a book chapter by chapter and then sharing this knowledge
with the group, showing how members are actively involved in
knowledge dissemination. These reading groups often extended
beyond the shimén with ‘other teachers' team students’ also
participating, demonstrating the collaborative learning environ-
ment. This was a way to bring diverse perspectives to the learn-
ing experience. Therefore, the reading groups and seminars are
vital for the shimén members, where they can actively engage
with research, learn from each other, and develop their intellec-
tual skills in a structured and collaborative setting.

4.2.4 | Cultural and Intellectual Environment

The shimén actively cultivates critical thinking by fostering an
environment that encourages independent thought, open dia-
logue, and intellectual challenges. Members are empowered to
express their viewpoints, even if they diverge from mainstream
ideas or established authority figures, thus nurturing intel-
lectual courage and innovation. As A211 recalls, the shimén
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encouraged them to ‘use critical thinking’, and they note that
in the shimén they saw a ‘set of self-restraints’ rather than any
‘privilege’ for their differing viewpoints, which demonstrates
how critical thinking is encouraged in a thoughtful way. This
environment is one where students feel able to ‘challenge’ exist-
ing structures and ways of thinking. Furthermore, the shimén
promotes a systems-thinking approach, which enables members
to view problems holistically and to appreciate the intricate in-
terplay of various factors. This is evidenced by the supervisor's
ability to ‘look at problems from different perspectives’, allowing
members to consider issues more deeply. This perspective is con-
sidered key for leadership and administrative roles.

In addition to this holistic approach, the shimén also nurtures
members' analytical skills by actively engaging with complex
issues and allowing the freedom to pursue individual research
interests. The supervisor supports this by providing guidance
and support but also by allowing members ‘the greatest freedom
in research’. This promotes independence and self-reliance. The
shimén also promotes the concept of ‘leading thinking’ which
requires leaders to combine their intelligence with hard work
and to take a leading role in their teams' intellectual processes.
P1 describes the supervisor's approach as one where his ‘re-
search has been in his brain’, and he is ‘constantly evolving and
upgrading’, which means he is always at the forefront of new
ideas, and a ‘leader in terms of views and thinking’. This pro-
vides a key model for the members of the shimén. Several partic-
ipants perceived the supervisor as forward-looking, which they
associated with enhanced confidence in their own academic
direction. P1 notes that the supervisor was always able to be
‘ahead of the curve’, and the supervisor is able to encourage the
members to ‘develop a forward-looking view of the world’.

While participants described high levels of trust and inspiration,
the centrality of the supervisor also structured authority within
the shimén. Leadership norms, research directions, and intel-
lectual styles were often initiated by the supervisor, suggesting a
hierarchical influence that may shape the boundaries of accept-
able discourse.

4.2.5 | Values and Attributes

The shimén places a significant emphasis on hard work, ef-
fective time management, and sustained effort, principles
deeply embedded in its culture and exemplified by the supervi-
sor's dedication and approach to leadership. This dedication is
demonstrated through the supervisor's ‘effective management
of time and the effective operation of things’ which sets a high
standard for the members. This principle of diligence is not just
about working hard, but also about leading the team's intellec-
tual processes effectively, which is why the supervisor is seen
as a ‘leader in terms of views and thinking’. The shimén also
values efficiency, encouraging members to manage time and
resources effectively to achieve maximum value with minimal
input, and this involves both individual task management and
enhancing collaboration within the team. As P1 noted, the
supervisor's time management is such that ‘he would sched-
ule his time very accurately’ and would be ready for the next
commitment as soon as the previous meeting had ended.
This dedication to hard work and efficiency helps to create a

high-achieving environment within the shimén. In addition
to these principles, the shimén cultivates a strong sense of re-
sponsibility, with members encouraged to take ownership of
their actions and work toward achieving common goals. This
is exemplified by the supervisor entrusting responsibilities to
students, thereby building their leadership capability, and as
A117 recalls, when the supervisor entrusted them with the
task of editing the first edition of ‘The Way of Management: A
Collection of Essays’, this made them feel valued and increased
their sense of responsibility.

Furthermore, the shimén encourages its members to be brave
when facing challenges, to express their views openly, to over-
come their fears, and to explore and innovate continuously.
This involves taking risks, trying new approaches, and leading
with confidence, and as A1l noted, the supervisor was always
supportive, and even when their work was rejected, they were
encouraged to ‘keep going’, thereby developing resilience. In
parallel with this, the shimén fosters inclusivity by respecting
individual differences, supporting diverse perspectives, and
encouraging collaborative and innovative thinking, creating a
secure and open environment for all members to express them-
selves. This is highlighted by a student (A29) who notes how
the university allows students to ‘challenge’ existing systems,
demonstrating a culture of openness and respect for different
perspectives. Finally, the shimén provides its members with
considerable freedom, encouraging them to explore their inter-
ests and develop their self-directed learning skills, which facil-
itates creativity, personal development, and the ability to take
control of one's learning journey. P1 mentions the supervisor's
ability to give the students ‘very free space to play’ which al-
lowed his students to flourish. This freedom was also seen as a
key aspect of the shimén culture, with one student noting that
the ‘most prominent feature is freedom and openness’.

4.2.6 | Emotional Environment

Trust functioned as both an enabling condition for growth and
a mechanism reinforcing relational dependency, potentially
increasing alignment with supervisory expectations. This is
exemplified by instances where the supervisor entrusted stu-
dents with important tasks. A117 recounts being given the re-
sponsibility of revising the first edition of the book The Way of
Management: A Collection of Essays, which made them feel
trusted and valued, thus increasing their work ethic and sense
of responsibility. Similarly, A215 recalls being made a project
assistant, which instilled in them a sense of ownership and
boosted their confidence. This environment of mutual respect
and trust also promotes open dialogue and collaboration. A11
recalls that their supervisor always encouraged them to express
their views, which helped to create a culture of open discussion.
Furthermore, the supervisor's care for members' well-being con-
tributes to team cohesion and loyalty. This care, coupled with
the trust relationship, is central to promoting a positive and ef-
fective learning environment. P7 notes that in the shimén there
is ‘a kind of teacher-student relationship’ that exists ‘beyond just
a research relationship’.

In addition to this supportive environment, shared values
and goals foster a sense of resonance among members, which
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motivates a commitment to the collective goals of the shimén. P9
mentioned that through the supervisor's ‘words and deeds’, they
developed a belief in the supervisor's values, thereby establish-
ing a shared outlook. This sense of resonance allows students to
connect with real-world problems and future trends and to make
decisions with foresight. Moreover, the shimén environment em-
phasises the integration of theory and practice, enabling mem-
bers to understand and implement academic knowledge. This is
reflected in the supervisor's teaching style, as A121 noted, the
supervisor ‘does not just teach theory but he also does not just
simply teach practice. He combines the two together’. In par-
ticular, this practical orientation is cultivated through methods
like the ‘teaching a man to fish’ approach, where students de-
velop problem-solving skills. A121 describes how their supervi-
sor, instead of providing direct answers, would use a ‘Socratic’
method by ‘asking questions’ so that the student would ‘find the
answer’ themselves. Therefore, the shimén creates an environ-
ment where students are not just passive recipients of knowledge
but active participants in their own learning and development,
which helps to nurture them into future leaders.

4.3 | The HeXie Education Model for Leadership
Development

The analysis of qualitative and quantitative data supports the
proposed HeXie Education Model for Leadership Development,
which integrates the concepts of ‘harmony’ (He) and ‘coordina-
tion’ (Xie) from HeXie management theory (Xi et al. 2024, 2012),
along with the cultural and cognitive dimensions of institutional
theory (Scott 2005). The model outlines four stages of leadership
development: sense-making, habituation, objectification, and
internalisation (RQ2 about how). The model reflects how mem-
bers interpret their developmental trajectory; it does not imply
universal applicability or optimality.

The study identifies several key factors contributing to leader-
ship development within the shimén, categorised under three
main themes: vision, culture, and emotion. The shimén's vision
is characterised by the development space, the inner quality and
ability of members, and the external actions and influence of its
members. These elements provide a foundation for leadership
development. The shimén culture emphasises life philosophy,
values, and world view, influencing the behaviours of its mem-
bers. The emotional elements, including trust, care, and reso-
nance, form the interpersonal foundation for the shimén. The
shimén leadership model is built upon a dual pathway: the He
Principle and the Xie Principle, which are interconnected in
leadership development. The He Principle emphasises cultural
and cognitive aspects, focusing on shared beliefs, sense-making,
and behavioural habits, which align with cultural cognitive in-
stitutional characteristics. This path includes four stages:

4.3.1 | Stage One: Sense-Making

Sense-making is the initial stage, where the shimén instills a
profound understanding of leadership values through the super-
visor's teachings, experiences, and emotional exchanges. This
process inspires members to pursue high goals and lasting vi-
sions. In this phase, the supervisor's personal example and the

stories they share are crucial in shaping the values and aspira-
tions of their students. This is more than just imparting knowl-
edge. It's about conveying a sense of purpose and commitment:

A36 notes the importance of the supervisor's actions in inspiring
students: ‘Firstly, a teacher must do well themselves, care for oth-
ers, and serve society. Use their true love to warm others, use wise
actions to inspire more people to act, and use insights to promote
social progress’. This quote highlights how the supervisor's dedi-
cation to social betterment sets a standard for their students.

Another example of sense-making is the supervisor sharing
their academic journey, described in the source: X Professor
shared his life experiences, academic ideals, and his dedication
to education, to motivate students to set ambitious goals and
strong beliefs’. The supervisor's passion for their work becomes
a source of inspiration for the students.

P7 notes that the supervisor's actions in creating a free environ-
ment can also be a form of sense-making. In this free environ-
ment, members can explore and discover their unique interests.

While sense-making fosters shared purpose and value align-
ment, it may also concentrate interpretive authority in the
mentor figure, potentially narrowing the range of perspectives
through which leadership is initially understood.

4.3.2 | Stage Two: Habituation

Habituation involves internalising leadership behaviours
through consistent practice and repetition within the shimén.
These behaviours gradually become an unconscious part of a
member's daily life. This stage is about turning theoretical un-
derstanding into practical behaviour through regular interac-
tions and activities. It's about making leadership a natural part
of how members operate. The daily activities and interactions
within the shimén play a key role in developing these habits:

A218 shares how discussions within the shimén fostered specific
ways of thinking: ‘The discussions in the strategic group were al-
most weekly, cultivating divergent or critical thinking and logic’.
This illustrates how consistent exposure to critical thinking in
the group setting shapes the members' habits of thought.

P10 notes how the supervisor's regular sharing of ideas and
knowledge contribute to the habituation of the students. As
they state, the supervisor ‘will provide some information that he
thinks is useful to you, he will share some books, knowledge or
new ideas he has seen at any time’.

P9 emphasizes that through following X's words and deeds,
during the learning process, they gradually formed this habit
of critical thinking and an individual's values’. This quote de-
scribes how the supervisor's way of being becomes internalised
as habits by the students.

A27 describes how the supervisor's approach of letting students
choose their own research directions helped the student to de-
velop new habits. They recall that the supervisor said, ‘There
is also a direction: harmonious theory, and we must further
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develop it’, and as a result, they started ‘my journey of harmo-
nious management theory’. This quote describes the process of
students being given autonomy, which then allowed them to de-
velop new habits through their own choices.

Although habituation strengthens consistency in leadership
practices, repeated exposure to a dominant leadership style may
limit experimentation with alternative approaches or critical
distance from established norms.

4.3.3 | Stage Three: Objectification

Objectification is the phase where these leadership behaviours
become objectively understood and recognised, both within and
outside the shimén. This stage reinforces the values and norms
of the shimén and sets the standards for its members. It is about
the point where the behaviours become a noticeable character-
istic of the students, making their leadership abilities apparent
to others. At this stage, members' behaviours start to reflect a
shared understanding of leadership:

A211 describes the result of the shimén's teaching: ‘“The teach-
er's expectations were internalised by me as a responsibility and
obligation, and I always wanted to say something different’.
This illustrates how the student's behaviour began to reflect the
shimén's values and expectations.

P10 describes the culture that was present in the shimén, where
students will not wait for someone to finish talking before jump-
ing in with their own thoughts, and that ‘it is a culture’. This
illustrates how the way the members of the shimén interact is
objectively recognisable as a part of their culture.

P1 describes how the supervisor's approach to planning their
schedule, and the way they work, becomes a behaviour that is
noticeable and impactful: ‘his time management is very effec-
tive, and I have experienced it personally, he is efficient and
organised’. The source also mentions that students learn from
their mentors how to ‘manage time and resources effectively’,
meaning this behaviour is both noticeable to the students, and it
also becomes a part of how they work.

P2 notes how in the shimén, students become used to ‘debating
things with each other, sometimes fiercely’ and that this was
something that ‘had already formed’ as ‘a culture’. This is an
example of objectification, where a habit becomes a part of the
objectively observable behaviour of the shimén.

As leadership behaviours become collectively recognised and
normalised, objectification may reinforce group cohesion but
also solidify informal expectations that are difficult to question
or reinterpret.

4.3.4 | Stage Four: Sedimentation

Sedimentation represents the point at which these behaviours
become deeply ingrained in an individual’s character and val-
ues. The habits become part of their identity and guide their
leadership style in the long term. At this final stage, the values

and behaviours are not just understood or practiced, but they
have become a permanent part of who the members are, guiding
their decisions and actions, even outside the shimén. The ideas
and values are embedded in the members’ personal framework,
guiding their future leadership:

P9 describes how the supervisor's critical thinking approach
influences the students’ long term development: “You will see
that many people in X's shimén are in this style. I don't know
if you have been in contact with them? It is probably due to the
culture left by a supervisor’. This is an example of sedimented
behaviour, where the style of the supervisor has become a char-
acteristic of the students long-term.

Similarly, A219 notes ‘I began to learn to examine all kinds of
information with a critical mindset and no longer easily be in-
fluenced by external opinions’. This is also an example of sedi-
mented behaviour, where the ideas have become a permanent
part of the student's identity.

P1 describes how X's research is always evolving and ‘iterating
and upgrading’, and that this way of thinking has had a last-
ing impact on the students. This quote demonstrates how the
shimén members internalise the supervisor's approach to work-
ing and thinking, making it a part of their own approach.

P6 emphasizes how they give the students opportunities to ‘take
control of their own timelines’ and that this is something they
‘feel can be promoted’. This demonstrates how the ideas and val-
ues of the shimén become internalised by members, so much so
that they want to replicate this idea in their own leadership style.

A211 describes how the supervisor's expectations have become
internalised as a responsibility and obligation. This shows how
the shimén's values have become a lasting part of the members'
identities, shaping their actions and decisions even after they
leave the shimén.

The Xie Principle applies a scientific and rational approach to
leadership development, providing methods and evaluation for
effective learning. It also promotes the idea of lifelong learning
and development. The systematic path emphasises self-directed
learning, research-led learning, and lifelong learning, which are
crucial for developing effective leaders.

When values and practices become deeply internalised, sedi-
mentation supports long-term identity formation; however, it
may also contribute to intellectual homogeneity or reduce open-
ness to fundamentally different leadership logics.

4.3.5 | Self-Directed Learning

The shimén provides members with considerable freedom, en-
couraging them to explore their interests and develop their self-
directed learning skills, which facilitates creativity, personal
development, and the ability to take control of one's learning
journey. As P9 states, ‘In X's shimén there is nothing assigned,
you just go find others...it's actually the students' own auton-
omy, then the resources are here and they have to be proactive’.
This reflects the emphasis on the individual's ability to take
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ownership of their learning and development process. P7 notes
that the supervisor creates ‘a free environment, one is to explore
interests, and the other is to create a more, a better environment
to discover their own interests’. While autonomy is emphasised,
the structural influence of the mentor's intellectual framework
may still shape the boundaries within which self-direction
occurs.

4.3.6 | Research-Led Learning

The shimén provides a supportive environment where students
are encouraged to engage deeply with research, as A18 describes:
‘T began to delve into the complex interplay of factors, including
personal development, professional experience, and the influence
of the shimén culture, in my research. I devoted a significant
amount of time and energy to thinking about and understand-
ing the data’. This research orientation is a key component of the
xiézé path, with mentors focusing on ‘the big picture and the con-
nection of resources’, while leaving the details to students. The
supervisor acts as a guide rather than a traditional instructor; ‘He
never directly gives the answer, following the principle of ‘not
prompting those who are not eager, nor revealing to those who
are not struggling’, but with a series of soul-searching questions,
he eventually led me to find solutions through contemplation and
debate’, states a student. The strong research orientation promotes
analytical rigour, yet it may privilege particular epistemological
traditions aligned with the mentor's expertise.

4.3.7 | Lifelong Learning

The shimén fosters a culture of continuous learning, where
members are encouraged to constantly seek new knowledge and
skills. The rapid changes of the digital age require that leaders
need to be adaptable and innovative, with a focus on lifelong
learning. This emphasis on continuous learning can be seen
in the shimén culture: X's research is always in his mind, con-
stantly evolving, iterating and upgrading. This iteration and up-
grading seems not to have been communicated to us in advance,
but when he puts it forward, we are amazed by it’. In addition,
the shimén's regular meetings and seminars help students to ac-
quire new knowledge and skills through collaborative learning.
P2 notes that these seminars help students ‘learn new knowl-
edge and skills’. Although lifelong learning is encouraged as
adaptive capacity, its interpretation and direction may remain
influenced by the cultural expectations embedded within the
shimén.

4.4 | The Shimen Tradition in the Digital Age

Concerning the aspects of the shimén tradition that should be
preserved to strengthen student leadership, and those that re-
quire adaptation for the digital age, several key findings emerged
from the research. Firstly, the core values of the shimén culture
include collaboration, communication, harmony, and openness,
which remain crucial.

As P10 noted, the culture is ‘diverse and inclusive’, which fosters
an environment conducive to diverse perspectives and growth.

Secondly, the mentorship approach, characterised by guidance
rather than direct instruction, should be maintained.

P7 stated, ‘He gives you a lot of freedom to exercise your cre-
ativity and just go for it. This kind of space, in turn, allows
his students to flourish in a wide range of areas, creating a
situation where a hundred flowers bloom’. This approach
encourages students to develop independent thinking and
problem-solving skills. Thirdly, emphasising the leader's char-
acter, particularly in role-modelling and setting a moral exam-
ple, is vital.

Participants highlighted the importance of the supervisor's
behaviour, with A15 mentioning, ‘As a teacher, one should set
an example through one's behavior’., which demonstrates how
leaders shape the values and actions of their mentees. However,
in contrast to these enduring elements, some aspects of the
shimén tradition require adaptation for the digital age. The re-
search suggests a need for enhanced technology integration in
teaching and learning. Participants in the study indicated a need
for a more effective and contemporary learning environment,
with a mix of traditional values and modern digital platforms.
Furthermore, there is a need to foster global perspectives while
maintaining a connection to local roots.

P9 suggested ‘Keep abreast of the forefront of scientific research
and stay up-to-date with the times’., which indicates the impor-
tance of incorporating new trends and approaches in leadership
training. In addition, leadership practices should align with the
evolving forms of leadership in the digital age.

Professor X commented: ‘In the past, leadership research fo-
cused on the relationship between leaders and subordinates.
Now, it's about exploring the relationship between leaders and
other leaders, because everyone is a leader’.

This statement highlights a shift in leadership from one-way
authority to multidirectional interaction, underscoring the im-
portance of developing leadership capacities among all members
within the academic community. Finally, the importance of con-
tinuous learning and adaptability, necessary for success in the
fast-paced digital age, needs to be emphasised. While preserving
the traditional values of shimén is crucial, it is equally important
to adapt to the demands of the digital age to cultivate effective
leadership.

5 | Discussion

This study builds upon existing literature on leadership devel-
opment by offering a nuanced understanding of how informal
mentorship networks contribute to the development of leaders.
While previous research has explored various leadership theo-
ries, such as trait theory, behavioural theory, contingency the-
ory, and distributed leadership theory (Fischer and Sitkin 2022;
Giintner et al. 2023), this study demonstrates how these theories
can be applied and enhanced within the unique context of the
shimén. Unlike studies that focus solely on the behaviours or
traits of leaders (Paustian-Underdahl et al. 2024), this research
emphasises the importance of the cultural and emotional con-
text in which leaders develop. In contrast to studies focused on
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formal training programs (Mokhtar et al. 2023), this study high-
lights the value of informal settings, highlighting the unique
contribution that mentorship, informal interactions, and a
strong cultural environment can make to leadership develop-
ment. However, our findings suggest that existing theories may
overemphasise individual attributes and formalised behaviours,
as they do not fully explain the culturally embedded and emo-
tionally situated processes shaping leadership development in
the shimén. Furthermore, while some studies acknowledge the
importance of both formal and informal settings (Fischer and
Sitkin 2022), this study provides a model of leadership develop-
ment that integrates the two. While the findings highlight the
generative role of mentorship within the shimén, it is also im-
portant to recognise that such tightly coordinated networks may
involve hierarchical authority structures and implicit norms
that shape participation, voice, and leadership trajectories in
uneven ways.

The research identified the HeXie Education Model for
Leadership Development, which integrates the concepts of ‘har-
mony’ (He) and ‘coordination’ (Xie) from HeXie management
theory (Xi and Ge 2005), along with the cultural and cognitive
dimensions of institutional theory, outlining four stages of lead-
ership development: sense-making, habituation, objectification,
and internalisation. This framework offers a novel perspective
on the phased nature of leadership development within infor-
mal educational settings, highlighting the importance of con-
sistent practice, reflection, and the embedding of values. At the
same time, the staged progression outlined in the model should
not be interpreted as uniformly experienced; individual mem-
bers may encounter tensions between conformity and auton-
omy as leadership norms become institutionalised. This finding
contrasts with prior work that characterises informal learning
environments as largely spontaneous and unstructured (Rogoff
et al. 2016), indicating instead that informality in the shimén is
intentionally cultivated through sequential and value-oriented
practices. Within the model, mentorship plays a central role in
shaping leadership development; however, this centrality also
concentrates interpretive authority in the mentor, which may
influence the boundaries of acceptable leadership expression.
Such dynamics underscore the importance of examining power
asymmetries and dependency structures inherent in closely knit
mentorship systems. This finding aligns with existing literature
on the importance of mentorship in leadership development
(Friedman et al. 2021), but it also highlights the unique char-
acteristics of the shimén as a context that fosters such deep and
personalised mentoring relationships (Gu and Pu 2024). These
patterns reinforce our conceptual claim that mentorship within
the shimén operates not only at the interpersonal level but also
within the cultural-cognitive (Scott 2005) structures empha-
sised in the HeXie and institutional frameworks.

Informal interactions within the shimén, such as meals, out-
ings, and social gatherings, significantly enhance emotional
connections and provide opportunities for deeper relationships
among members. Nevertheless, strong relational cohesion may
simultaneously increase pressures toward value alignment, po-
tentially limiting dissenting perspectives. This finding extends
current understanding of the importance of informal learn-
ing, emphasising the role of social interactions in leadership

development, within a specific cultural and historical context
(Madanchian et al. 2024; Maupin et al. 2024). The shimén cul-
tivates a unique cultural and intellectual environment that pro-
motes critical thinking, independent thought, open dialogue,
and a systems-thinking approach. This finding builds upon ex-
isting literature on the impact of culture on leadership develop-
ment, demonstrating that cultural values are not static (Lonati
and Van Vugt 2024), but are actively practiced, reinforced, and
internalised within the shimén.

Furthermore, in the context of the digital era, the core values of
shimén contribute to continuity of practice within this specific
academic network (McCausland 2023; Murrell et al. 2021). In
this study, continuity refers specifically to the intergenerational
transmission of values and practices within one supervision
network, rather than to broader institutional or societal sustain-
ability outcomes. Moreover, consistent with other research on
shimén and informal mentoring networks (Joo and Cruz 2023;
Lin and Chao 2019), this study also emphasises that the mentor's
guidance and exemplary role remain indispensable in the digi-
tal era. Interestingly, this finding differs from assumptions in
digital leadership literature that technological mediation dimin-
ishes the influence of traditional mentor figures. Participants
reported that digital communication tools were integrated into
existing mentoring practices, suggesting perceived continu-
ity rather than disruption; however, this conclusion is based
on self-reported experiences rather than direct observation
of technology-mediated processes. It should be noted that the
study did not systematically examine AlI-based supervision or
digitally mediated leadership interventions; references to digital
transformation reflect participants’ perceptions rather than di-
rect technological analysis.

In addition, this study emphasises constructing a modern and
virtual learning environment that preserves cultural spirit
while integrating innovative practices and technological tools.
Although beyond the empirical scope of this study, future re-
search could examine how AlI-supported supervision and digital
platforms reshape mentorship dynamics in similar networks
(Kim et al. 2025), ethical decision-making, and the capacity to
integrate cultural values into technologically augmented learn-
ing environments (Li, Zhang, and Limniou 2022). Prior re-
search has also pointed out that deep integration of technology
is transforming leadership development processes and fostering
the rise of digital leadership (Anwar and Saraih 2024). In such
an environment, it is essential to cultivate students’ digital lit-
eracy and adaptive learning capacity within evolving academic
environments (Gilli et al. 2024; Shahzad 2024). Finally, this
study reveals that with the widespread adoption of digital tech-
nologies, leadership development increasingly emphasises the
leadership potential and contributions of every member within
the academic community. This finding resonates with existing
research that highlights the emergence of ‘shared leadership’
and ‘distributed leadership’ in digital environments (Mayer
et al. 2023). Collectively, these findings illustrate how leadership
development in the shimén is shaped by the interaction of cul-
tural values, cognitive meaning-making (Li, Zhang, Limniou,
and Xi 2022), and coordinated practices, affirming the central
proposition of the HeXie-based conceptual framework guiding
this study.
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5.1 | Theoretical Implications

This study has several important theoretical implications.
Firstly, it challenges the dominant focus on formal leadership
development programmes, which often overlook the impor-
tance of experiential learning and the development of soft skills
(Lonati and Van Vugt 2024). This divergence from traditional
models further highlights how the shimén's culturally embed-
ded and relational processes reveal theoretical blind spots in
prevailing leadership frameworks, particularly regarding emo-
tion, culture, and shared meaning-making. Moreover, the re-
search demonstrates that informal settings, such as the shimén,
can offer unique insights into how leaders develop through
close mentorship and shared experiences, offering a more per-
sonalised and adaptive approach to leadership development
(Glintner et al. 2023).

Secondly, the study contributes to institutional theory by
demonstrating how cultural values and cognitive frameworks
(Bouilloud et al. 2019) shape leadership development within
the shimén. The four stages of leadership development de-
scribed in the HeXie model highlight the interplay of shared
beliefs, meaning construction, and ingrained behaviours in
the development of leaders. These findings also reveal bound-
ary conditions where existing institutional and leadership
theories fall short, particularly in explaining how culturally
embedded mentorship processes adapt under digital transfor-
mation, thereby extending the conceptual applicability of the
HeXie framework.

Thirdly, the research extends the application of HeXie manage-
ment theory to the realm of leadership development (Xi 2022;
Xi et al. 2012). This extension also introduces tensions with
Western-centric models that prioritise individual autonomy, sug-
gesting that leadership development may follow different logics
in collectivist, culturally cohesive environments. The integra-
tion of ‘harmony’ (He) and ‘coordination’ (Xie) provides a valu-
able framework for understanding how leaders develop through
a balance of individual growth and collaborative engagement
(Xi 2021). The Xie principle highlights the importance of scien-
tific and rational methods in leadership development, promot-
ing self-directed learning, research-led learning, and lifelong
learning (Li, Huijser, Xi, Limniou, et al. 2022). Furthermore, the
study enriches our understanding of distributed leadership by
showing how the shimén fosters an environment where leader-
ship is not solely confined to the supervisor, but is instead dis-
tributed among its members through collaborative projects and
peer learning (Carvalho et al. 2022).

5.2 | Practical Implications

The practical implications of this research are significant for those
involved in leadership development and education. Educational
institutions should recognise and leverage the value of informal
mentorship networks like the shimén to complement formal edu-
cation programmes. The shimén model demonstrates the impor-
tance of close mentorship relationships, personalised support, and
shared experiences in developing effective leaders. Mentors should
focus on developing the whole person, providing not only aca-
demic guidance but also emotional and personal support. Mentors

should also promote critical thinking, independent thought, and
the ability to challenge existing norms. The cultivation of a strong
and inclusive culture is essential for effective leadership develop-
ment. This includes promoting open communication, collabora-
tion, harmony, and a shared sense of responsibility.

Leadership development programmes should emphasise the inte-
gration of theory and practice, providing opportunities for expe-
riential learning, reflection, and aligning with the higher order
learning objective through the application of knowledge to solve
real-world problems (Li et al. 2024). This study suggests that
such programmes should also create structured opportunities for
collective sense-making and cultural transmission, which our
findings show are central for turning experiential learning into
sustained leadership capacity. It is important to balance traditional
values with the demands of the digital age, incorporating technol-
ogy into learning environments and fostering global perspectives
while maintaining connections to local roots. The findings further
imply that as AT and digital tools reshape educational environ-
ments, leadership development programmes must intentionally
integrate cultural values and ethical guidance to prevent techno-
logical adoption from eroding the relational depth that underpins
effective leadership in the shimén.

Overall, the findings should be interpreted as a context-specific
analysis of leadership development within one culturally em-
bedded supervision network. Rather than presenting a univer-
sal model, this study offers a theoretically informed account of
how mentorship, cultural-cognitive structures, and coordinated
practices interact in this particular setting while recognising in-
herent tensions related to hierarchy, conformity, and contextual
boundedness.

6 | Conclusion

This study examined leadership development within shimén, a
traditional Chinese academic supervision network, and eluci-
dated how informal mentorship structures contribute to lead-
ership education. The findings demonstrate that leadership
development in shimén is shaped by the interaction of vision,
culture, and emotion, with mentorship, regular academic ex-
changes, and a critically oriented intellectual environment
serving as core mechanisms. Through these processes, shimén
fosters independent thinking, responsibility, inclusivity, and
practical problem-solving, enabling members to develop both
cognitive and ethical capacities for leadership.

Furthermore, the study shows that leadership development
within shimén unfolds as a phased process, encompassing
sense-making, habituation, objectification, and internalisation,
guided by the HeXie principle of balancing ‘harmony’ (He) and
‘coordination’ (Xie).

This process supports a learning ecosystem in which tradition
and innovation coexist and professional contexts. Theoretically,
the study enriches understanding of informal leadership de-
velopment by integrating cultural, cognitive, and emotional
dimensions within mentorship networks. Practically, it offers
actionable insights for higher education institutions and men-
tors seeking to design leadership education models that combine
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relational learning, academic rigour, and cultural grounding, in-
cluding in digitally mediated environments.

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting
the findings of this study. Firstly, the study relies on a single
shimén centered on Professor X, which limits external general-
isability. The concentration of interviews, survey responses, tex-
tual materials, and observations within one closely connected
network raises potential concerns regarding internal validity,
confirmation bias, and homogeneity of perspectives. The absence
of comparison cases or systematically analysed dissenting voices
further constrains the ability to rule out alternative interpreta-
tions. Secondly, although role modelling emerged as a relevant
factor, its mechanisms could not be systematically examined.
However, the depth of access to a cohesive mentorship system
enabled fine-grained analysis of leadership development as an
embedded, relational, and institutional process. The single-case
design supports analytical rather than statistical generalisation,
allowing the development of a theoretically grounded, processual
model of leadership formation. Future research should employ
comparative, longitudinal, and larger-scale quantitative designs
to validate and extend these findings, further explore the role of
technology in shimén-based learning, and examine how the pro-
posed shimén leadership model relates to established leadership
theories across cultural and institutional contexts.
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