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Abstract of the Dissertation 

The Nature of Leadership: 
A Case Study of Distributed Leadership Amidst  

A Participative Change Effort 
 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the nature of distributed leadership at 

the University of ABC’s SCPS, as the School worked to transform itself through 

reorganization.  The study examined the perceptions of key leaders and members of the 

implementation team as they sought to understand the implementation of a more 

participative approach to change within the School.  The primary question guiding this 

study was "What is the nature of leadership within a participative change effort in a 

higher education setting as perceived by active participants in the effort?  The secondary 

question was "What is the nature of power sharing within this change effort?”   

This descriptive case study investigated distributed leadership at the University of 

ABC School of Continuing and Professional Studies (SCPS) by exploring the perceptions 

of leaders and the implementation team as they underwent a leadership paradigm shift 

that required a more participative approach.  The study also explored how these academic 

leaders adapted to sharing power in this new change effort by examining the perceptions 

of change for administrative and faculty leaders as they sought to make sense of the 

launching of a more participative approach to change efforts.  

 The findings from this study identified ten ways in which SCPS practiced 

leadership: (1) A participative approach to change influenced synergy.  (2) Leader 

participation greatly influenced collaboration.  (3) Leaders’ actions created a shared sense 

of responsibility.  (4) Change in structure influenced leader, follower behavior, and 

organizational culture.  (5) The creation of a safe environment influenced employee 
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conversations.  (6) Engaged leaders and followers influenced decision-making.  (7) 

Leader involvement improved efficacy of decisions.  (8) The situation (tools, routines, 

structures) enabled leader action on process improvement.  (9) A shared belief in the 

schools training mission influenced the mitigation of resistance and intransigence.  and, 

(10) A focus on strategy supported collective action. 

 This descriptive study has drawn conclusions that begin to fill the gap in 

understanding the nature of leadership within a participative change effort in a higher 

education setting as perceived by active participants in the effort.  It was discovered that a 

participative approach to change plays an important role in leadership practice and the 

interactions of leaders, followers, and their situation.  The tools, routines, structures, and 

other aspects of the situation mediated leaders’ and followers’ interactions, and allowed 

leadership practice to move to the forefront.  Finally, the study concluded that a 

distributed perspective, when used as a design tool for School leaders, could inform 

future design decisions and that strategic decision making must be ongoing when 

designing leadership practice.  The conclusions of the study prompt questions that can be 

resolved by further study. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
  In the early 1990s, Americans were questioning the value of higher education. In 

1996, Guskin said that “There is growing agreement that colleges and universities are not 

cost-effective, that our tuitions are too high, and that academic institutions must therefore 

restructure their operations, much as has happened in American society” (Guskin, 1996, 

p. 27). Academic institutions needed to justify their rising costs, review their current 

curriculum, and demonstrate that they were providing students with skills that were 

transferable to the workplace.  Public spending on higher education in the United States 

declined by $7.76 billion between 1990 and 1993 (Munitz (1995). This decline was 

precipitated by the cutbacks during the Reagan administration in social programs and tax 

cuts (Austin, Ahearn, & English, 1997).   

 Higher education was under pressure from diverse constituencies to be more 

productive and accountable for results (Guskin, 1996; Lindholm, 2003; Munitz, 1995; 

Rosser, Johnsrud, & Heck, 2003).  A demographically and intellectually changing 

constituency and a growing divide between the dual control systems of the academic and 

administrative functions challenged colleges and universities (Bensimon, Neumann, & 

Birnbaum, 1989; Pamela & Kim, 2006; Raelin, 1995).  The academic side was struggling 

to increase the concentration and diversity of faculty and administrators, as they sought 

greater academic freedom.  The administrative function had a growing professional staff 

which sought fiscal responsibilities that were often in competition with the academic side 

(Adams, 1998; Barr & Tagg, 1995; Dean, Lenoar, & Kelly, 2002; McGovern, Foster, & 

Ward, 2002).   
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 At this time, the future of higher education was also being shaped by a decline of 

institutional resources, changing demographics, shifts in teaching to student-centered 

learning, and technology (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Pamela & Kim, 2006).  

Universities operated in complex, dynamic environments in which traditional models of 

leadership were not able to adapt (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). The prevalent leadership 

paradigm in academia was hierarchical, risk-averse, autonomous, and collegial.  The 

inability to adapt quickly to the environment was aggravated by an organizational 

structure that supported inflexible behavior.  Compounding the problem was a 

competitive marketplace in which for-profit educational institutions were better able to 

adapt quickly to environmental cues, such as the need for curriculum focused on 

developing career-ready skills (Raelin, 1995).  

 Higher education now faces an unprecedented period of accelerating change, 

shifting public attitudes, reduced public support, questions about priorities, and national 

demands for greater accountability (Wisniewski, 2007). Public universities must now 

model the business practices of the private sector, where collaboration among 

stakeholders is required for success (Bolton, 1996; Davies, Hides, & Casey, 2001).  

 In 2006, the University of ABC Board of Visitors commissioned a report that 

detailed how its decision-making model frustrated planning, innovation, and 

collaboration and enabled functional isolation.  This isolation impeded collaboration, 

which was especially critical in a small institution.  The budget model did not support 

efficiency of operations, which was also critical at a time when state funding, which had 

declined in 20 years from 24% to 6%, was not reliable.  Facing these conditions and the 
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increased competition from non-traditional providers, the leaders of the School of 

Continuing and Professional Studies (SCPS) realized the need for change.  

 Higher education must develop leaders who can engage faculty and staff in 

change and transformational processes (Bass, 1990; Wisniewski, 2007).  There is a need 

for leadership practice that encourages interactions among school leaders, followers, and 

routines that are endemic in a university (Spillane, 2006; Spillane, Halverson, & 

Diamond, 2004).  The culture of academia (steeped in tradition, collegiality, and 

independence) resists changing governance methods.  To adapt effectively to the 

complex, dynamic environment of the 21st century, universities need a new, visionary 

leadership paradigm (M. Sashkin & Rosenbach, 1996; M. Sashkin & Rosenbach, 1998). 

 The traditional models of leadership (trait, style, situational, contingency, and 

path-goal) have not been influential in academia (Bensimon, et al., 1989; Northouse, 

2004). There is a dearth of literature on the conflicts between professional and 

administrative authority within higher education; and there are unclear goals, the absence 

of an explicit conceptual orientation, and an ambiguity of direction (Bensimon, et al., 

1989). University presidents and alumni are loyal to tradition and directive behaviors.  

Few university presidents have emphasized the facilitation of two-way communication or 

the importance of social exchange (Simsek & Louis, 1994). Public universities have 

adopted a more facilitative style that is needed to adapt to restructuring and the increasing 

demands of the changing environment.  Schools within universities are paying attention 

to their leadership models as they work to identify barriers to adaptation and 

opportunities for innovation.  It is unclear if this new leadership focus is shared, 

supported, or understood across all disciplines within the university.  
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 Public universities are restructuring their academic, financial, and administrative 

functions to decrease their dependency on state funding and to increase their ability to 

respond to the demands of the 21st century.  According to Bensimon, Neumann, and 

Birnbaum (1989): 

A perception exists that higher education is experiencing a “great leadership 
crisis.”  Calls for better, stronger, more visionary, and bolder leadership 
intensified after the publication of several reports by blue ribbon commissions, 
whose running theme is “the decline of higher education.”  (p. iii) 
 
The hallmark of visionary leadership and change is the concentration on vision 

and extraordinary performance (Bass, 1985) embodied in the heroic leader. A counter 

paradigm is distributed leadership, which concentrates on leadership practice and rejects 

the hero leader (Spillane, 2006). This study will focus on the leadership of SCPS, the 

implementation team and their followers’ views of leadership after a two-year period in 

which the school underwent restructuring.   

Statement of the Problem 

 There was a dearth of literature on governance in large American research 

institutions until the arrival of transformational/visionary and distributed leadership 

theories.  Prior research focused on university presidents from large public research 

institutions and their preference for a symbolic, traditional, or directive style.  The 

presidents diminished the importance of two-way communication, collaboration, and the 

distributed definition of meaning (Bensimon, et al., 1989). Spillane (2006) suggests that 

most accounts of leadership in higher education focus on people, structures, functions, 

routines, and roles, rather than leadership practice.. Spillane said that “They focus on the 

‘what’  rather than the ‘how’ of leadership, shortchanging how leadership gets done 

through the ordinary, everyday practices involved in leadership routines and functions” 
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(p. 5). Knowing how leaders do what they do is essential to understanding the practice of 

leadership.  

 Although there may be benefits to concentrating on cultural and symbolic theories 

because of compatibility with governance in large public research institutions, these 

constructs are largely absent in the literature.  Leadership practices prevalent in higher 

education must adhere to the dynamics and complexity of the current environment.  The 

dynamic nature of that environment and the increasing competition preclude institutions 

from doing “business as usual.”  Spillane (2006) suggested that “From a distributed 

perspective, it is the collective interactions among leaders, followers, and their situation 

that are paramount” (p. 4). 

 Transactional leadership is the exchange of rewards and promises of such rewards 

for an employee’s effort and good performance (Bass, 1995). Avolio, Bass, and Jung 

(1999, p. 460) believed that “transactional models of leadership simply do not go far 

enough in building the trust and developing the motivation to achieve the full potential of 

one’s workforce” (p. 460).  There is little empirical research that addresses the 

association between practices, styles, or approaches to leadership and the effectiveness of  

a department, school, or administration (Bryman, 2007). The role of “hero” leaders in 

generating and guiding transformations in academic structures is not compatible with the 

paradigm shifts needed to meet the future obligations of major institutions (Simsek & 

Louis, 1994). Simsek & Louis (1994) describe academic governance as “organized 

anarchies, which have a structure that is best characterized as ‘loosely coupled’, leading 

to decentralization of decision-making, leaders with limited impact, and localized 

adaptation within sub-units, that make it difficult for substantive change. Weick (1976) 
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believes that loose coupling connotes “…impermanence, dissolvability, and tacitness all 

of which are potentially crucial properties of the ‘glue’ that holds organizations together” 

(p. 3). 

 Higher education is built on a history of traditions and symbols that have not been 

influenced by outside pressures or influences (Craig, 2004). Traditionally, higher 

education has been a catalyst for change in society with a great deal of autonomy.  There 

is growing public acceptance that colleges and universities are not cost-effective, tuitions 

are too high, and academic institutions must restructure their operations to be more 

responsive to the needs of stakeholders (Guskin, 1996). Additionally, administrators 

realize that a slower economy, an aging labor pool, a greater need for financial aid, and 

shrinking budgets mean that they must do more with less (BLS, 2008-2018; Simsek & 

Louis, 1994).    

 When universities find a strategic path that brings success, there is reluctance to 

change (Simsek & Louis, 1994). Many public universities in the United States began 

receiving less state funding during the last 20 years.  In the last ten to fifteen years, public 

universities’ state funding has decreased significantly (Tandberg, 2010).  To remain 

competitive with peer institutions, universities began petitioning states to decouple their 

functions from state oversight.  Some of these efforts resulted in the restructuring of 

financial and human resources models that resemble models of successful institutions 

(Guskin & Marcy, 2003). The University of ABC was part of a three-school consortium 

that successfully petitioned the state and achieved independence for its financial and 

human resources functions. 
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 Changes in leadership models are also required.  Wisniewski (2007) stated that 

“…higher education must develop a cadre of academic leaders who can engage the 

institution and its faculty/staff in change and transformation processes” (p. 1). Colleges 

require leaders who are unafraid of change, have the power and desire to transform their 

organizations, and are willing to share governance and responsibility (Bensimon, et al., 

1989). 

 A postmodernist view of university structures assumes that academic leaders must 

create an atmosphere that emphasizes collaboration, breaks down traditional hierarchies, 

and allows local decision making.  “Simple, straightforward rules of operation or 

universalistic principles of leading are shown to be inadequate in a world of complex ever 

changing conditions “ (Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-McGavin, 2006d, p. 40).  

 Although there is much discussion about the need for transformational leadership 

in higher education, there is also the belief that a transformational behavioral approach is 

not compatible with the culture, values, and organizational traditions of colleges and 

universities (Bensimon, et al., 1989; Guskin & Marcy, 2003). Research has demonstrated 

that improving administrative effectiveness is difficult because the prescribed remedies 

are unrelated to the ordinary organization and conduct of administrative life (Dill, 1984). 

In a study of leadership centered on the learning of college presidents  (McGovern, et al., 

2002), five themes emerged as issues facing colleges and universities:  restructuring, 

leadership and governance, technology and the future, the university as citizen, and 

diversity. The study concluded that all leaders in the university - the president and senior 

leadership in both the academic and administrative camps alike - will require a more 

collaborative style (Bass, 1990; Bensimon, et al., 1989; McGovern, et al., 2002).  
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 A competing theory of leadership, distributed leadership (Spillane, 2006), 

hypothesizes that three elements are essential for leadership in education: 

• Leadership practice is the central and anchoring concern for improvements in 
academic leadership. 

• Leadership practice is generated in the interactions of leaders, followers, and their 
situations; each element is essential for leadership practice. 

• The situation both defines leadership practice and is defined through leadership 
practice.  (p. 4) 

 
 By their very nature, universities operate in complex environments due to the 

dynamic behaviors of complex, interacting, interdependent, and adaptive agents under 

conditions of internal and external pressure (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). There appears to 

be a synergy between distributed leadership focused on practice and complexity 

leadership focused on interactions, dynamics, and adaptation (Spillane, 2006; Uhl-Bien & 

Marion, 2008).  According to Uhl-Bien and Marion (2008), “Interacting agents change 

because of the inter-influence relationships, interdependent behaviors, and the emergence 

of subsets of agents acting interdependently with one another” (p. 5). These complex 

interactions are unrecognizable as linear combinations of the initial actors in the process.  

Uhl-Bien & Marion said, “Complexity refers to a dynamic process in which things 

change and emerge over time” (p. 6).  Change is a key characteristic of complex 

behavior, and adaption occurs at two levels: individual and aggregate:   

Individual adaptation is ‘selfish’ they suggest.  Its nature is related to local stimuli 
and individual preferences and …selfish actions interact with, and adapt to, the 
selfish actions of other individuals.  The resulting interactive adaptations and 
compromises simultaneously serve the locally pertinent, adaptive needs of the 
individuals involved and create adaptive capability for the aggregate as a whole.  
(Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008, p. 6) 
 

 Nadler and Tushman (1990) make the case that “…discontinuous organization 

change is an important determinant of organization adaption” (p. 77).  It is folly for 
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universities to believe that by more efficiently using the same organization systems and 

processes, they can respond to environmental changes more effectively.  In addition to 

the need for executive leadership, the inherent structures of the university must allow for 

rapid incremental and revolutionary change.  Beyond understanding the structure of the 

university, executive leadership runs the risk of obscuring the types of behaviors that are 

required for transformational change and survival. 

 Vision and charisma are simply not sufficient to sustain large-scale system change 

(Nadler & Tushman, 1990). Nevertheless, visionary leadership has a strong influence on 

constructing culture, which helps define and instill shared values and beliefs among 

university members (M. Sashkin & Rosenbach, 1996).  

The elements of organizational culture…concern the most important and 
fundamental issues faced by people in organizations.  These issues are: 
adaptation, how people deal with external forces and the need to change; goal 
achievement, the nature of organizational goals, how they are defined, and their 
importance; coordination, how people work together to get the job done; and the 
strength of shared values and beliefs, that is the degree to which people in the 
organization generally agree that these values and beliefs are important and 
should guide their actions.  (p. 15) 
 

 These elements of change do not happen by chance.  Leaders must develop a 

statement of purpose and mission that is understood by everyone in the organization.  

This research will focus on a distributed leadership perspective in a school of a large 

public university.  The focus is the practice of leadership and the leaders’ influence on the 

motivation, knowledge, affect, and practice of the school’s faculty and staff. 
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Purpose and Research Questions 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the nature of distributed leadership at the 

University of ABC’s SCPS, as the School works to transform itself through 

reorganization.  The study will examine the perceptions of key leaders and members of 

the implementation team as they seek to understand the implementation of a more 

participative approach to change within the School.  The primary question guiding this 

study is "What is the nature of leadership within a participative change effort in a higher 

education setting as perceived by active participants in the effort?   

 The study will also address the assumption that the results of this research will 

assist the school in answering the following questions:  

1. Have there been shifts in the way business is accomplished at the school? 

2. How did you think about and approach decision-making after the 

implementation? 

3. What part did you play in the change? 

4. What does it look like now? 

5. Describe how you manage and lead your group today. 

6. What drove transition? 

7. Describe how decisions are made. 

Potential Significance of the Study 
 
 There are some that believe that transformational change is the cure for higher 

education’s ills (Bensimon, et al., 1989). A review of the literature on administrative 

behavior (Bensimon, et al., 1989; Dill, 1984) identifies serious gaps in the study of 

leadership in higher education. Dill (1984).   Bensimon, et al (1989) concluded that 
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studies of administrative behavior are seriously deficient, especially in the human relation 

skills that focus on administrative leadership.  

 What is missing is an exploration of the practice of leadership, or distributed 

leadership, which fails to capture how leaders do what they do.  In a complex system or 

organization, “…enabling leaders work to catalyze mechanisms by creating conditions in 

which those mechanisms can thrive” (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008, p. 11). In a complex, 

changing environment, enabling leaders “… create structures, rules, interactions, 

interdependencies, tension, and culture in which complex mechanisms can thrive and 

unanticipated outcomes can occur—and, they create mechanisms that weed out poorly 

adaptive outcomes” (p. 11). These leaders also create environments that allow the 

organization to respond to devastating or adaptable changes.  Defining leadership on 

evidence of outcomes alone will focus the discussion on what is considered leadership in 

organizations and “…efforts to study relationships between leadership and the effects of 

leadership end up as a circular arguments (Spillane, 2006, p. 9).” The study of distributed 

leadership expands this narrow focus to academic and administrative leadership 

behaviors, and the practice of leadership.   

Conceptual Framework 

 “Over the years, leadership has been studied extensively in various contexts and 

theoretical foundations” (Horner, 1997, p. 270).  Research on leadership in the twentieth 

century included the ‘great man’ paradigm.  Leadership was determined by the internal 

qualities or traits with which a person is born.  The leadership of the great men (and great 

women) of history has usually been transformational, not transactional.  The key to 

organizational transformation in the 21st century will require leaders to assume different 
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and varied responsibilities such as facilitating, coaching, collaborating, sharing power, 

and managing relations outside the group (Horner, 1997; Spillane, 2006).  

 It is essential for universities to cultivate a forward-looking culture, characterized 

by agility and action, and to invest in the foundations of excellence.  These include 

libraries, digital teaching facilities, research, publications, and faculty development.  The 

University of ABC strategy specified that the University must develop new kinds of 

knowledge and new disciplines and skills in order to continue.  Some suggest that 

visionary and charismatic leadership is necessary to evaluate the status quo and identify 

the deficiencies that hinder organizational success, including followers’ unmet needs, in 

order to transform the university of the 21st century (Bass, 1985; Bensimon, et al., 1989; 

Burns, 1978; M. Sashkin & Rosenbach, 1996). Visionary leaders have the ability to 

formulate and effectively articulate an inspirational vision that is embraced by followers 

and mitigates identified deficiencies.  In addition, visionary and charismatic leaders 

achieve organizational goals by creating a motivated, high-task performance workforce 

committed to the organization (Conger, Kanungo, & Associates, 1988).  

In his 1978 study of political leadership, Burns termed the first set of factors 

transforming leadership, while the factors at the other end of the spectrum were defined 

as transactional leadership.  He believed these two sets of behaviors were mutually 

exclusive and that transactional leadership is a short-term artifact of the marketplace: 

Up to this point, the theory coincides with the classic “exchange theory” of 
sociology.  But transactional theory, as I define it, must lead to short-lived 
relationships because sellers and buyers cannot repeat the identical exchange; 
both must move on to new types and levels of gratifications.  Most important, the 
transactional gratification itself may be a superficial and trivial one (p. 258).  
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Bass (1985), whose work built on Burns’ research, believed the two sets of 

leadership factors—emotional and exchange—were necessary for a leader to be 

successful and achieve performance beyond expectations from his or her followers. Bass 

called this transformational leadership.  Bass believed that both sets of behaviors must be 

present for a transformational leader to be most effective.  Bass (1997) suggested  that 

“The transactional-transformational paradigm views leadership as either a matter of 

contingent reinforcement of followers by a transactional leader or the moving of 

followers beyond their self-interests for the good of the group, organization, or society by 

a transformational leader” (p. 130).  As defined by Bass (1990) : 

Superior leadership performance—transformational leadership—occurs when 
leaders broaden and elevate the interests of their employees, when they generate 
awareness and acceptance of the purposes and mission of the group, and when 
they stir their employees to look beyond their own self-interest for the good of the 
group.  (p. 21). 
 

 Spillane (2006) offers an alternate view of leadership in education:  “A distributed 

leadership perspective moves beyond the Superman and Wonder Woman view of school 

leadership” (p. 3). A distributed perspective is about leadership practice, and the joint 

interactions of school leaders, followers, and their tools and routines.  Distributed 

leadership can be viewed as shared leadership, but that perspective fails to capture the 

complexity of the practice of leadership, which is fundamental to understanding 

distributed leadership.  Lord (2008) theorizes:  

…that a critical feature of complex systems is that they are characterized by 
dynamic nonlinear interactions among their constituent parts.  This property has 
two important implications: causality is often uncertain and it is inappropriate to 
study the isolated parts of these holistic systems.  (p. 158) 
 

 Leadership from a distributed perspective eschews the hero leader perspective 

because of its focus on the individual and the outcomes of his or her actions.  Hero 



                                                                     

 

leadership assumes leadership only occurs when you can measure the outcomes of 

leadership.  From a distributed perspective, leadership occurs by its influence on other 

leaders and followers without direct evidence of its outcomes.

 The theoretical framework for this study is Spillane’s distributed leadership 

theory and its focus on leadership practice
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by non-linear, emergent change; interaction and interdependency; unpredictability; 
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leadership assumes leadership only occurs when you can measure the outcomes of 

From a distributed perspective, leadership occurs by its influence on other 

without direct evidence of its outcomes. 

The theoretical framework for this study is Spillane’s distributed leadership 

focus on leadership practice.  However, it is important to understand the 

implications of Uhl Bien and Marion’s (2008) complexity leadership theory on the 

structures and behaviors in university settings, with its focus on:  

work to catalyze mechanisms to creating conditions in which 
those mechanisms can thrive.  This is a different sort of role for leadership than is 
typically presented in the literature: enabling leaders allow things to occur over 
which they have relatively little direct control.  They create the structures, rules, 
interactions, interdependencies, tension, and culture in which complex 
mechanisms can thrive and unanticipated outcomes can occur—and, they create 

echanisms that weed out poorly adaptive outcomes (p. 11). 
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autocatalytic behavior; and dynamic movement (Marion, 2008).” Therefore, a critical 

role of leadership in complex systems is to enable the conditions in which complex 

dynamics can emerge.    

Summary of Methodology 

This study used a qualitative research design and methodological approach.  The 

particular tradition or strategy of inquiry (Creswell, 1994, 1998; Yin, 2009), a descriptive 

case study, will investigate a contemporary phenomenon, distributed leadership, by 

exploring the perceptions of leaders and the implementation team as they undergo a 

leadership paradigm shift that requires a more participative approach. The study will also 

explore how these academic leaders adapted to sharing power in this new change effort 

(Yin, 2009). The study will examine the perceptions of change for administrative and 

faculty leaders as they sought to make sense of the launching of a more participative 

approach to change efforts.  

The University of ABC is a Tier 1 public research university in which the state 

budgeting process has had a significant impact on operations, and recent restructuring.  

The descriptive case study method is appropriate for learning how the new leadership 

structure of SCPS is influencing the decision-making, problem-solving, motivation, 

knowledge generation, affect, practice of tools and routines, and the schools adaptation to 

the rapid changes in the delivery of adult learning within the competitive higher 

education environment.  The method was also chosen because of the relevance of the 

model to exploring the extensive and in-depth (thick) description of leadership practice in 

higher education (Merriam, 2009). Lastly, the case study method is the relevant method 

of choice for research which seeks to answer how and why questions that focus on 
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contemporary phenomena without the need to control behavioral events (Merriam, 2009; 

Yin, 2009).  

Eight informants were selected for this purposive sample.  According to Fraenkel, 

Wallen and Hyun (2012), the researcher uses his or her judgment to select a sample that 

they believe, based on prior information, will provide the data they need from a limited 

pool of candidates that fit the following criteria:    

1. They had three or more years with the school under study. 

2. They functioned in a role beyond classroom instruction. 

3. They were administrators that have someone reporting to them. 

4. They were selected from a cross-representation of administrative functions. 

 After participants were identified and selected, the researcher used a structured 

interview process (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2012).   The transcripts of the dialogs were 

coded according to a set of categories or themes used to record the frequency of a person 

or group’s behavior.  The themes were analyzed by clustering, which involves forming 

clusters or groups of similar themes as a way to organize and label code descriptive data 

(Boyatzis, 1998). The structured interviews were recorded.  The intention was to elicit 

each person’s understanding of the practice of leadership, how they adapted to sharing 

power in this new change effort, and its influence on the motivation, knowledge 

generation, affect, and practice of tools and routines of these academic leaders.  An 

interview was complete when each person had presented a comprehensible understanding 

of the three structured questions, their perceptions of the change, and a clear picture of 

the influence of leadership practice in the school under study.  
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 A variation of Miles and Huberman’s (1994) tactic of noting patterns and themes 

was central to the data analysis effort for this study. The aim was to uncover what the 

respondent sees as the issues that led to a new leadership paradigm and how leadership 

practice influenced behavior change and adaption to the environment.    

Limitations  

 The research was conducted at a university undergoing restructuring, which may 

limit the robustness of results and the depth of inquiry due to time constraints and 

competing initiatives.  The second limitation of the study is the research was conducted 

with a limited number of senior leaders whose perspectives may be significantly different 

from those not included in the study.  The third limitation is the timeframe of this study, 

which took place during the largest downturn of the economy since the Great Depression.  

This may have adversely influenced leaders and followers perceptions. 

 The fourth limitation is the presence of a new president at the University of ABC.  

This may have exerted some unknown influence on the responses of the informants.  The 

fifth limitation is the candor of the informants’ responses that might have been influenced 

by their concern about being judged adversely against the standards in place today at the 

University.  The sixth limitation is the candidness of the informant’s responses with an 

outside researcher, which may have caused informants to project a halo effect, a 

cognitive bias towards an outsider, in order to maintain a perception of a positive stature 

for the university. 

 The seventh limitation is the central, top-down governance of the University of 

ABC, which may not have been strong enough to penetrate the loosely coupled structure 

of the institution.  
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 An eighth limitation is the case study method results are limited to describing the 

phenomenon, distributed leadership, rather than predicting future behavior.  

 The ninth limitation of the study is only formal leaders were interviewed for the 

study, which may obscure important features of distributed leadership.  

  A limitation of the case study method also involves issues of reliability, validity, 

and generalizability, or the lack of representativeness in the collection, construction, and 

analysis of the empirical materials that gave rise to this study.  The lack of rigor is linked 

to the problem of bias introduced by the subjectivity of the researcher and others involved 

in the case.    



                                                                      

19 
 

Definition of Key Terms 

 Distributed leadership is a leadership perspective that focuses on leadership 

practice; a product of the joint interactions of leaders, followers, and aspects of their 

situation such as tools and routines (Spillane, 2006). 

 Complexity is the study of changing behaviors (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). 

 Complexity leadership describes enabling leaders that work to catalyze 

mechanisms by creating conditions in which mechanisms can thrive; they allow things to 

occur over which they have relatively little direct control.  They create the structures, 

rules, interactions, interdependencies, tension, and culture in which complex mechanisms 

can thrive and unanticipated outcomes can occur; enabling leaders foster conditions that 

allow the system to respond effectively and rapidly to catastrophic or opportunistic 

changes (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). 

 Complex adaptive systems describes agents that interact or change because of 

inter-influence relationships, interdependent behaviors, and the emergence of subsets of 

agents acting interdependently with one another; a dynamic process in which things 

change and emerge over time; and adapt or strategic changes that adjust individual or 

systemic responses to pressures.  The resulting interactive adaptations and compromises 

simultaneously serve the locally pertinent, adaptive needs of the individuals involved and 

create adaptive capability for the aggregate as a whole (Marion, 2008) 

 Incremental change is change that only affects selected components of the 

organization; the fundamental aim is to enhance the effectiveness of the organization 

within the general framework of the strategy, mode of organizing, and values that already 

are in place (Nadler & Tushman, 1990). 
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 Visionary/Charismatic leadership refers to a leader with a special quality that 

enables the leader to mobilize and sustain activity within an organization through specific 

personal actions combined with the perceived personal characteristics of the following: 

• Envisioning—articulating a compelling vision, setting high expectations, and 

modeling consistent behaviors  

• Energizing—demonstrating personal excitement, expressing personal confidence, 

and seeking, finding, and using success  

• Enabling—expressing personal support, empathizing, and expressing confidence 

in people (Conger & Kanungo, 1998).  

 Restructuring is described as a partnership and shared responsibility between 

faculty and administrators in which universities are more responsive to students and 

societal needs while maintaining the commitment to academic freedom and the 

unencumbered pursuit of knowledge (Guskin, 1996). 

 Transformational leadership is characterized as a set of behaviors by a leader who 

articulates a vision of the future that can be shared with peers and subordinates, 

intellectually stimulates subordinates, pays high attention to individual differences among 

people, and results in individual performance beyond expectations (Bass, 1985; Burns, 

1978; Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996). The exploration of transformational 

leadership encompasses two areas of emphasis, the emotional leadership factors, and the 

exchange leadership factors, also known as transactional leadership.  

 Transactional leadership is characterized as a set of leader behaviors where the 

exchange of rewards are contingent upon display of a desired set of behaviors and 

outcomes (Lowe, et al., 1996). 
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Organization of the Dissertation 

This chapter has provided a problem statement, research question, statement of 

potential significance, conceptual framework, summary of the methodology, and 

definition of key terms regarding the nature of this study.  Chapter 2 reviews relevant 

literature and provides an argument for studying the nature of leadership in a higher 

education setting within a participative change effort as perceived by active participants 

in the effort.  Chapter 3 reviews the methodology and research design and analysis to be 

used in the study. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

 This chapter explores the key bodies of literature vital for understanding the 

phenomenon of this study, the nature of leadership amidst a participative change effort at 

the University of ABC’s School of Continuing and Professional Studies as perceived by 

active participants in the effort.  A key question is: What was the nature of power sharing 

within this change effort?  A focused review of the historical transition of leadership 

theory highlights the evolution of leadership concepts and research since 1943.  A 

description of the methods of review, sources and databases, and key words used in the 

search process are included.  A conceptual framework was derived from a review and 

critique of the scholarly literature on distributed leadership and culture change, as 

applicable to higher education.  

 This review includes distributed leadership, culture change, structure, 

transformational, and transactional leadership literature within higher education and 

organizational literature.  Books, articles, and dissertations were accessed through the 

following databases and sources: ERIC, dissertation abstracts, UMI’s journal and article 

service, and general Internet searches.  Works included in the review explicitly identified 

the topic of distributed leadership, complex-adaptive systems, change theory and 

transformational learning, or explored a closely related concept.  The literature searches 

included seminal works in leadership theory, distributed leadership, culture change 

theory, and structure within higher education. 
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Leadership 
 
 Among social scientists researching leadership since the 1920s, few have agreed 

on a definition for the term or the theoretical significance of leadership processes (Katz & 

Kahn, 2003; Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985). Katz and Kahn (2003) discovered that 

“leadership appears in social science literature with three main meanings: as the attribute 

of a position, as the characteristic of a person, and as a category of behavior” (p. 527). 

This focus of this study is leadership behavior and practice, and not on a single definition 

of leadership, the attributional style of a position, or the characteristic of a person.   

The study of leadership began in the early 1930s, with the majority of studies 

focused on the relationship between leader and follower (House & Aditya, 1997). 

Leadership theory prior to 1945 had concentrated on identifying the traits, behaviors, and 

personality patterns that differentiated leaders from non-leaders—the “great man theory” 

(Fiedler, 1996; Hollander & Offermann, 1990).  The great man theory suggested that  

leaders were born with universal characteristics that made them leaders (Hollander & 

Offermann, 1990). Missing from this analysis was any consideration of the leader’s 

situation, the subordinates he or she led, or the leader’s effectiveness.  Subsequent 

advances in leadership theory—power and influence; transformational; complexity and 

chaos; cognitive, cultural and symbolic; teams and relational—failed to remove 

ambiguity from the term (Fiedler, 1996; Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-McGavin, 2006a; 

Pfeffer, 1977).  Pfeffer (1977) pointed out that: 

Three problems with emphasis on leadership as a concept can be posed: (a) 
ambiguity in definition and measurement of the concept itself; (b) the question of 
whether leadership has discernible effects on organizational outcomes; and (c) the 
selection process in succession to leadership positions, which frequently uses 
organizationally irrelevant criteria and which has implications for normative 
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theories of leadership.  The argument here is that leadership is of interest 
primarily as a phenomenological construct.  (p. 104) 
 

 Spillane (2006) found the heroics of leaders as a focus of study problematic for 

four primary reasons. First, heroic epics typically equate school leadership with school 

principals and their valiant actions.  Second, most accounts of school leadership pay scant 

attention to the practice of leadership.  Third, when leadership practice is considered, it is 

depicted in terms of the actions, great or otherwise, of one or more leaders.  

Concentrating on individual actions fails to capture the significance of interactions.  

Fourth, in the heroic leadership tradition, “leadership is defined chiefly in terms of its 

outcome” (p. 4).  This is problematic because leadership can occur without evidence of 

its outcome. 

 This study is not concerned with a specific definition of leadership or the 

selection process for leadership positions.  Instead, the study explores the influence of 

leadership on organizational performance.  There is empirical evidence that leadership, 

and especially leadership style, has an influence on subordinate performance and 

attitudes, which affect organizational performance, and in turn, serve as a measure of 

leadership effectiveness (Greene, 1975; Sosik, Avolio, & Kahai, 1997).  Bandura (1986) 

suggested that persuasive comments from influential individuals, such as leaders, can 

enhance beliefs regarding one’s ability to successfully perform a task. In addition,  a 

leaders’ style can positively affect a groups strength (a group’s collective belief that it can 

be effective) and effectiveness (Sosik, et al., 1997). 
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Manager vs. Leader  

 A distinction between leaders and managers is important to consider because the 

terms are often used interchangeably.  Though complementary, leaders and managers 

typically possess a different conception of work.  “Managers tend to view work as an 

enabling process involving some combination of people and ideas interacting to establish 

strategies and make decisions….calculating the interests in opposition, staging and timing 

the surfacing of controversial issues, and reducing tensions….they negotiate and 

bargain…use rewards and punishments, and other forms of coercion…” (Zaleznik, 1977, 

p. 71). Leadership, on the other hand, is about coping with change (Kotter, 1990). For the 

purposes of this study, leaders and managers have the same objective - coping with 

change.  

Leadership in Higher Education 

 In concept and practice, leadership in higher education has undergone a 

paradigmatic shift in the last 20 years (Riera, 2008). Kezar et al. (Kezar, et al., 2006a) 

state: 

Leadership has moved from being leader centered, individualistic, hierarchical, 
focused on universal characteristics, and emphasizing power over followers to a 
new vision in which leadership is process centered, collective, context bound, 
non-hierarchical, and focused on mutual power and influence.  (p. ix)  
 

Similar to Bensimon et al. (1989), the authors of the current edition of the Higher 

Education Report acknowledge today’s ongoing crisis of leadership on college campuses 

across the nation. Previously, leadership was defined in the context of the college’s 

president or chief executive officer.  Today, leadership is viewed through the lens of 

leaders throughout the organization—deans, department chairs, and directors—and the 
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organizational and administrative structures of an institution as one interconnected, 

interdependent sub-organization (Kezar, et al., 2006a).     

 As far back as 1979, there was research that recognized the loss of resources in 

higher education from declining budgets, loose structures, and failure to adapt to 

contemporary issues in the environment, and the hindering effect of these changes on 

organizational goals (Rubin, 1979).  Loose structures are defined as  failure of a change 

in one sector of the university to effect change in another sector of the university (Rubin, 

1979; Weick, 1976). This is especially true when comparing the academic sector with the 

administrative sector of the university.  There has been a longstanding chasm between the 

academic and administrative functions of the university because the academic side 

focuses on autonomy, while the administrative side focuses on fiscal responsibility 

(Bensimon, et al., 1989). For the university to leverage rapid change, leaders need to be 

able to see and understand organizational and environmental events from several 

perspectives, which requires collaboration across disciplines (Bartunek, Gordon, & 

Weathersby, 1983). There is concern that strategic change will not be enough to disrupt 

the inertia in higher education, because systemic change requires real rather than abstract 

crisis conditions (Pettigrew, 1987). 

 There are few empirical studies on administrative behavior in higher education 

since most research focused on the academic organization of colleges and universities 

(Dill, 1984). Dill (1984) believed this was the result of “…a persistent difficulty with 

attempts to improve administrative effectiveness has been that efforts in that direction are 

often unrelated to the ordinary organization and conduct of administrative life” (p. 70). A 

contributing factor to the academic - administrative divide is that the growth, size, and 
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increased specialization of today’s universities has resulted in the need to improve the 

professionalism of administrators, which has further alienated administrators from the 

rest of university life (Dill, 1982, 1984). It has appeared that two distinct and separate 

cultures exist on campus.  

Transformational Leadership 

 Bass (1985) operationalized Burns’ (1978) model of transformational and 

transactional leadership with development of the MLQ (Multifactor Leadership 

Questionnaire). The instrument measures the presence of four emotional factors—

charisma, individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, and inspiration—and two 

exchange factors—contingent reward, management-by-exception (passive), and 

management-by-exception (active)—which when combined, results in follower 

performance that goes beyond expectations (Kirby, Paradise, & King, 1992). Sashkin 

(1988) found that visionary leaders express their visions through effective 

communication, are consistent in their actions to support their visions, show respect for 

others and value their input, and act to create risks that others can support and achieve. 

These leaders are often perceived at charismatic (Conger, et al., 1988).  

 Two main constructs emerged from the review: (1) transactional leadership and 

(2) transformational leadership.  Exploration of both transactional and transformational 

leadership involves many topics critical to the discussion of both constructs: the 

emotional factors—charisma, inspirational leadership, individualized consideration, 

intellectual stimulation—and the exchange factors—contingent reward, management-by-

exception (passive), management-by-exception (active), negative feedback, and 

contingent aversive reinforcement.  Bass (1997) discovered that “The transactional-
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transformational paradigm views leadership as either a matter of contingent 

reinforcement of followers by a transactional leader or the moving of followers beyond 

their self-interests for the good of the group, organization, or society by a 

transformational leader” (p. 130). Bass (1990) defined transformational leadership as: 

Superior leadership performance—transformational leadership—occurs when 
leaders broaden and elevate the interests of their employees, when they generate 
awareness and acceptance of the purposes and mission of the group, and when 
they stir their employees to look beyond their own self-interest for the good of the 
group.  (p. 21). 
 

 Transformational leadership involves three areas of focus: the emotional 

component, individualizing and intellectualizing, and transactional leadership.  The 

emotional component includes charisma and inspirational leadership; the individualizing 

and intellectualizing component includes individualized consideration, and intellectual 

stimulation; and the transactional leadership component includes contingent reward and 

management-by-exception.  The research is biased towards the universal because no 

society has been found where leadership is completely absent.  Leadership is affected by 

the organization and culture in which it appears.  According to Kouzes and Posner (2002) 

knowing that knowledge work will dominate the 21st century, leadership will need to be 

“…more envisioning, enabling, and empowering (p. 131), all of which are more central 

to transformational leadership. The transformational leader is more socially oriented and 

engages in the moral uplift of his or her followers.  When combined with the 

transactional paradigm, the behaviors can benefit teams, groups, and whole organizations 

(Bass, 1997). Bass concluded that “People jockey for positions in a transactional group, 

whereas they share common goals in a transformational group” (p. 131). 
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 It has been suggested that the opportunities for transformational change lie mainly 

at the higher levels of the organization (Bass, 1985), with “such leaders moving followers 

toward a greater concern for their own relatedness and growth….The transformational 

leader can move those influenced to transcend their own self-interest for the good of the 

group, organization, or country” (p. 15). The top-down, hierarchical structure of 

institutions of higher education do not lend themselves to this form of leadership, which 

is counterintuitive to managing a complex system such as the university, as viewed 

through a postmodern lens (Kezar, et al., 2006d).  

To manage the decentralized, complex structure of the university, with all the 

external challenges, technology advances, effects of globalization, and duel 

governance—leaders must be skilled at creating environments of collaboration, flexibility 

and adaptability of structures and processes, participation, and autonomy (Bass & Avolio, 

1990). These characteristics mirror many of the attributes of transformational leadership.  

The expectation of transformational change at the university will require leaders who 

display the emotional characteristics of transformational leaders through expanding the 

portfolio of needs of the follower; and elevating the follower’s needs to a higher level in 

Maslow’s hierarchy.  In turn, as the value of the followers’ designated outcomes are 

elevated, they experience heightened motivation to attain the designated outcome and 

achieve performance beyond expectations (Bass, 1985; Hater & Bass, 1988).  

 A critical attribute of transformational leaders is the articulation and modeling of 

their personal values and beliefs (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987). Kuhnert & Lewis (1987) 

suggested that “… transformational leadership coincides with the human development 

stage of being able to view reality in terms of deeply held personal values” (p. 382). 
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Transformational leaders are able to influence others on the basis of these values (Lowe, 

et al., 1996; Waldman, Bass, & Einstein, 1990). In order to develop leaders that emulates 

these critical characteristics, the university must “learn how to develop in managers the 

sensitivity and interpersonal competence required for them to function as 

transformational leaders” (Bass, 1985, p. 32). According to Burns (1978), “one of the 

most universal cravings of our time is a hunger for compelling and creative leadership” 

(p. 1). The cascading influence of transformational leadership behaviors on the behaviors 

of lower-level leaders may satisfy the cravings and hunger of followers (Bass, Waldman, 

Avolio, & Bebb, 1987).   

 The pace of change being experienced by institutions of higher education today 

requires leaders to be more adaptive and flexible.  According to Bass, Jung, Avolio, & 

Berson (2003), “Adaptive leaders work more effectively in rapidly changing 

environments by helping to make sense of the challenges confronted by both leaders and 

followers and then appropriately responding to those challenges” (p. 207). Adaptive 

leaders work with their followers to develop creative solutions to complex problems.  

This is a sign of leader effectiveness.  Bennis and Nanus (1985) identified four strategies 

for leader effectiveness—attention through vision, meaning through communication, trust 

through positioning, and the deployment of self through positive self-regard, and the 

Wallenda factor—and suggested that these strategies can be “learned by anyone, taught 

to everyone, denied to no one” (p. 27). The introduction of descriptors such as 

charismatic, visionary, inspirational, values-oriented, and change-oriented were labeled 

as the new leadership, which included transformational leadership (Bass & Bass, 2008).  
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Bass’s 1985 conceptualization of transformational leadership with four emotional 

factors—charisma, inspirational, intellectual stimulation, individualized consideration—

and three exchange factors—contingent reward, management-by-exception, laissez-faire 

(sometimes considered non-leadership)—was an extension of the Burns’ work (Avolio, et 

al., 1999). Burns believed that the best of leaders typically display both transformational 

and transactional leadership behaviors.  The transactional models of leadership do not 

build an environment of trust and develop the motivation to achieve the full potential of 

the workforce.  In an assessment of Bass’ (1985) conceptualization of transformational 

and transactional leadership, Bycio, Hackett, & Allen (1995) suggested: 

Those leaders who identified the needs of followers and exchanged rewards for 
appropriate levels of effort and performance were viewed as transactional.  In 
contrast, transformational leadership was seen as moving beyond transactions to 
increase the level of followers’ awareness for valued outcomes by expanding and 
elevating their needs and encouraging them to transcend their self-interests.  (p. 
468)  
 
Transformational leadership raises the followers’ level of consciousness about the 

importance and value of designated outcomes and ways of reaching them.  Bass (1985) 

suggested that transformational leaders are more likely to emerge in times of growth, 

change, and crisis. He also suggested that transformational leaders must work harder in 

bureaucratic organizations to push for change and improvements (Bass & Avolio, 1990).  

Organizational Culture 

 The concept of organizational culture has gained wide acceptance as a way to 

understand human systems.  Schein (1997) defines culture as: 

A pattern of shared basic assumptions, that the group learned as it solved its 
problems of external adaptation and internal integration that has worked well 
enough to be considered valid and therefore, to be taught to new members as the 
correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.  (pp. 373-
374) 
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The culture of the organization develops through the influence of its leaders while the 

culture also affects the development of its leadership.  Bass & Avolio (1994) suggest that:  

Transactional leaders work within their organizational cultures following existing 
rules, procedures, and norms; transformational leaders change their culture by 
first understanding it and then realigning the organization’s culture with a new 
vision and a revision of its shared assumptions, values, and norms.  (p. 542) 
 

 The public, state legislatures, businesses, and other stakeholders began insisting 

on accountability from the all major universities and especially state institutions of higher 

education.  It was believed they should adopt practices that have made businesses 

successful over the years such as strategic planning that espoused values and forecasted 

future direction (Chaffee, 1985). Many institutions of higher education rejected business 

models in order to maintain the core values of high quality specialized research, academic 

freedom, collegial decision making, and the separation of powers between academic and 

non-academic decisions (Dill, 1984). Chaffee (1985) suggested that the transferring of 

business practices to higher education was a touchy subject: 

Even when a particular system appeals to higher education administrators, they 
are likely to treat it with immediate disfavor if the suggestion comes from trustees 
or legislators.  On the other hand, if they happen to pick a business system on 
their own, they may just as readily commit themselves to its usage with an equal, 
if opposite, zeal.  In either case, intuition is likely to outweigh logic.  (p. 133) 
 
A higher education institution that adopts a new system will discover changes in 

its management practices.  Adopting business strategies results in administrators 

becoming more rational in their decision-making.  The focus on higher education and the 

adoption of business practices are a natural occurrence of rapid economic, social, and 

organizational change, and a catalyst for the growing interest in the subject of leadership 

in higher education (Pettigrew, 1987).  
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 According to Bensimon et al. (1989), the inability of the administrative and 

academic functions of the university to begin planning rationally and collaboratively was 

a  result of poor leadership skills, and what was described  as a crisis in leadership. There 

were calls for leaders with vision and the ability to lead the factions towards greater 

academic and administrative cohesiveness (Bensimon, 1987; Sashkin, 1988).  Sashkin 

(1988) believed that “visionary leaders build into their visions the value of control over 

the organization’s destiny and over critical factors in its environment” (p. 242). There are 

many calls for leaders with strategic vision that can transform the institution to meet the 

changing environment of the 21st century.  Due to the complexity of academic 

organizations, leadership effectiveness will only be realized when collaboration exists 

among the academic and administrative  leaders of the institution (Bensimon, 1987). 

Much of the higher education literature suggests that it will take a transformational,  

extraordinary leader to alter the present state of environmental influences on universities 

(Kirby, et al., 1992). Burns (1978) conceptualized two factors to differentiate ordinary 

from extraordinary leadership. Transactional (ordinary) leadership is based on an 

exchange relationship in which follower compliance is exchanged for expected rewards.  

Transformational leadership is development oriented for change. 

Conceptual Framework 

 “Over the years, leadership has been studied extensively in various contexts and 

theoretical foundations” (Horner, 1997, p. 270). The study of leadership in the twentieth 

century focused initially on the great man paradigm.  Leadership was explained by the 

internal qualities or natural traits of a person.  “The leadership of the great men (and great 

women) of history has usually been transformational, not transactional.  These leaders 
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have influenced their contemporaries in two ways: through their own personalities and 

through the ideas for which they stand” (Bass, 1985, p. 26).  Horner (1997) suggested 

that the research of the early twentieth century focused on traits that differentiated leaders 

from followers.  Thus, successful leaders could be assessed and placed in positions of 

leadership.  A second avenue of inquiry assessed the behaviors of successful leaders.  A 

third approach incorporated the situational context of leadership.  Subsequently, a 

broader view of the leadership phenomenon emerged with a focus on the organization’s 

culture (Schein, 1997).  

With motivational theories as support, additional theories of transactional versus 

transformational leadership emerged (Horner, 1997). Since the concept of the typical 

worker (a white male with a high school education working in manufacturing) was 

rapidly changing (Hogan, Curphy, & Hogan, 1994, p. 500), a new theory of leadership 

was needed. The key to organizational transformation in the twenty-first century is the 

development of  leaders who can facilitate, coach, manage relations outside the group, 

and collaborate, (Horner, 1997; Spillane, 2006).  

Distributed Leadership 

 Bass and Bass (2008) define leadership as “the interaction between two or more 

members of a group that often involves a structuring or restructuring of the situation and 

the perceptions and expectations of the members” (p. 19). It is their belief that leaders are 

agents of change whose acts affect other people more than other people’s acts affect 

them.  Spillane (2006) finds this definition problematic because it defines leadership in 

terms of its positive effects or outcomes. He believes that questions of effectiveness and 

direction must be separated from leadership itself:  
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Leadership refers to activities tied to the core work of the organization that are 
designed by organizational members to influence the motivation, knowledge, 
affect, or practices of other organizational members or that are understood by 
organizational members as intended to influence their motivation, knowledge, 
affect, or practices.  Influence relationships that are not tied to the core work of 
the organization…would not count as leadership in this definition.  Not all 
influence needs to be tied to the core work of the organization.  The term 
leadership is reserved either for activities that administrators and teachers design 
to influence others or for activities that administrators, teachers, or student 
understand as influencing them, all in the service of the organization’s core work.  
(pp. 12-13) 
 

 Gressick & Derry’s (2010) definition of distributed leadership mirrors that of 

Spillane and in a study to examine emergent leadership in small online collaborative-

learning groups of math and science teachers found that “leadership was a social process, 

with all members of all groups taking some part in their group’s leadership (p. 260).  

Ultimately, the effectiveness of the school and its positive effects on students and faculty 

alike will determine the success of school leadership in higher education. 

The Leader-Plus Aspect 

 A distributed perspective on leadership suggests that leadership does not reside in 

the offices of the formal leaders in the organization, as previous definitions of leadership 

suggest.  A distributed view of leadership recognizes that leading schools in higher 

education require many leaders.  A distributed leadership perspective acknowledges and 

incorporates the work of all the individuals who play a part in the practice of leadership 

(Spillane, 2006).  

The Leadership Practice Aspect 

 The distributed leadership model goes beyond the leader-plus approach to 

leadership.  As suggested by Spillane (2006) “…it focuses attention on leadership 

practice, not just on leadership roles and functions and those who take responsibility for 
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them.  Leadership practice that takes shape in the interaction of leaders, followers, and 

their situation is central” (Spillane, 2006, p. 14). The critical issue is the distribution of 

leadership, which recognizes followers as an essential element in the mutual practice of 

leadership.  Routines and tools, which are aspects of the situation, work in concert with 

the interaction of leaders.  

 Kirby et al. (1992) suggested that it would take a transformational or 

extraordinary leader to alter the present state of environmental influences on universities.  

In a comparison of transformational leadership with distributed leadership, Spillane 

(2006) suggests:   

…a distributed perspective on leadership does not privilege a transformational 
perspective over a transactional one; from a distributed perspective, leadership 
can be either transformational or transactional.  A distributed perspective on 
leadership is agnostic on the mechanisms of social influence used in leadership 
practice.  Second, a distributed perspective on leadership puts leadership practice 
on center stage rather than the chief executive or the principal; it allows for 
others—for instance, administrators or teachers—as key players in leadership 
practice either by design or by default. (pp. 24-25) 
 
In a distributed perspective, four questions that need to be considered are: 1) Who 

takes responsibility for the leadership work?  2) How are these responsibilities arranged?  

3) How do these arrangements happen?  and 4) How do individuals get constructed as 

influential leadership?  This study will focus on the interactions that take place in a 

complex-adaptive environment and how structure influences the ability of actors to take 

action in rapidly changing conditions (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). Spillane (2006) 

suggests that there are three leadership responsibility arrangements in school settings: 

1. Division of labor—leaders in different positions perform various leadership 

functions with considerable overlap among positions—a neat division of labor as 

it pertains to leadership is not standard operating procedure in higher education. 
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2. Co-performance—two or more leaders performing a leadership function or 

routine in a collaborated fashion—with evidence of co-performance for various 

leadership routines. 

3. Parallel performance—leaders work in parallel to execute the same leadership 

functions or routine—they sometimes duplicate each other’s work. 

 In a discussion of distributed leadership theory and research in organizations, 

Bolden (2011) offers a strong cautionary warning,  

…while leadership may be ‘distributed’, power often is not. The notion of DL 
may be invoked by senior managers to encourage engagement and participation in 
organizational activities while masking substantial imbalances in access to 
resources and sources of power.  (p.260)  

 
Lumby (2013) believes that if the focus of distributed leadership is the interaction 

between people and not the individual: 

Then “the individual leader logically has no ontological status, no discrete 
personality, no attributes.” This form of distributed leadership takes the notion of 
a ‘disembodied worker’ to an extreme. Issues of inclusion and exclusion are not 
confronted because they are erased from thinking.  They are written out of the 
cognitive script.  Prescriptions for distributed leadership go further still and 
actively construct a world of apparent openness and potential equality to which 
enthusiastic proponents subscribe. Distributed leadership mobilizes bias towards 
perceiving equality.  (p. 591)   
 

The structural composition of schools in higher education and the complexity of their 

environments require a discussion on the actions of actors and how they create the type of 

atmospheres that promote collaboration in a these institutions.  To be successful and 

achieve the impact that is promised, distributed leadership needs to recognize the political 

nature of leadership within organizations and the imbalances in the distribution of power 

and influence (Gressick & Derry, 2010). The available evidence highlights the potential 

for distributed leadership to make a difference to organizational change and 
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improvements.  School leaders “will need to build a high degree of reciprocal trust to 

negotiate successfully the fault lines of formal and informal leadership practice (Harris, 

2012).  

Complexity Leadership 

 Leadership activities can influence the individual and interpersonal structures that 

emerge in organizations, especially “in complex systems in which many structures and 

processes emerge spontaneously from the local interaction of individuals (or unit)” (Lord, 

2008, p. 156). Lord suggested that:  

Indeed, in many dynamic situations, top-level leaders are too isolated from critical 
environments (e.g., political processes, changing religious values, etc.) to be able 
to construct appropriate visions.  Consequently, the value of transformational 
leadership is limited.  Similarly, in many situations, leaders may not have the 
ability to monitor subordinates, or they may lack control over important rewards.  
These constraints may limit the appropriateness of transactional leadership.  Other 
forms of leadership based on legitimate authority and the respect for rules and 
traditions that characterize bureaucratic organizations may be inappropriate in 
complex and dynamic environments.  (p. 157)  
 

A critical feature of complex systems is they are categorized by dynamic, nonlinear 

interactions among their integral parts that make it difficult to determine causality and 

make it inappropriate to study its isolated parts (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). 

 Rules, language, cultural values, norms, and relationships among the actors in a 

complex adaptive system have a profound effect on decision-making and the nature of its 

outcomes (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Schwandt, 2008).  Schwandt (2008) proposes the 

term social structuring to describe leadership behaviors that go beyond the hero or single-

person role that has been traditional in leadership studies:   

If we are to take full advantage of the convergence of multi-disciplinary thought 
and further our understanding of the nature of complex social change we must 
pursue paths of inquiry that challenge the single focus of the person-role, or 
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leadership types, and broaden our perspectives to include a more distributed 
concept of human structuring interactions.  (p. 103) 
 

 This study of distributed leadership in higher education will refute the notion of 

leadership action in the singular frame and concentrate on the rules, routines, norms and 

cultural values shared by the collective to identify the practice of leadership in this highly 

complex environment (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Schwandt, 2008; Spillane, 2006). It is   

important to understand how collective leadership behavior, or social structuring, will 

foster an atmosphere of flexibility and adaptation in the higher education environment.   

Key Findings from the Literature 

 Bensimon et al. (1989), in a report on higher education leadership, had identified 

the perception of a great leadership crisis. There was a call for better, stronger, more 

visionary, and bold leadership in our public and private institutions of higher learning.  

Bass (1985), building on the work of Burns, identified four emotional characteristics of 

transformational leaders—charisma, inspiration, intellectual stimulation, individualized 

consideration—that are important for leader effectiveness, and in turn, organizational 

success.  

 Distributed leadership and cultural change theory describe the individual and 

aggregate behaviors of leaders, followers, and their situations as they interact in dynamic 

ways.  These dynamic behaviors determine the structure that is created, the actions taken 

when internal and external events present themselves, and the ways the organization 

adapts to survive in its environment.  The interaction of these various elements within the 

organization determines the success or failure of organizational outcomes.  
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 This case study reflected Spillane’s distributed leadership theory and its focus on 

leadership practice, and to a lesser degree, Schein’s (1997) organizational culture theory 

and Uhl Bien and Marion’s (2008) complexity leadership theory, with its focus on:  

…enabling leaders work to catalyze mechanisms to creating conditions in which 
those mechanisms can thrive.  This is a different sort of role for leadership than is 
typically presented in the literature: enabling leaders allow things to occur over 
which they have relatively little direct control.  They create the structures, rules, 
interactions, interdependencies, tension, and culture in which complex 
mechanisms can thrive and unanticipated outcomes can occur—and, they create 
mechanisms that weed out poorly adaptive outcomes.  (p. 11) 
 

 Another role of leaders practicing distributed leadership in a complex 

environment undergoing cultural change is the fostering of conditions that allow the 

institution to respond, rapidly and effectively, to changes in the environment.  Higher 

education is a complex system where “…behavior is characterized by non-linear, 

emergent change; interaction and interdependency; unpredictability; autocatalytic 

behavior; and dynamic movement (Marion, 2008).” Therefore, an important role of 

leadership in complex systems is to enable the conditions in which complex dynamics 

can emerge.    
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 

This study used a qualitative research design and methodological approach.  The 

particular tradition or strategy of inquiry (Creswell, 1994, 1998; Yin, 2009), a descriptive 

case study, investigated a contemporary phenomenon, distributed leadership, by 

comparing the perceptions of administrators and faculty at the University of ABC’s 

School of Continuing and Professional Studies (SCPS) as they underwent a leadership 

paradigm shift, a reorganization that required a more participative approach. The study 

compared how these academic leaders adapted to sharing power in this new change effort 

(Yin, 2009). The study examined the perceptions of change for the leadership and 

implementation team as they sought to make sense of the launching a more participative 

approach to change efforts.  

The University of ABC’s SCPS is part of a Tier 1, southwestern public research 

university where the state budgeting process had a great impact on operations.  As a 

result, the University was undergoing restructuring.  The case study method explored 

how the new leadership structure of the school influenced the decision-making, problem-

solving, motivation, knowledge generation, affect, practice of tools and routines, and the 

school’s adaptation to the rapid changes in adult learning delivery and increasing 

competition in the higher education environment.  The method was also chosen because 

of its capability to explore the extensive and in-depth (thick) description of leadership 

practice in higher education (Merriam, 2009).  Lastly, the case study method is the 

relevant model of choice when trying to answer how and why questions that focus on 

contemporary events without the need to control behavioral events (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 

2009).  
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This chapter discusses the research question, site and participant selection, 

methods for data collection and analysis, plans for ensuring robustness and 

trustworthiness of the data, and ethical precautions for study participants. 

Research Question 

This study focused on one primary research question:  

RQ1:  What is the nature of leadership amidst a participative change effort in a higher 

education setting as perceived by active participants in the effort?  

Site Selection 

 The site for this study was a university School of Continuing and Professional 

Studies (SCPS) based in the United States.  The pseudonym, “University of ABC” is used 

throughout the study to protect the identity of the organization.  SCPS is part of a Tier 1, 

public research university.  The school was selected because it is a good example of a 

representative or typical case (Yin, 2009).  The University was established in 1860.  In 

response to the recent state budgeting process, the University was undergoing 

restructuring.  At the time of the study, the University had 3,500 employees.  The 

organizational design provided for a single case embedded design with multiple units of 

analysis.  

 In 2006, a three-school consortium that included University of ABC petitioned the 

State to decouple their financial and human resources functions from state oversight by 

agreeing to receive less state funding, and in order to remain competitive with their 

national peer institutions.  In 2007, the world experienced an economic downturn that 

exacerbated University of ABC’s negative financial outlook.  
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 In 2007, the University of ABC Board of Visitors’ commissioned a report, 

‘Commission on the University of the Future (COFU) that suggested the highly 

centralized decision-making fostered by the current budget model frustrated planning, 

innovation, and collaboration, while hardening silos.  The silos in turn frustrated the very 

collaboration that was needed to overcome the disadvantages of small scale.  President 

Honemond convened COFU in March 2007, and asked its members to carry forward and 

complete the prior work of the Board’s Special committee on Planning by proposing 

strategies to distinguish University of ABC from its peers in the next decade and beyond.  

 There was recognition by the University that its budget model was not conducive 

to efficiency of operations. The ongoing recession led to state revenue shortfalls of more 

than $7.1 billion, which dropped funding to 6% of University of ABCs operating needs, 

compared to a high of 26% in 1994.  The University’s budget model did not support the 

excellence needed to compete in the current world of higher education. In May 2010, the 

Board of Visitors’ charged the current administration with developing “big ideas” that 

would ultimately put in motion a new course toward greatness for the University. 

 SCPS is one of eleven schools at the University of ABC.  SCPS opened the doors 

of the University of ABC to thousands of nontraditional adult learners for continuing 

education.  With Academic Centers in Gallup, Albuquerque, Las Cruces, Carlsbad, 

Alamogordo, and Roswell, the school strove to meet the continuing education needs of 

the State’s citizens.  Mission: It is the mission of SCPS to be responsive to nontraditional 

learners by providing high quality continuing education opportunities that help them 

achieve their personal and professional goals.  SCPSs commitment to serving a diverse 

community of learners is apparent in the continuing education programs and courses 
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offered at convenient times and places. Students enrolled at SCPS have the option to 

learn in the classroom, online, and through other modes of delivery. 

 In January 2011, SCPS experienced a precipitous and continuous decline in 

enrollments in all regions. One academic and financial staple for the school, the 

education curriculum, was projected to transfer back to the Ramirez School of Education 

in 2012 and result in a loss of revenue of $600,000.  A report commissioned by the 

University’s Board of Visitors established that significant and consistent collaboration 

and interaction across all eleven schools of the University were critical to fostering a 

shared vision, common goals, innovative programs, and bold initiatives. Meaningful 

collaboration and interaction can differentiate the University in important ways and build 

a foundation for other strategies to achieve differentiation. The report, the addition of 

nontraditional for profit competitors into the marketplace, and the vision of leadership 

were stimulus for SCPS to restructure its operations in order to remain a competitor in the 

market. 

To select the eight informants for this purposive sample, the researcher used his  

judgment to select a sample that based on prior information, would provide the needed 

data  (Fraenkel, et al., 2012) from a limited pool of candidates that fit the following 

criteria:    

1. They had three or more years with the school under study. 

2. They functioned in a role beyond classroom instruction. 

3. They were administrators that had someone reporting to them. 

4. They were selected from a cross-representation of administrative functions. 
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Study Participants 

 Study participants were selected because they: (1) worked for SCPS three or more 

years; (2) functioned in a role beyond classroom instruction; (3) were administrators with 

someone reporting to them; and (4) were selected from a cross-representation of 

administrative functions.  The demographics of participants in the study are shown in 

Table 4.1 below.  

Table 4.1. 
 
Demographics of Leaders in Study 

Years of Service  Position Gender 

18-20 years Senior Director - Technology Male 

8-10 years Director – Operations Female 

12-14 years Senior Administrator - Administrative Female 

9-11 years Director – Human Capital Female 

5-7 years Senior Administrator - Academic Male 

25-28 years Manager – Financial Female 

8-10 years Manager – Student Services Female 

3-5 years Senior Administrator – Academic Female 

 

 After participants were identified and selected, the researcher used a structured 

interview process (Fraenkel, et al., 2012).  The transcripts of the dialogs were coded (a 

set of categories or themes used to record the frequency of a person’s or group’s 

behavior).  The themes were analyzed with the assistance of a technique referred to as 

‘clustering’—forming clusters of themes as a way to organize code—which is useful in 

the transformation of descriptive data (Boyatzis, 1998). The structured interviews were 

recorded.  The intention was to elicit each person’s understanding of the practice of 
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leadership by asking: Have there been any shifts in the way business is accomplished at 

the school?  How did you think about and approach decision-making after the 

implementation?  and What part did you play in the change?  An interview was complete 

when each person presented a comprehensible understanding of the three structured 

questions, their perceptions of the change, and a clear picture of the influence of 

leadership practice at SCPS. 

A variation of Miles and Huberman’s (1994) approach of noting patterns and 

themes was central to the data analysis in this study. The aim was to uncover how the 

respondent viewed the issues that led to a new leadership paradigm and how leadership 

practice influenced behavior change and adaption to the environment.    

 More specifically, the research attempted to ascertain the leaders and followers 

perceptions of change in leadership practice in the school and how they are practicing this 

new leadership paradigm, in which leaders not only influence followers but are also 

influenced by them.  The questions included: Why are followers seen as an essential 

element that mutually constitutes leadership practice?  How and why does this new 

paradigm lead to the transformation of the school?  Bensimon, Neumann, and Birnbaum 

(1989) state the following: 

A perception exists that higher education is experiencing a “great leadership 
crisis.”  Calls for better, stronger, more visionary, and bolder leadership 
intensified after the publication of several reports by blue ribbon commissions, 
whose running theme is “the decline of higher education. (p. iii) 
 

The specific focus of the study is the SCPS leaders and followers’ lived experiences after 

a major financial and administrative restructuring from state requirements, and the call 

for a leadership transformation of practice and outcomes by the Board of Visitors.  This 

resulted in a new leadership paradigm - distributed leadership. 
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 The primary method for collecting information for this study was in-depth, 

structured interviews (Creswell, 1998; Fraenkel, et al., 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Seidman, 2006).  To select subjects, a purposive sample was used for identifying a 

population of eight academic and administrative leaders.  To enhance reliability, member 

checks were used by sharing transcripts and coding with interviewees.  Coding themes 

were used to assist in the data analysis.  Each interview session was recorded using a 

digital recording device and a professional stenographer transcribed the interview results.  

Research Procedures 

 This study employed a qualitative research approach.  Qualitative research is 

defined by Creswell (1998) as:  

…an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct methodological traditions 
of inquiry that explore a social or human problem.  The research builds a 
complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of informants, 
and conducts the study in a natural setting.  (p. 15) 
 

 There are several theoretical assumptions associated with the naturalistic model 

that guide the researcher’s investigation.  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the 

ontological assumption or nature of reality is that “realities are multiple, constructed, and 

holistic” (p. 37). Creswell (1998) further characterizes the ontological assumption stating 

that “reality is subjective and multiple, as seen by participants in the study” (p. 75), as 

well as by those who ultimately read and interpret the study. The epistemological 

assumption is that “the knower and known are interactive, inseparable” (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 37); the “researcher attempts to lessen distance between himself or herself and 

that being researched” (Creswell, 1998, p. 75). Fraenkel, et al. (2012) describes 

naturalistic inquiry as “studying  real-world situations as they unfold naturally; 

nonmanipulative, unobtrusive, and noncontrolling; openness to whatever emerges—lack 
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of predetermined constraints on outcomes” (p. 428). How much the structure should 

guide the study is open to question, but it is clear that the researcher brings his own biases 

and assumptions to the study.  

 Creswell (1998) writes that verification (analogous to concept of validity in 

quantitative research) is “a distinctive strength  of qualitative research” (p. 201). 

Although there are multiple perspectives with respect to defining and operationalizing 

verification, qualitative research must take the necessary steps for its realization and 

contribution to an outcome of good research.  Lincoln and Gobi (1985) state that just as 

the conventional investigator must attend to the question of how internal and external 

validity, reliability, and objectivity are addressed in the study design, the naturalistic 

researcher must design their study to address credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability. They refer to this as “planning for trustworthiness” (p. 247). Lincoln 

& Guba (1985) suggest, “The initial design statement must display a familiarity with their 

requirements, and must indicate the provisions that will be made to achieve them.” (p. 

247).  The degree to which the criteria above are integrated into the research approach 

will determine the strength of method for the researcher.  

 Creswell (1998) offers eight verification procedures, irrespective of perspectives 

and terms, that assist in the classification of procedures that meet the trustworthiness 

criteria and satisfy the concerns for credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. These eight procedures are: 

• Prolonged engagement and persistent observation in the field: includes building 
trust with participants, learning the culture, and checking for misinformation that 
stems from distortions introduced by the researcher or informants. 

• Triangulation: researchers make use of multiple and different sources, methods, 
investigators, and theories to provide corroborating evidence; typically, this 



                                                                      

49 
 

process involves corroborating evidence from different sources to shed light on a 
theme or perspective. 

• Peer review or debriefing: provides an external check of the research process, 
much in the same spirit as interrater reliability in quantitative research. 

• Negative case analysis: the researcher refines working hypotheses as inquiry 
advances in light of negative or disconfirming evidence; the researcher revises 
initial hypotheses until all cases fit, completing this process late in data analysis 
and eliminating all outliers and exceptions. 

• Clarifying researcher bias: from the outset of the study it is important so that the 
reader understands the researcher’s position and any biases or assumptions that 
impact the inquiry; the researcher comments on past experiences, biases, 
prejudices, and orientations that have likely shaped the interpretation and 
approach to the study. 

• Member checks: the researcher solicits informants’ views of the credibility of the 
findings and interpretations. 

• Rich, thick description: allows the reader to make decisions regarding 
transferability because the writer describes in detail the participants or setting 
under study. 

• External audits: allow an external consultant, the auditor, to examine both the 
process and the product of the account, assessing their accuracy; gives a sense of 
interrater reliability to the study (pp. 201-203).   

 
Creswell (1998) also suggests that at least two of the procedures should be used. He 

further notes that three of the seven—triangulation, rich thick description, and member 

checks—are the most popular and cost-effective.  All three were used in this study:  

triangulation, rich, thick description, and member checks.  The researcher also employed 

peer review for debriefing and clarifying researcher bias.  The researcher sought to build 

a level of trust with the interviewee due to their extensive knowledge and involvement in 

the University’s culture.  This was developed by prolonged engagement and persistent 

observation in the field.  

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) also suggest the technique of keeping a “reflexive 

journal” whereby the researcher can record a “a variety of information about self…and 

method” (p. 327). They further suggest that such a journal’s contents include a daily 

schedule; logistics of the study; a personal diary to capture reflective thinking related to 
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personal values as well as new insights; and a methodological log to record decisions and 

related rationales.  The researcher did not use such a journal.  Strength of method was 

determined by the due diligence applied by the investigator to incorporate a number of 

procedures above into the research.  Nevertheless, as Lincoln and Guba (1985) note, 

“Naturalistic inquiry operates as an open system; no amount of member checking, 

triangulation, persistent observation, auditing, or whatever can ever compel; it can at best 

persuade” (p. 329).  

Rationale for Case Study Methodology 

 The theoretical foundation for this research was the case study.  “The essence of a 

case study, the central tendency among all types of case study, is that it tries to illuminate 

a decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were implemented, and 

with what results” (Yin, 2009, p. 17). The phenomenon of distributed leadership 

manifests itself in the practice of leadership of both the leaders and followers, “…as a 

product of the joint interactions of school leaders, followers, and aspects of their situation 

such as tools and routines” (Spillane, 2006, p. 3). Creswell (1998) states that:  

Researchers search for the…essence or the central underlying meaning of 
experience and emphasize the intentionality of consciousness where experiences 
contain both the outward appearance and inward consciousness based on memory, 
image, and meaning….The researcher also sets aside all prejudgments, bracketing 
(see épochè) his or her experiences (a return to “natural science”) and relying on 
intuition, imagination, and universal structures to obtain a picture of the 
experience.  (p. 52)  
 

“This suspension of prejudgment is called épochè [emphasis added] by Husserl” 

(Creswell, 1998, p. 52). 

 The philosophical perspective or worldview for this research is post-positivist.  

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the implications for doing research from a post-
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positivist or naturalist paradigm encompasses fourteen characteristics: “natural setting, 

human instrument, use of tacit knowledge, qualitative methods, purposive sampling, 

inductive data analysis, grounded theory, emergent design, negotiated outcomes, case 

study reporting mode, idiographic interpretation, tentative application, focus-determined 

boundaries, and special criteria for trustworthiness” (pp. 39-43). What resonates most for 

use of this paradigm is the parallel of the five points espoused by Habermas’ dichotomy: 

1. The facts have to be reconstructed in the light of theory and interpretation. 

2. Natural science theories are the way the facts themselves are seen. 

3. Facts are constituted by what the theory says about their interrelations 

with one another. 

4. The language of natural science is metaphorical and inexact.  

5. Theoretical consistency rather than association with facts determine 

meanings in natural science (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 This study adopted an interpretivist or naturalistic approach (Creswell, 1998; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The epistemological foundation here is anti-positivist, to the 

exclusion of any positivist view influences (Burrell & Morgan, 1979).  Nevertheless, an 

unconditional or discriminatory view was rejected because an interpretive view 

emphasizes personal feelings or responses as opposed to external facts or evidence in its 

approach to social science.  The co-mingling of the emotional and exchange factors of 

distributed leadership and governance, with culture - grounded in the context of 

complexity, structure, and change - bring together multiple coexisting views of social 

reality for consideration.  These thereby undermine the argument of mutual exclusivity 

that Burrell and Morgan (1979) propose as “fact” (p. 25).  Returning directly to the 
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approach of this research, this empirical inquiry “investigated a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon [distributed leadership] and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 

2009, p. 18). 

Sources of Evidence 

 There are six sources of evidence for a case study: documentation, archival 

records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observation, and physical artifacts 

(Yin, 2009). The primary method for collecting information in this case was in-depth 

interviews, documentation, direct observations, and archival records (Creswell, 1998; 

Seidman, 2006; Yin, 2009).  Although there are not a required number of individuals that 

must be interviewed to validate a qualitative case study’s findings, Creswell (1998) 

suggests “long interview with up to 10 people” (p. 65). The researcher interviewed eight 

leaders.  Miles and Huberman (1994) noted that “Qualitative researchers usually work 

with small samples of people, nested in their context and studied in-depth” and therefore 

qualitative samples “tend to be purposive, rather than random” (p. 27). Patton (1990) 

suggested the following: 

The logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich 
cases for the study in depth.  Information-rich cases are those from which one can 
learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 
research, thus the term purposeful sampling.  (p. 169) 
 

 This will be a combination criterion and convenience type purposive sample 

selected from a population of academic and administrative leaders.  “The logic of 

criterion sampling is to review and study all cases that meet some predetermined criterion 

of importance” (Patton, 1990, p. 176). This included leaders and followers from both the 



                                                                      

53 
 

academic and administrative sides of the school in question.  Convenience sampling is 

choosing subjects that are fast and convenient to access (Patton, 1990).  

 Fraenkel and Wallen (2012) identify four types of interviews: structured, semi-

structured, informal, and retrospective. Lincoln and Guba (1985) offer that interviews can 

be categorized by several factors including degree of structure: 

The structured interview is the mode of choice when the interviewer knows what 
he or she does not know and can therefore frame appropriate questions to find it 
out, while the unstructured interview is the mode of choice when the interviewer 
does not know what he or she doesn’t know and must therefore rely on the 
respondent to tell him or her.  (pp. 269, emphasis in original) 
 

Data Collection and Analysis 

 The data findings confirmed that during the initial stages of the reorganization, 

the SCPS leadership team sought consultation and assistance from the researcher, who 

was a member of the human capital organization.  The researcher participated in the 

planning stages of the reorganization in early 2011.  The leadership team’s overarching 

concern was the potential resistance and intransigence borne out of restructuring and 

overcoming it.  Nadler and Tushman (1990) believed that responding to environmental 

changes by improving the efficiency of systems and processes alone, does not work. 

These environmental trends “…put a premium on executive leadership and the 

management of system-wide organization change” (p. 77). The researcher trained the 

leadership team on methods to identify and overcome the resistance of employees, and 

provided a structure for behavioral interviewing. The findings reinforced the leaders’ of 

SCPS’s decision to address these concerns.  

The interviewer taped the interview sessions with the subjects.  The interviewer 

attempted to elicit each person’s description and understanding of the practice of 
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leadership at SCPS (the story) including: why it is the central and anchoring concern;  

why the practice is generated in the interactions of leaders, followers, and their situations; 

and how the situation both defines leadership practice and is defined through leadership 

practice.  An interview was considered complete when each person answered the 

interview questions and presented a coherent picture of leadership practice based on the 

story elicitation.  

 A professional stenographer transcribed subsequent transcriptions of the 

interviews.  The recording device was a digital recorder that conveyed conversations in a 

clear manner.  There are advantages in transcribing the interviews: greater familiarity 

with the comments each participant made; the ability to note voice inflection and tonality; 

enhanced accuracy in the transcribed document; and a reflective saturation of each person 

that sharpens the intuitive sense aiding creation of the textural and structural descriptions.  

Transcribing one’s own interviews rather than hiring someone else is also consistent with 

Merriam’s (2009) recommendation that doing so provides the researcher with the 

advantage of “rudimentary analysis” (p. 174). The researcher allowed a professional 

stenographer to perform this function due to time constraints, and based on the typing 

speed and accuracy of the researcher.   

 After participants were identified and selected, the researcher used a structured 

interview process and the transcripts of the dialogs were analyzed using a technique 

referred to as ‘clustering’ (Boyatzis, 1998). A tool or technique developed originally in 

connection with creative writing (Rico, 2000), clustering is used to facilitate the 

individual’s personal account of his or her experience through a nondirective, almost 

“free association” type exercise. Taylor and Bogdan (1984) call it an in-depth interview, 
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“…modeled after a conversation between equals, rather than a formal question-and-

answer exchange” (p. 77).  

Document Review 

 Documents reviewed for this study included newspaper articles, archival records, 

and meeting agendas.  Articles from the SCPS archives—a shared database—the 

University website and local newspapers provided context for this study.  The researcher 

sought evidence of alignment of strategic initiatives to practice, evidence of collaboration 

in meetings, and across-region participation in meetings and decisions.  The content of 

documents included strategic plans, finance and budget goals, SCPS policies, and human 

resource policies and guidelines.  

Observations 

 The researcher functioned as a participant observer from January 2011 through 

June 2011, and assisted the SCPS senior leaders with process, interview techniques, 

facilitation, and action learning.  The researcher was privy to reactions and behaviors of 

participants during the early stages of restructuring when employees from all regions 

completed three successive training activities in the home office.  During this period, the 

researcher was an employee of the University.  During analysis, the researcher attempted 

to suspend all biases and assumptions and show the results through the eyes of the 

participants.  

 The interview data was compared and contrasted between leaders of SCPS to see 

how key school personnel understood and practiced leadership within their areas of 

responsibility.  Previous experience in other studies and academic exercises using similar 

interview protocols and procedures for data collection were considered in finalizing 
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planning, fine tuning instructions, working with the recording device, and gaining 

perspective on potential timing and schedule constraints. 

 This technique was an important catalyst in drawing out meaningful dialogue in 

the participant-interviewer conversations.  Rico (2000) explains that the technique is a 

“nonlinear brainstorming process akin to free association…that allows patterns to 

emerge.” (p.14). In this study, clustering was more time and thematic bound.  As a 

creative writing tool, clustering “accepts wondering, not-knowing, seeming chaos, 

gradually mapping an interior landscape as ideas begin to emerge” (p. 14).  The 

researcher has used this tool in other professional capacities as a method for generating 

new ideas.  Use of this as a technique is also consistent with the step Moustakas (1994) 

refers to as imaginative variation. “The task of imaginative variation is to seek possible 

meanings through the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of reference, 

employing polarities and reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from divergent 

perspectives, different positions, roles, or functions” (p. 97). 

 Clustering promotes the dual hemispheric involvement of the brain: the left with 

its sequential, logical cause and effect, linear thought production, and the right with 

simultaneous complex image, analogic, and imagistic thinking.  The left side “knows 

‘how” while the right side “discovers what” (Rico, 2000, p. 68). It is a tool especially 

appropriate for an interpretivist research approach intent on pursuing the essence and 

meaning of human experience “through careful, comprehensive descriptions, vivid and 

accurate renderings of experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 105). Clustering provides a firm 

starting foundation from which comprehensive descriptions can emerge and phenomena 

is subsequently interpreted.  Moustakas (1994) points out that:  
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A method offers a systematic way of accomplishing something orderly and 
disciplined, with care and rigor.  Procedures or techniques make up a method, 
provide a direction and steps to be followed, and move a study into action.  Every 
method in human science research is open ended.  There are no definitive or 
exclusive requirements.  Each research project holds its own integrity and 
establishes its own method and procedures to facilitate the flow of the 
investigation and the collection of data.  (p. 104)  
 

  Miles and Huberman (1994) discuss a number of tactics for generating meaning 

from a particular set of data, ranging from descriptive to explanatory and from concrete 

to abstract. They summarize 13 tactics as follows: 

Noting patterns, themes (1) seeing plausibility (2), and clustering (3), help 
the analyst see “what goes with what.”  Making metaphors (4), like 
preceding three tactics, is a way to achieve more integration among 
diverse pieces of data.  Counting (5) is also a familiar way to see “what’s 
there.”  Making contrasts/comparisons (6) is a pervasive tactic that 
sharpens understanding.  Differentiation sometimes is needed, too, as in 
partitioning variables (7).  We also need tactics for seeing things and their 
relationships more abstractly.  These include subsuming particulars into 
the general (8); factoring (9), an analogue of a familiar quantitative 
technique; noting relations between variables (10); and finding intervening 
variables (11).  Finally, how can we systematically assemble a coherent 
understanding of data?  The tactics discussed are building a logical chain 
of evidence (12) and making conceptual/theoretical coherence (13).  (pp. 
245-246) 
 

 The first tactic associated with noting patterns and themes and the third that was 

associated with what goes with what were critical in the data analysis in this research.  

Central to generating meaning, the study sought to uncover, (1) How is leadership 

practiced at the school?, (2) Why has the specific paradigm been implemented in his or 

her area?, and (3) How are the participants perception of the leadership practice 

influencing motivation, knowledge creation, affect, or practices of other organizational 

members?  Part of the analysis sought to compare the language used to discuss how the 

respondent approached leadership practice prior to the restructuring, and with the 

language used now.  The purpose was to reduce the data and sort into these preliminary 
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categories.  Creswell (1998) noted that regardless of the size of the database, no more 

than 25-30 categories of information is recommended. The goal is ultimately to reduce 

the total to five or six categories that serve as the essential sources for the written 

narrative. 

 The study looked for expressions relevant to issues that led to the new leadership 

paradigm of distributed leadership: the action of the participant to practice the new 

paradigm; and the participant’s perceptions of what other leaders’ are doing at the school 

to influence the motivation, knowledge, affect, and practices of other members in the 

school.  

Limitations of the Study 

 This research was conducted at the University of ABC’s SCPS, a Tier 1 public 

Research University in the southwest that was undergoing a restructuring of its financial 

and human resources in order to improve its competitive position in the marketplace and 

better adapt to environmental influences.  The case was complicated due to a financial 

atmosphere that caused massive state layoffs, budget constraints, and hiring freezes for 

noncritical positions.  In addition, many of the universities in the region have experienced 

a talent drain in the academic environment, particularly at the senior level.  Adding to the 

changing environment was the hiring of a new President by the University, who followed 

an administrator who had remained in that position for 20 years.  As a result, there was 

concern that leaders and followers were too overwhelmed with present-day events to sit 

for an interview during a period when there were great demands on their time and 

stresses associated with the adjustment to new leadership.  Incorporated in the concern 

about access to these leaders and followers was some doubt about the subjects’ ability to 
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present a coherent picture.  This concern was not based on the cognitive complexity of 

the phenomenon.  The possible lack of congruence between this research and 

restructuring, the effects of budget constraints, continued demands for accountability, 

employee fatigue, and acclimation to the new leadership paradigm were contributing 

factors.  

 The researcher thought that leaders and followers would be reticent to discuss 

their adherence to a new leadership paradigm because they lacked control over a large 

portion of the restructuring.  Since this was a collective effort, they might not wish to 

describe a picture of non-adherence towards their unit’s efforts.  To minimize these 

concerns, the researcher performed a pilot interview with a senior academic leader who 

did not participate in the primary study.  This allowed the researcher to receive feedback 

from an informed source about the intrusiveness of the questions, potential biases held by 

the researcher, and the communication style used to solicit responses from the participant.  

Based on the feedback, the researcher allowed information to emerge instead of applying 

direct pressure about the initiative.  This was a discovery during the mock interview that 

the mention of the specifics of restructuring caused discomfort to the interviewee because 

of the belief they should know the administrations desires verbatim.  The feedback from 

the mock interview also assisted the researcher in identifying and incorporating the 

researcher’s personal style, which created an atmosphere of trust and candor when 

answering the questions.  

 The researcher sought to minimize disruption to the organization as it progressed 

through this major reorganization and therefore, interviews were conducted with formal 
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leaders only.  To counteract this action, formal and informal member checks were 

performed with leaders and followers to access the proximity to interview responses.   

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

 The policy guidelines of the George Washington University Committee on 

Human Research Institutional Review Board (GWU IRB) were the foundational point of 

reference for ethical precautions.  This helped to ensure that the “three principles, or 

general prescriptive judgments, that are relevant to research involving human subjects” 

were identifiable and embraced in the study.  These three principles are respect for 

persons, beneficence, and justice.  As noted in The Belmont Report, Part C, Applications: 

“applications of the general principles to the conduct of research leads to consideration of 

the following requirements: informed consent, risk/benefit assessment, and the selection 

of subjects of research” (U.S. Department of Health, 1979). 

 The requirement of obtaining “legally effective informed consent of the subject or 

the subject’s legally authorized representative” (DHHS, 2009; [45 CFR 46.116]) was 

waived by the IRB.  The GWU-OHR template was used to ensure compliance with the 

basic elements of informed consent.  Further, the study posed minimal risk to the 

participants.  That risk was not greater than what might be ordinarily encountered in daily 

life or during performance of a routine or extended conversation (DHHS, 2009, [45 CFR 

46.102(i)]).  The primary interaction was the form of one structured interview, bounded 

by discussion of their lived experiences related to their practice of a new leadership 

paradigm.  The course of the discussion was largely determined by the direction chosen 

by the participant, with the knowledge that they could stop the proceedings at any time.  
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Privacy and confidentiality were assured, with rigorous precautions taken to maintain the 

anonymity of each participant. 

 The researcher complied with all procedures required by The George Washington 

University Office of Human Research, in conjunction with the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) process.  After approval of the research proposal, no events occurred during 

the research that raised new risks to human participants.  Therefore, reporting to the 

GWU Office of Human Research was unnecessary and did not require revision to this 

document. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

 In the early 1990s, the American people began to question the value of higher 

education.  According to Guskin (1996), “There was growing agreement that colleges and 

universities were not cost-effective, that tuitions were too high, and that academic 

institutions must therefore restructure their operations, much as had happened in 

American society” (p. 27). There were some that believed that transformational change 

was the cure for higher education’s ills (Bensimon, et al., 1989). In a complex 

organization, it was believed the solution is, “…enabling leaders work to catalize 

mechanisms by creating conditions in which those mechanisms can thrive” (Uhl-Bien & 

Marion, 2008). Spillane (2006) offered an alternative view of leadership in education, 

distributed leadership, which focused  on the joint interactions of school leaders, 

followers, and their tools and routines.    

 This descriptive case study examined the research question: "What is the nature of 

leadership amidst a participative change effort in a higher education setting as perceived 

by active participants in the effort?    

 The findings from this study identified ten ways in which the University of ABC 

School of Continuing and Professional Studies (SCPS) practiced leadership.  The 

research results represent a two-year time period from January 2011 to June 2013.  

Pseudonyms were used to protect the privacy of the study’s participants.  

 This chapter is organized into two sections: (1) context and (2) findings. 
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Background of School  

 SCPS faced a competitive marketplace in the regions it served in the 

United States, especially from for-profit institutions.  SCPS sought to make sense of its 

accomplishments and the culture that was created by using a participative approach to 

change.  A key issue was the leaders’ ability to influence the motivation, knowledge, 

affect, or practice of the school’s administrators, faculty, and staff on the core work of the 

institution.  Evidence collected from document reviews, interviews, and observations was 

used to provide contextual information about the research site, supplementing the basic 

information provided in Chapter 3.  

Context of Study 

 In 2006, a three-school consortium that included the University of ABC petitioned 

the State to decouple their financial and human resources functions from state oversight.  

The consortium agreed to receive less state funding in order to remain competitive with 

their national peer institutions.  In 2007, the University of ABC Board of Visitors’ 

commissioned a report, Commission on the University of the Future (COFU).  The report 

suggested the highly centralized decision-making fostered by the current budget model 

actually frustrated planning, innovation, and collaboration, while also hardening silos.  In 

turn, the silos frustrated the very collaboration that was needed to overcome the 

disadvantages of small scale.  President Honemond convened COFU in March 2007, and 

asked its members to carry forward the prior work of the Board’s Special Committee on 

Planning, and to propose strategies for distinguishing the University of ABC from its 

peers in the next decade and beyond.  
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 The University recognized that its budget model was not conducive to efficiency 

of operations.  The ongoing recession led to state revenue shortfalls of more than $7.1 

billion, which dropped funding to 6% of University of ABCs operating needs, as 

compared to a high of 26% in 1994.  The University’s budget model did not support the 

excellence needed to compete in the current world of higher education.  In May 2010, the 

Board of Visitors charged the current administration with developing “big ideas” that 

would ultimately put in motion a new course toward greatness for the University.  

 SCPS is one of eleven schools at the University of ABC.  SCPS opened the doors 

of the University to thousands of nontraditional adult learners for continuing education.  

With academic centers in Gallup, Albuquerque, Las Cruces, Carlsbad, Alamogordo, and 

Roswell, the School worked toward meeting the continuing education needs of the State’s 

citizens.  The mission of SCPS is to be responsive to nontraditional learners by providing 

high quality continuing education opportunities that help them achieve their personal and 

professional goals.  SCPS’s commitment to serving a diverse community of learners is 

apparent in the continuing education programs and courses offered at both convenient 

times and places.  Students enrolled at SCPS have the option to learn in the classroom, 

online, and through other delivery modes. 

 In January 2011, SCPS experienced a precipitous, continuous decline in 

enrollments across all regions.  The education curriculum, one of the School’s academic 

and financial staples, was projected to be transferred back to the Ramirez School of 

Education in 2012.  This change would result in a $600,000 loss of revenue.  A report 

commissioned by the University’s Board of Visitors found that significant, consistent 

collaboration and interaction across all eleven schools of the University were critical to 
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fostering a shared vision, common goals, innovative programs, and bold initiatives.  

Meaningful collaboration and interaction could differentiate the University in important 

ways and build a foundation for other strategies to achieve differentiation.  The report, 

the addition of nontraditional for-profit competitors into the marketplace, and the vision 

of leadership were stimulus for SCPS to restructure its operations in order to remain a 

competitor in the market. 

Findings 

 When the data were analyzed, ten findings emerged: 

1. A participative approach to change influenced synergy at SCPS. 

2. Leader participation greatly influenced collaboration.   

3. Leaders’ actions created a shared sense of responsibility. 

4. Change in structure influenced leader, follower behavior, and organizational 

culture.  

5. The creation of a safe environment influenced employee conversations. 

6. Engaged leaders and followers influenced decision-making. 

7. Leader involvement improved efficacy of decisions. 

8. The situation (tools, routines, structures) enabled leader action on process 

improvement. 

9. A shared belief in the schools training mission influenced the mitigation of 

resistance and intransigence. 

10. A focus on strategy supported collective action. 

11. The Dean’s vision influenced the participation of leaders and followers. 
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Finding 1: A Participative Approach to Change Influenced Synergy at SCPS 

 A major finding from this study was how the leaders’ participation influenced the 

routines of other leaders and followers, and how influence precipitated action and became 

part of the school’s culture.  A major concern of the SCPS senior leaders was the 

breakdown in collaboration across the geographically dispersed regions.  Prior to 

reorganization, each region performed as a separate entity and lacked coordination with 

other regions and the main office.  There was duplication of effort across the regions, 

which operated as five different schools.  With the active participation of formal leaders 

and the establishment of common goals, collaboration across regions influenced 

leadership practice and began to erode the silo effect that had permeated SCPS prior to 

reorganization.  

 The evidence suggests that leaders across regions began working together to solve 

problems.  The most serious was the increased competition from non-profit institutions.  

Two of the regions were in highly competitive markets and tended to address competition 

without concern for other constituencies within the School.  After reorganization, the 

regions and central office began to address the threats to SCPS in a more holistic manner.  

The culture was no longer tolerant of a region or the central office addressing issues in 

isolation. 

 The shift in organizational structure resulted in new roles for staff in regional 

centers and a different way of determining success in those roles.  SCPS also centralized 

services in some areas to create efficiencies and to coordinate its work across the state, 

i.e., program oversight and guidance in the academic arena that gave each program a 

template that defined the specialty and the audience.  
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 SCPS also centralized the review of faculty credentials and created a faculty 

database that was focused on credentials and preparedness for teaching.  The interview 

participants articulated the value of leaders’ participation in improving collaboration 

across operations.  As articulated by one staff member, “We now have moved from the 

parts equaling the whole to starting with the whole and then (asking) what are the roles 

that people play to contribute to the whole, which is quite different.”  

 Another participant believed the leaders’ hands-on involvement in the 

reorganization contributed to an atmosphere of acceptance and ownership across the 

school.  She cited the efficacy of the approach but also highlighted the challenges:  

I think especially, with the programs, there is more of a feeling of ownership 
across the organization and what we do that it is not just mine or just yours, it is 
ours.  Administratively, I think the design is accurate.  I think as much as I 
described some of my leadership conundrums, I think time is helping to straighten 
those out.  
 

Finding 2: Leader Participation Greatly Influenced Collaboration 

 Members of SCPS saw themselves as a collaborative group that focused on how 

they performed in relation to other group members, as opposed to individual actions.  The 

resulting interrelationships became common practice as joint action became routine.  

Mutually enacted actions influenced the norms and beliefs of members of SCPS, and 

these norms and beliefs became inculcated into the practice of leadership.  

 An example was the new committee structure established during the 

reorganization entitled SPRAC (Strategic Planning and Research Committee).  This 

committee structure increased staff buy-in for decisions and increased staff participation 

in the mechanisms of the reorganization.  Several interview participants cited the value of 

SPRAC and the committees’ ability to make informed decisions that improved the 
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performance of various programs and processes.  One participant praised the cost savings 

resulting from the committee’s deliberations:  

We had a mechanism to do that through the strategic research and planning group, 
it is our gathering of the leadership of the group.  All of the major areas are 
represented there.  We have gone through a number of exercises to look at how 
we want to move forward and we have defined programs as tier-1; tier-2; and tier-
3.  The tier-1 is the programs that we are going to invest in.  So, if we only have a 
dollar to spend on marketing we might spend $0.90 on of those.  The tier-2 we 
will spend the other $0.10 or just let them go with whatever they are doing.  The 
tier-3 are the ones we have decided require sun setting. 
 

Another participant spoke about the composition of the committee, its broad 

representation from across SCPS, and a high-level view of how the committee 

accomplishes its tasks:   

It’s a diverse group of people and they review, chop it up, add comments, 
whatever, give it back to me to just eyeball to see if I have any questions or can 
answer their questions and then once they finish vetting it then it goes to our 
senior leadership team of the dean and two associate dean.  When they approve it 
and put their stamp of approval on it then it becomes communicated to everybody. 
 

Another participant echoed this sentiment, but took it further when he mentioned that the 

work throughout the School was becoming routine and a more natural way of doing 

business within SCPS:  

We have a strategic planning and research advisory council, so we take more 
things to them and get their buy in.  Those are all the people that report to the 
dean and the associate deans and we get buy-in from them on criteria, policies, 
and the strategic direction of the school.  I think from the top down, we are seeing 
more participation because we have the SPRAC group and we also have these 
work groups and standing committees.  Those work groups and standing 
committees have people from all levels working on them.  I think we have tried to 
increase the communication within the School and the participation in making 
decisions and tried to routinize more of what we do. 
 

Finding 3: Leaders’ Actions Created a Shared Sense of Responsibility  

 The leaders’ influence on the organizational culture created a sense of shared 

responsibility.  The introduction of the SPRAC committee and other working groups with 
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diverse representation and functions led to improved conversations, which were 

dissimilar to the prevalent culture of the pre-reorganization.  At that time, SCPS operated 

by a division of labor with a hierarchical structure.  Leaders in different positions, 

functions, and regions performed various functions with considerable overlap and 

duplication.  One of the surprising outcomes from reorganizing was the speed at which a 

culture of shared responsibility evolved.  The tendency to feel solely responsible for an 

outcome was mitigated by the new collaborative, interdependent culture within the 

school.  The leaders’ direct participation in the work of the reorganization, and the 

introduction of SPRAC and similar committee structures created an environment that 

encouraged participation and presented the School as one entity.  This stood in contrast to 

a conglomeration of regions performing as isolated schools.  The new structure had a 

strong influence on the behaviors of members of SCPS.  One interview participant spoke 

to the benefits of the new structure in a positive light:   

I can tell that we interact differently.  Our groups have shifted and we have what 
used to be separate units all over the state are more blended now.  That is 
definitely more blended.  We communicate more as a school…That has definitely 
increased with the new model…We are no longer separate units although the old 
way of thinking about them is still there because of their locations. 
 

In addition, the Dean and leadership teams’ active participation in the process, the 

collaborative behaviors displayed in meetings and during decision-making activities, and 

the ability to mirror the behaviors espoused in the document, “One School, One Mission” 

(Appendix E) were critical to creating an atmosphere of shared responsibility. 
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Finding 4: Change in Structure Influenced Leader, Follower Behavior and 

Organizational Culture  

 The introduction of SPRAC, other committees with similar attributes, and ad hoc 

meetings made it difficult to identify a clear decision-making leader, other than the Dean 

and Associate Deans.  This positive development was the result of increased participation 

in decision-making by leaders and followers.  The data suggested that more staff were 

taking accountability for decisions by taking the lead.  This depended on the decision 

criteria and the mix of skills possessed by those in attendance.  While those with formally 

designated leadership positions performed some leadership functions, individuals who 

did not hold formal leadership positions also took responsibility for leadership functions.  

Prior to reorganization, those in formal leadership positions sometimes failed to take 

responsibility for leadership functions. 

 The University of ABC Board of Visitors (BOV) recognized that the highly 

centralized structure in place at the time they developed COFU was not conducive to 

decision-making and that it fostered the continuance of poor decision-making practices, 

as well as the intransigence of leaders from various schools and administrative 

departments.  Decision-making was less than ideal and collaboration was minimal or 

nonexistent.  These same conditions existed within SCPS and the data provided further 

evidence of inflexibility in conversations and decisions.  

 The introduction of the SPRAC committee and other working groups with diverse 

participation led to an improvement in conversations.  An interview participant spoke 

directly to the positive changes brought about by the introduction of committee decisions 

and the subsequent improvements in the SCPS way of doing business:   
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…the conversations are different that people have…We have people that do not 
just stay in their lane.  In higher education sometimes, they are referred to as silos.  
I refer to them also as being silos with moats around them, and you have to be 
invited to cross the moat.  So the conversation now is that people feel 
comfortable, far more comfortable in having conversations that take you across 
the moat…people are beginning to see some of the flexibility they can have to 
have conversations with others and not just waiting for direction or worse yet, just 
going off doing their thing. 
 

Other interview participants noted the improvement in atmosphere within SCPS, 

although one introduced a potential concern with the new structure:  

…it’s what I was describing as far as the comfort level with the way that I felt I 
understood and knew my work before, and what I had responsibility over and 
decision making ability within and then what it changed to.  I did not feel very 
comfortable right away, with what my role was as far as decision-making. 
 

Another interview participant spoke to the transparency in the process and the inability of 

members throughout SCPS to screen their actions from scrutiny:  

People are more exposed, and so you are starting to see their weaknesses that 
were hidden in the past.  So that is interesting and we are working on that, which 
is why I say we are going through like a second reorganization.  
 

This last interview participant was thoughtful in expressing a point shared throughout the 

findings: 

I think it's worked…We spent that first year getting everybody comfortable with 
the new job, and then we did a lot, over the last two years, we did a lot of process 
re-engineering.  That process re-engineering, all the new leaders were involved.  
Now, they have taken that on as their own.  They have been very invested in it, I 
think.  We got the policy framework in place.  What happened at the SPRAC 
meeting, a couple months ago, and this is the reason why I think it worked.  I 
think people have bought into it.  Not to say there are not outliers.  Not to say 
there are not issues.  There were before. 
 

Finding 5: The Creation of a Safe Environment Influenced Employee Conversations 

The findings uncovered the importance of creating a safe environment in which 

the employees were able to express openly their concerns during the reorganization.  A 

major goal was to provide a foundation that would increase trust, particularly toward the 
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Dean, senior leaders, and School administrators.  The design selection and 

implementation procedures for restructuring were intentional decisions made by the 

implementation team to improve the success of the process.  The data showed that the 

team believed that transparency and that the strategic handling of opposition and 

resistance would increase the trust of the leadership and implementation team.  One of 

the senior participants expressed the importance of having confidence in the staff and his 

role in creating an atmosphere that allowed leaders and staff to perform the work he knew 

they were capable of performing:   

…being able to have confidence in others that they can learn what they do not 
know and creating, hopefully, safe environments for them to learn.  My role in all 
that is to kind of model that and point out where we do it well as a team and then 
kind of talk about and help engage people on conversations about what is it we’ve 
learned that can influence how we can do things differently. 
 

Another participant expressed similar feelings that expressed the belief that the 

implementation team was successful in getting its message across to the employee 

population:  

I think there was a lot of need for trust and a lot of us did not feel as though we 
completely trusted.  I’d have to say that for the most part, folks have trusted that 
it’s going to work and I think, at least for myself, the reason I trusted so much 
more was one, what I talked about earlier, which was what our senior leadership 
team instilled in us when they stated, ‘trust me’ and then have given every reason 
we should. 
 

 The data supported the participant’s overwhelming belief that the creation of a 

safe environment had improved trust during and after the implementation:  “…the other 

unique thing is there are some people who feel more comfortable reaching out to me.  

Some people feel more comfortable reaching out to Sheryl, or some to Marcia, and that is 

all great.  That’s the way it should be.”  

Another addressed the creation of a safe environment as a process improvement: 
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…you see how an approval can possibly be done via an email instead of a 
signature and just say, ‘Hey, I want to make this change,’ and you just present it.  
As long as it is okay with audit and policy and you get the okay from your bosses, 
then they you just do it. 
 

Another participant was self-reflective:  “If you want change to occur, you have to enable 

people to be participants and to not fear retribution if they don’t agree with you.  I’ve 

learned to develop think skin and not take it personal when people disagree.” 

Finding 6: Engaged Leaders and Followers Influenced Decision-making 

 Another key finding from the study was the systematic approach SCPS took to 

decision-making.  This was defined by leaders’ participation in the process and a 

collective distribution approach.  The leaders at SCPS worked interdependently or co-

performed based on the situation.  The decisions took place in the SPRAC, other 

committees, and ad hoc meetings.  The data provides evidence that the interactions that 

took place in formal and informal meetings were greatly improved and that this was 

attributable to improved collaboration and trust:   

…people feel comfortable, far more comfortable in having conversations that take 
you across the moat.  In other words, people are beginning to see some of the 
flexibility they can have to have conversations with others and not just waiting for 
direction or worse yet, just going off doing their thing. 
 

 The findings also suggest this new culture within SCPS did not always result in 

agreement or support of the prevailing argument.  i.e., “…decision making slowed 

down.”  Another participant articulated the issue this way: “Some of that is still going on 

meaning, that issues are not being addressed with the tools we have...”  What prevailed 

was the ability to work together, and sometimes simply agreeing to disagree.    

 It was clear that structural processes improved the efficiency and effectiveness of 

decision-making.  The data identified SPRAC as a structural process put in place to 
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improve the efficiency and effectiveness of decision-making.  The committee included 

employees from a diversity of backgrounds, experiences, geographic locations, and 

levels.  Decisions were made by consensus, with the Dean’s leadership team making the 

final decision when consensus could not be reached.  At SCPS, SPRAC and other 

meetings became the critical structures that fostered the joint interactions of the leaders 

and followers in leadership practice.  

 The committees created to facilitate decision integrity were the means created to 

improve leader interaction with other leaders and personnel at the School.  The 

committee structure enabled the creation and evolution of routines and tools that 

transformed leadership practice.  Conversations were taking place that were not present 

in the previous structure.  The findings provide evidence that a progression in the quality, 

depth, and breadth of conversations and interdependent interactions was taking place.  

The committee structure was providing SCPS with new and inventive means to solve 

problems.  The leaders’ at SCPS created their own tools, routines, and processes in an 

effort to make data-informed decisions that would improve the efficacy of decisions.  

However, the University was responsible for the creation of some tools and routines 

related to the new budget model and student registration system.  The SPRAC committee, 

which was a response to the University’s new strategic initiatives, designed methods to 

increase efficiency and effectiveness.  

 Another element was how decision-making influenced leadership practice.  

Leaders’ actions and the creation of an inclusive environment were instrumental in 

improving the efficiency and effectiveness of decisions made, i.e. “…we have created a 

committee structure to look at processes.  A committee structure and also ad hoc work 
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groups to look at processes and policies and I think that’s helped to improve both the 

efficiency and effectiveness as well.”  The data revealed that leaders’ involvement 

improved perceptions of what other leaders and School staff were doing to improve 

leadership practice, i.e. “I think it’s more effective.  I don’t think we’ve gotten the timing 

down, but I think the committee work is taking more ownership…”  However, a focus on 

leaders’ actions alone would ignore the importance of how interactions among leaders at 

SCPS influenced the enthusiasm of the workforce, the volume of work accomplished, and 

the practice of leadership. 

 The interview data show that participants’ responses justified the change to a new 

paradigm; that leaders were influencing the motivation of other leaders and School 

members’ participation rates; and that these actions influenced the positive outcomes.  

Most participants concentrated on outcomes, but inferred that the decisions reached, the 

data points that supported those decisions, and the leaders’ participation in the process 

within and outside of the committee structure were instrumental in the results.  One 

participant said, “It will also enable us to determine when we should sunset a given 

program because metrics reflect that this is not a high market demand program at this 

point in time.”  

Another participant articulated how clarity improved, “…I think it is better than 

before.  I think before, nobody knew where anything was.  I think the other piece, too is 

we have a shared drive and everything is being put there.”  Another interview participant 

focused on academic approvals, i.e. “… the academic approvals process has been greatly 

improved…classroom assignment is also improved…”  This participant spoke to both the 

success of the process in yielding improved results, and the ability to identify individuals’ 
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strengths within the new paradigm.  He believed the process improvements were a huge 

part of the success of restructuring and improved the schools financial reporting:  

…we think we have been successful at this, and it is going to have a large impact 
on decision-making and the stability and sustainability of our organization…we 
have been able to find talent that was buried deep in the organization, pull that 
talent up, develop them, and those people have really blossomed. 
 

 It had been shown that leaders could co-perform and still work at cross-purposes.  

The researcher observed leaders’ working at cross-purposes during the ‘wave meetings.’ 

The group still achieved the intended goal since the emphasis was on outcome.  Leaders 

do not have to agree to co-perform a leadership routine when practice is distributed over 

two or more leaders (or subordinates) areas of responsibility.  

 Participants articulated throughout the interviews that the reorganization, and 

subsequent improvements in decision-making, were necessary and successful in 

producing the desired results.  As evidenced by the data and supported by observation, 

strategic decision-making was enhanced by using the identified tools and processes, 

committees and ad hoc meetings that synergistically produced an improvement in the 

practice of leadership.  Leadership that was distributed beyond formal leaders stimulated 

an atmosphere of collaboration and shared outcomes.  This distribution of leadership 

within SCPS was not accomplished by decree from the Dean, but through the design of 

routines created during the reorganization.  The distribution of leadership transcended 

formal leaders, and allowed leaders and staff alike to perform leadership work.  The 

evidence pointed to a new, evolving culture in SCPS. 

Finding 7: Leader’s Involvement Improved Efficacy of Decisions  

The data suggested that leader action and the creation of an inclusive atmosphere 

were instrumental in improving the efficiency and effectiveness of decisions.  The data 
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reinforced that leaders’ involvement improved perceptions of what other leaders’ and 

school staff were doing to improve the motivation, the communication of information, 

influence, and practices of other members in the school.  

 The researcher observed the general acceptance by employees, both during the 

planning and wave meetings that the leaders’ of SCPS were shaping a culture that 

confirmed the expectations of employees, and that leaders could perform in the new 

structure.  Two participants suggested that although the leader involvement was 

efficacious, there was a learning curve:  “I welcome the idea that we are going to try to 

work smarter and do better process and cost savings;” The other participant added that: 

“With my new title, I thought, that means I need to make decisions, not just supervise.”   

 The data suggest that there was a tendency to revert to old decision-making 

models at SCPS, and that communications and actions were hindered by regressive 

behaviors.  One participant expressed concern with the business of influence and reality.  

She concluded the Dean and associate deans are influenced by those who have access to 

them on a more frequent basis.  As she said:   

Some of that is still going on meaning, that issues aren’t being addressed with the 
tools that we have and there are a couple of people that the dean has had in either 
ear for a period of time and it’s influenced some things, or it’s kept, in my 
opinion, it’s kept some things from being really looked at with a clear lens.  So, I 
wonder if a lot of that has to do with supervisors’ inability to deal with hard 
discussions.  
 
Another leader expressed her concern about some leader’s actions and behaviors, 

as offered in a cautionary note on the behaviors of some leaders and their influence on the 

decision-making process:  

I think there was hope for decision making to happen and for people to be held 
accountable as a result of restructuring.  That this was going to kind of blow up 
what had been in existence.  I have been discouraged knowing that two years out 
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there is still not much accountability.  There is what seems to me, to be less action 
or fewer decisions being made from the top down.  I feel like that was something 
the School struggled with in years past.  So, the great hope and change that was 
supposed to come out of this I feel like what has happened is where the School 
pre-restructuring functioned in silos we are starting to back slide.  There are 
almost two tracks now.  There are the groups of people who are on board with 
restructuring, they have moved forward in the new way of doing business and 
operating, and then there are the people that have been very resistant to change 
and seem very stuck.  The visual that I always have, and those of us – I feel like 
I’m on that new track and those of us that feel like we’re really kind of plowing 
ahead in my smaller group, there’s almost a sense of we’re constantly having to 
pull everybody else behind and it’s the one step forward two steps back, that 
whole thing. 
 

This participant also would like to see a periodic evaluation of processes and decision 

integrity throughout SCPS, with the frequency to be determined.  This type of evaluation 

was included in the original implementation plan. 

Finding 8: The Situation (Tools, Routines, Structures) Enabled Leader Action on 

Process Improvement 

 This finding focuses on tools utilized during the reorganization—SPRAC, special 

committees, ad hoc groups, training—with the purpose of facilitating interactions 

between the various participants throughout the School.  The tools contributed to the 

interactions needed to make informed decisions and assure a smooth process.  Leaders’ 

activities influenced the individual and interpersonal structures that emerged in SCPS.  

Training influenced that emergence.  

The situation is critical to leadership practice.  Tools, routines, structures, and 

other aspects of the situation serve as bridges between interactions with others.  Aspects 

of the situation mediate our interactions, and in these interactions, practice takes form.  

The situation puts some elements of the interactions at the forefront while downplaying 

or ignoring others.  These elements help define what leaders and followers must be 
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mindful of and how mindful they must be, i.e. the SPRAC committee structure influenced 

active conversations during attempts to reach decisions.  

Finding 9: A Shared Belief in the Schools Training Mission Influenced the 

Mitigation of Resistance and Intransigence 

The data confirm that during the initial stages of the reorganization initiative, the 

SCPS leadership team, with the addition of a core group of participants from around the 

School (which would later become the Implementation Team), sought consultation and 

assistance from a human capital perspective.  The objective was to overcome concern for 

potential resistance and intransigence during a major change initiative, and to smooth 

transition to the new organizational structure.  The leadership team decided that every 

employee, except the Dean and Associate Deans, would reapply for jobs throughout the 

school.  The employees were not limited to the region in which they reside or the position 

they currently hold.  

 With the input of consultation, the implementation team decided it was best to use 

behavioral interviewing with interview questions focused on a group of core 

competencies—accountability for results, teamwork, facilitation of change, and a focus 

on quality.  The researcher participated in meetings at which leaders expressed the 

importance of enlisting Human Resources to train the leaders’ on the new interviewing 

method.  This was a departure from previous practice that helped the interviewers feel 

more confident about their ability to elicit responses that would be valuable indicators of 

the candidate’s abilities.  As supported by the data, the participants acknowledged the 

efficacy of the process and felt the training was valuable in setting the tone for the 

interviews.  
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One interview participant articulated the process of training in this way:  

 …we did these in waves, three waves, the training for the supervisors that were 
going to be interviewing or actively involved in the next wave of hires.  So we did 
more how to interview, behavioral interviewing, we did all that.  Then another 
training that we did on the heels of that was how do we evaluate people here?  
What ratings do we use, how do we define it? 
 

Another interview participant concentrated on the effect new processes had on people’s 

new roles and behaviors: “…so I think peer pressure will either encourage people to take 

more initiative or figure out this isn’t, there’s no more coasting anymore and I think, 

yeah…There are a lot of people that are doing a lot of work.” 

Finding 10: A Focus on Strategy Supported Collective Action  

 The evidence was clear that the University and SCPS strategies were catalysts for 

reorganizing.  The University of ABC BOV and the President presented a broad outline 

of strategies to faculty and staff on how to respond to environmental factors that are 

changing the traditional avenues of higher education, and need for innovation and 

collaboration.  The mandate was extensive and beyond the scope of this study.  

Four themes merged that were central to the strategic goals: Enhancement of 

science and engineering; improvement of global/international programs and activities; 

expansion of educational programs on leadership; and innovation in teaching and 

learning.  Strategy was a noteworthy impetus for promoting collective action, as 

evidenced by this document review:  

Significant and consistent collaboration and interaction across all eleven schools 
of the University are critical to fostering a shared vision, common goals, 
innovative programs, and bold initiatives.  Meaningful collaboration and 
interaction can differentiate the University in important ways and build a 
foundation for other strategies to achieve differentiation.  Mechanisms to achieve 
these ends include but are not limited to the following:  Joint information, joint 
learning, joint teaching and research, and joint service.  
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The President’s call to faculty and staff—“We believe that strategic vision and 

bold leadership can enable us to overcome these deficiencies and transform the 

University for the 21st century”—provided the motivation to increase collaboration across 

schools and administrative departments, and set the tone for collective action around 

campus.  

 A key element of the finding was that the SCPS strategic goals built upon on the 

University’s strategy.  The planning and eventual implementation of the SCPS 

restructuring began with the Dean’s vision articulated in “One School…One Mission” 

(Appendix F).  The crux of the document reflected the University of ABCs strategic goals 

and provided the SCPS faculty and staff with a clear mandate for moving forward.  The 

data provided evidence of a strategic focus on a collective view of strategy and goals: 

1. Create organizational synergy within SCPS by practicing “trustful communication 
and understanding.” 

2. Personal sweat equity can foster growth and collaboration. 
3. The value of an interdependent system/organization, and 
4. Establish and actively participate in the communication flow between outreach, 

administrative, student, and academic services. 
 

These findings provided strong evidence of a strategic focus on building the foundation 

for collective action.  

 Another element was the participants’ perceptions of the strategies influence on 

collective action.  The participant data confirmed actions that supported both University 

of ABC and the SCPS strategies.  One participant, when addressing the SCPS approach 

to decision-making, said, “Everybody’s got a vision of how that’s all going to work.”  

She also addressed how the collective focus is improving relationships outside of the 

school:  
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 …our relationship with the University actors is much stronger that it has been…It 
means we have people on University committees, where we were not represented 
before.  That has been intentional that we connect more with the University, 
because that has been a problem. 
 

 Another participant provided evidence of the shared sense of responsibility in the 

new SCPS structure, and his role in creating that shared environment:   

…my approach has always been that if you really want people to buy into a 
shared vision they have to have a shared role to make the decisions.  So, it never 
occurred to me that it would be just one or two people making decisions, we had 
to get people to be engaged in it.  
 

He articulated his responsibility in the creation of collection action:  

…my role, the way I approach leadership is the leader has a responsibility to try 
to create some shared vision or help people to see the value of a shared vision of 
where they need to be that can inform you about what you need to do next.  That 
means not telling people that means you have to not just create a picture but it has 
to be an informed picture about why this direction and things I talked about 
before.  
 
The data suggested that other participants pointed out that collaboration was 

lacking in the pre-reorganized structure: “…then the second part was helping each of the 

individuals contribute to the group and to create a group culture.  Before, there wasn’t 

one.” 

 One final perspective on strategic influence on collective action by a participant 

speaks to the encumbrance that heavy workloads present and the inability to find time to 

be strategic:   

Because of that, I think we were just burdened with administrative work instead 
of getting the strategic work and other work completed that needed to be 
completed.  There was a lot of work that needed to be completed because we just 
were not efficient. 
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  Between January and June 2011, the researcher observed the volume of work that 

individuals and departments had needed to complete.  Budget cuts and attrition left many 

employees with workloads that ranged from 1.5 to 2.5 times their normal workload.  

Finding 11: The Dean’s Vision Influenced the Participation of Leaders and 

Followers 

 There was clear evidence of the Dean’s influence on the participation rates of 

leaders and followers during the restructuring. The Dean and his leadership team 

identified competencies and behaviors that are critical to the success of SCPS in the 

document, “One school, one mission” (Appendix E).  Key attributes of the Dean’s vision 

that led to collective action included: 

• Focus on how to increase efficiency, increase revenue while decreasing need for 
UABC subsidy 

• Find Solutions where they appear not to be…. 

• Create organizational synergy within SCPS by practicing “trustful communication 
and understanding” 

• Value of an interdependent system/organization 

• Conversations start/create organizations 
• Personal sweat equity can foster growth and collaboration 
• Design is about “creating experiences that consumers crave” – “Design in how it 

works” by Jay Greene  
 
A leader previously expressed the importance of the Dean’s and leadership teams’ vision 

when she stated: 

 I think there was a lot of need for trust and a lot of us did not feel as though we 
completely trusted.  I’d have to say that for the most part folks have trusted that 
it’s going to work and I think, at least for myself, the reason I trusted so much 
more was one, what I talked about earlier which was what our senior leadership 
team instilled in us as far as, “Trust me,” and then have given every reason why 
we should.  To also being the concepts of the change at first may not have rang 
quiet true with everyone. 
 



                                                                      

84 
 

The researcher, during the planning stages of the reorganization, observed the Dean’s 

ability to garner support, using authentic communication and fostering a shared sense of 

responsibility.  

Summary  

 All eight participants in this study contributed to the data collection that focused 

on their role in the reorganization of the University of ABC School of Continuing and 

Professional Studies.  The participants were familiar with the strategic goals of both the 

University and the School; how those goals, in combination with declining enrollments, 

were the impetus for reorganization; and the role they played in the process.  The findings 

and elements described in this chapter indicated that leaders understood the importance of 

leader participation in decision-making, the collective view, and adherence to strategic 

goals, and the significance of training in preparing leaders and followers to navigate a 

major change project.  The data also revealed there were concerns that some processes 

that were created or revised, and their implementation during the reorganization, were 

less than ideal.  The findings provided evidence that the participants were committed to 

the School and that they believed the changes to be beneficial for the School’s future 

viability and success.  

 The findings in this chapter were supported by the data from participant 

interviews, physical observations, and documentation of the University of ABC School of 

Continuing and Professional Studies environment.  As recommended by Creswell (1994), 

the researcher triangulated the data form the different sources of information.  

Participants reviewed the draft of their interview data for accuracy, and the researcher 

consistently checked his biases to ensure increased trustworthiness of the study.   
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CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLIC ATIONS  

 This final chapter presents the conclusions and implications of this dissertation 

research.  The chapter discusses the interpretation of the data analysis described in 

Chapter 4, as well as the implications for theory development, future research, and 

practice.  The following subsection briefly discusses the 10 findings from the data 

analysis. 

 This descriptive case study examined the research question: What is the nature of 

leadership amidst a participative change effort in a higher education setting as perceived 

by active participants in the effort?  A qualitative research approach was used to deepen 

knowledge of leadership in higher education.  The methods of data collection were 

physical observation, in-depth interviews, and document review.  Eight interview 

participants contributed to the study and over 30 documents were analyzed in a search for 

patterns of meaning.  

 As noted in Chapter 4, this descriptive study produced 11 major findings:  

1. A participative approach to change influenced synergy at SCPS. 

2. Leader participation greatly influenced collaboration. 

3. Leaders’ actions created a shared sense of responsibility. 

4. Change in structure influenced leader, follower behavior, and organizational 

culture. 

5. The creation of a safe environment influenced employee conversations. 

6. Engaged leaders and followers influenced decision-making 

7. Leader involvement improved efficacy of decisions made. 
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8. The situation (tools, routines, structures) enabled leader action on process 

improvement. 

9. A shared belief in the schools training mission influenced the mitigation of 

resistance and intransigence.  

10.  A focus on strategy supported collective action.  

11. The Dean’s Vision Influenced the Participation of Leaders and Followers 

Clustering was used to integrate the data into meaningful groups of similar meaning.  The 

clusters were then compared and contrasted to identify affinities within the leadership 

construct under study.  This process resulted in the following three conclusions.  

Conclusions 

 The findings in this descriptive case study provided an understanding of how 

SCPS embraced leadership practice by creating an environment where co-performance 

and interdependency became routine.  As described below, the conclusions of the study 

begin to fill the gap in the literature on the nature of leadership and its interpretation 

within a school of higher education:   

1. A participative approach to change has an important role in leadership 

practice when interdependencies are defined by the interactions of leaders, 

followers, and their situation.  

2. The situation—tools, routines, structures, and other aspects of the situation—

mediate leaders and followers’ interactions.  Within these interactions, 

practice takes shape. 
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3. The distributed perspective, when serving as a design tool for school leaders, 

can be used to inform design decisions; strategic decision making in designing 

leadership practice must be ongoing.   

Conclusion 1 

 A participative approach to change has an important role in leadership practice 

when interdependencies are defined by the interactions of leaders, followers, and their 

situation.  

 This study focused on the nature of participative leadership during a change effort 

in higher education, as perceived by active participants in the study.  Typically, the level 

of analysis for leadership studies has been at the individual level (Hollander & 

Offermann, 1990). Missing from this analysis was consideration of the leader’s situation, 

the subordinates led, and the leader’s effectiveness.  Spillane (2006) rejected the 

individual level of leadership analysis because the practice of leadership was not 

considered.  

 There is empirical evidence that leadership style has an influence on subordinate 

performance and attitudes (Greene, 1975; Sosik, et al., 1997).  Bandura (Bandura, 1986) 

reiterated that position in his discussion of the ability of persuasive comments from an 

influential individual to enhance a person’s belief that they can perform an action. Some 

believe that a leader’s style can positively affect a group’s strength, or its belief that it can 

be effective (Sosik, et al., 1997). 

 Evidence from the study provides an understanding of how multiple leaders co-

performed the routine of decision-making.  “Routine refers to a repeated and 

recognizable pattern of interdependent actions that involves two or more people,” said 
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Spillane (2006, p. 56). The study found evidence of co-performance of leadership 

routines in several of the processes in SCPS.  This level of analysis enabled the 

identification of role differentiation and role overlap among leaders and followers in 

many processes, but especially in decision-making.  The research suggests that counting 

the actions or roles of members of SCPS is unsatisfactory in analyzing practice from a 

distributed perspective (Spillane, 2006): 

Interactions are key; therefore, it is essential to analyze leadership practice from 
the level of the group or collective.  It is only when we analyze the collective 
leadership practice that we can see how the practice takes shape in the interactions 
as distinct from the actions of individuals.  Additive models fail to notice and 
investigate these interactions (p. 56).  
 
While the actions of the leaders at SCPS are important, it is in the interactions 

between them that leadership practice is constructed.  Although a distributed leadership 

perspective is not a recipe for effective leadership practice, it offers a productive way of 

thinking about leadership from a diagnostic and design perspective.  The participative 

approach to change played a role in leadership practice by enhancing the interactions 

among members of the school.  

 A major finding from this study was how leaders’ participation influenced the 

routines of other leaders and followers, which then precipitated action and became part of 

the School’s culture.  A major concern of the senior leaders of SCPS was the breakdown 

in synergy across the regions, which were geographically dispersed.  Prior to 

reorganization, each region performed as a separate entity that lacked coordination with 

the main office and other regions.  There was duplication of effort across the regions, 

which sometimes worked as five different schools.  The establishment of common goals 

and the active participation of formal leaders lead to collaboration across regions.  This 
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influenced leadership practice and began to remove the silo effect that had permeated 

SCPS prior to reorganization.  Spillane (2006) defined collaborated distribution as 

“leadership practice that is stretched over the work of two or more leaders who work 

together in place and time to execute the same leadership routine” (p. 60).  

 The evidence suggests that leaders across regions began working together to solve 

problems, such as the serious, escalating competition from non-profit institutions.  Two 

of the regions were in highly competitive markets and tended to address competition 

without concern about the decisions’ influence on SCPS operations.  After the 

reorganization, the regions and central office gradually began addressing the threats to 

SCPS in a holistic manner.  The culture was becoming less tolerant of a region or the 

central office addressing problems in isolation.  As described by Schein (1997), 

organizational culture is a pattern of shared assumptions a group learns as it solves its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration. The culture of SCPS developed 

through the influence of its leaders while the culture affected the development of its 

leaders (Bass & Avolio, 1994). There was an atmosphere of co-performance, in which the 

actions of leaders and followers were based on input from one another across regions.  

The reciprocal interdependencies, actions in the same time and place, enabled (or 

potentially constrained) the actions of each other.  

 Prior to reorganization, conversations within SCPS tended to focus on individual 

leader performance and the influence these leaders had on the operations of the school.  

In turn, development had the same focus and often neglected to address the interactions 

of leaders with other leaders or leaders with followers.  Post reorganization that focus 

was in transition as leader participation in system-wide processes influenced synergy in 
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the culture.  There was a determined effort by SCPS to eschew the great man theory of 

leadership practice, which stipulates that a single leader has enough influence to alter the 

culture of the entire organization.  This great man theory failed to consider the leader’s 

situation and effectiveness.  The interactions between leaders and between leaders and 

followers was absent from the analysis.  In contrast, SCPS focused on the interactions of 

leaders and followers working in concert (Hollander & Offermann, 1990). 

 Members of SCPS considered themselves a collaborative group.  They 

concentrated on the interactions taking place in committee meetings (Spillane, 2006). 

Weick and Roberts (1993) characterized this as acting heedfully. Spillane (2006) 

describes the interactions between two or more people as co-performance or joint action, 

a leadership practice. These mutually enacted actions influenced the norms and beliefs of 

members of SCPS and inculcated into its leadership practices.  The interactions of School 

members became routine and a social norm of SCPS.  The leaders’ influence on 

organizational culture also created a sense of shared responsibility.  The introduction of 

the SPRAC committee and other working groups of diverse participation and function led 

to an improvement in conversations dissimilar to pre-reorganization.  Prior to the 

reorganization, SCPS operated on a division of labor.  Leaders in different positions and 

regions performed various functions with considerable overlap.  Spillane (2006) 

suggested that responsibility for leadership functions was typically distributed across 

three or more formal leaders, a factor that was not true in SCPS prior to reorganization. 

One of the surprising outcomes from reorganization was the speed with which a culture 

of shared responsibility took place at SCPS.  
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 Bass (1985) posited that effective leaders generate awareness and acceptance 

among employees for the purpose and mission of the group, and the encouragement of 

employees to look beyond their own self-interest. This defines leadership in terms of its 

positive effects on outcomes and fails to address the leader interactions that influence 

motivation, affect, or co-distribution of practice (Spillane, 2006). The tendency to feel 

solely responsible for an outcome was mitigated due to a collaborative, interdependent 

culture within the School.  

  The leaders’ participation in the decision-making process also had a strong 

influence on decision quality.  The leaders’ actions and creation of an inclusive 

environment were instrumental in improving the efficiency and effectiveness of 

decisions.  The data provided evidence that the leaders’ involvement improved 

perceptions of what other leaders and school staff were doing to improve the motivation, 

communication of information, influence, and practices of other members in the School.  

However, to focus on leaders’ actions alone would ignore how the interactions among 

leaders and leaders and followers at SCPS influenced the enthusiasm of the workforce 

and the volume of work accomplished, which assisted the practice of leadership 

(Spillane, 2006). 

 The study results showed that leaders could co-perform—through collaborated 

distribution—and still work at cross-purposes.  The researcher observed leaders working 

at cross-purposes during the ‘wave meetings,’ meetings designed to prepare the staff for 

the impending reorganization.  Yet, the leaders still achieved the intended goal.  Leaders 

do not have to agree in order to co-perform a leadership routine when practice is 

distributed over two or more leaders (or subordinates) areas of responsibility.  “Being 
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heedful of another leader’s practice does not necessarily entail responding in a way that is 

supportive of that practice” (Spillane, 2006, pp. 69-70). Bandura (1986) suggested that 

persuasive comments from influential individuals, such as leaders, can enhance beliefs 

regarding one’s ability to successfully perform a task. That does not subjugate 

heedfulness.  Weick and Roberts (1993) identified four interrelated processes involved in 

groups acting more or less heedfully: 

• …individuals create the social forces of group life when they act as if 
there were such forces 

• …when people act as if there are social forces, they construct their actions 
(contribute) while envisaging a social system of joint actions (represent), 
and interrelate that constructed action with the system that is envisaged 
(subordinate) 

• …contributing, representing, and subordinating create a joint situation of 
interrelations among activities, which Asch (1952, p. 252) referred to as a 
system, and  

• …the effects produced by a pattern of interrelated activities vary as a 
function of the style (e.g., heedful-heedless) as well as the strength (e.g., 
loose-tight) with which the activities are tied together.  (pp. 362-364) 

 
 The participants also believed that strategy had an influence on collective action.  

The Dean of SCPS authored a document, “One School…One Mission,” that proved to be 

a mandate, from the participants’ perspectives, which contributed to the coordinated 

distribution of leadership practice at the School.  Many routines at the School lent 

themselves to sequenced interdependencies, i.e. the budgeting and student admissions 

processes.  Many participants noted the effectiveness of decisions made and the influence 

of those decisions on the completion quality of core practices.  
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Conclusion 2 

 The situation—tools, routines, structures, and other aspects of the situation—

mediate leaders and followers interactions, and within these interactions, practice takes 

shape. 

 This study focused on how a systematic approach to decision-making was defined 

by leader participation, and how that approach influenced organizational alignment in 

programs, resources, and locations.  The SCPS leaders believed it was critical for them to 

have the ability to track, allocate, and monitor financial resources that support the 

School’s mission.  A new vision of leadership in higher education suggested that leaders 

should be process centered, collective, context bound, non-hierarchical, and focused on 

mutual power and influence (Kezar, et al., 2006b). At SCPS, the situation defined 

practice in interactions with leaders and followers (Spillane, 2006). Different tools 

deployed by SCPS enhanced the practice aspect of interdependencies by improving the 

interaction of the organization’s members. 

 Leadership Participation.  The findings provided strong evidence that 

participative leadership improved the function of processes.  An interesting outcome of 

the SCPS reorganization was improvement in process quality.  This was a direct result of 

leaders’ participation, which increased collaboration, trust, the efficiency, and 

effectiveness of decisions.  SCPS now had the ability to align revenue with programs by 

location, and to track resources assigned by region, program, and location.  In the past, 

the inability to track revenues and resources to this level of detail prohibited the School 

from making informed decisions about courses in its portfolio.  Spillane (2006) described 
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the actions of these leaders as reciprocal interdependencies, in which each activity 

requires input from the other.  

 Decision-making.  Some participants expressed ambiguity in comments on their 

role in the change process and their contribution to decision-making.  The data suggested 

that a clear leader was not identifiable, and that leadership was fluid and depended on the 

decision criteria and the diversity of meeting attendees.  As reorganization progressed, 

there were increased interactions between leaders and other leaders, as well as leaders 

and followers.  This created a shared sense of responsibility.  A study of more than one 

hundred U.S. elementary schools revealed that responsibility for leadership functions was 

distributed across three to seven formally designated leadership positions (Camburn, 

Rowan, & Taylor, 2003).  This was similar to actions in SCPS, in which informal leaders 

were included.  Heller and Firestone (1995) found in a study of eight elementary schools 

that multiple leaders, including school district personnel and external consultants, were 

taking responsibility for leadership, which was defined as a set of organizational 

functions rather than a particular administrative function. The findings suggested similar 

results in SCPS.  While those with formally designated leadership positions performed 

some leadership functions, individuals without formal leadership positions also took the 

responsibility for leadership functions.  

 Process.  Process had a strong influence on decision-making.  The data identified 

SPRAC as a structural process put into place to improve the efficiency and effectiveness 

of decision-making.  The committee consisted of employees from a diversity of 

backgrounds, experiences, geographic locations, and levels.  Decisions were made by 

consensus, with the Dean’s leadership team making the final decision when consensus 
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could not be reached.  The role of SPRAC and other meetings were critical in the 

distributed perspective on leadership practice (Spillane, 2006).  

 The committees that were created to facilitate decision integrity were the means 

that improved leader interaction with other leaders and personnel at the school.  The 

committee structure enabled the creation and evolution of the routines and tools that 

transformed leadership practice.  Conversations were taking place.  The findings provide 

evidence that a progression in the quality, depth, and breadth of conversations and 

interdependent interactions was taking place.  The committee structure was providing 

SCPS with new and inventive means to solve problems.  According to Spillane (2006), 

routines or the use of particular tools could be modified and revised: “As a result, the 

scripts for routines and tools are changed. Tools that were designed for one purpose can 

take on a new purpose through practice” (p. 84).  The leaders at SCPS created their own 

tools, routines, and processes in an effort to make data-informed decisions.  However, 

University direction created some of the tools and routines related to the new budget 

model and student registration system.  The SPRAC committee was partly a response to 

the University’s new strategic initiatives that called for methods that increased efficiency 

and effectiveness.   

 Improvements in the decision-making process had a strong influence in 

solidifying the structure.  Participants articulated throughout the interviews that the 

reorganization and subsequent improvements in decision-making were necessary, and 

that they produced the desired result of data-informed decisions.  Evident in the data and 

supported by physical observation, strategic decision-making improved by using 

committees and ad hoc meetings that led to improvement in leadership practices 
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(Spillane, 2006). Collaboration and shared outcomes resulted from leadership practices 

distribution beyond the formal leaders.  The distribution of leadership within SCPS was 

not accomplished by decree from the Dean.  The design of practices that became routine 

during the reorganization lead to the distribution of leadership beyond formal leaders.  

This allowed leaders’ and staff alike to perform leadership work.  A new, evolving 

culture was present within SCPS. 

 Training.  At SCPS, there was a shared belief in the School’s training mission.  

Several interview participants and observation confirmed that during the initial stages of 

the reorganization, the SCPS leadership team sought consultation and assistance from 

human capital.  The overarching concern was overcoming the potential resistance and 

intransigence borne from restructuring.  Nadler and Tushman (1990) believed that 

responding to environmental changes by improving the efficiency of systems and 

processes alone does not work. These environmental trends “…put a premium on 

executive leadership and the management of system-wide organization change” (p. 77). 

The findings reinforced the decision of SCPS’s leaders to address their concerns.  

 Barriers.  There was a strong belief in SCPS that effective leadership required a 

collective way to overcome the barriers within the school.  The findings pointed to the 

use of training that improved their awareness of potential barriers and negative behaviors 

such as decision-making that was intermittent in effectiveness, a lack of trust in leaders 

and managers, and a dispersed operating environment that did not lend itself to 

collaboration.  The leaders and followers were able to identify the aspects of the situation 

that constrained leadership practice and to find methods to shape leadership practice in 
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the form they desired (Spillane, 2006). SCPS codified many of its expectations, and 

provided reinforcement for heedful interrelations (Weick & Roberts, 1993).  

Conclusion 3 

 The distributed perspective, when serving as a design tool for School leaders, can 

be used to inform design decisions: strategic decision making in designing leadership 

practice must be ongoing.  

 The leaders of SCPS were intentional when they employed a participative 

approach to the reorganization.  A participative approach provided them with a set of 

ideas that could be used to inform their design decisions (Spillane, 2006). The creation of 

the SPRAC committee allowed leaders to begin thinking about decision-making in other 

situations, and to adjust continuously as it became routine.  

 Distributive Perspective.  As far back as 1979, research recognized the loss of 

resources in higher education from declining budgets, loose structures, and failure to 

adapt to contemporary issues in the environment (Rubin, 1979). There was also concern 

that strategic change would not be enough to break the patterns of inertia in higher 

education because real change required crisis conditions (Pettigrew, 1987). Calls for 

change from the environment were not considered in higher education.  SCPS not only 

heeded the call but also designed the reorganization implementation from a participative 

perspective.  An unintended outcome was that leadership practice strengthened the 

interactions among leaders and leaders and followers.  It was believed that leadership 

effectiveness would only be realized when collaboration existed amongst academic and 

administrative leaders of the institution (Bensimon, 1987). SCPS made great strides 

towards improving leadership effectiveness.  
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 Another finding was the belief that leaders needed to create a safe environment if 

they were to engage the talents of members.  The leaders’ subsequent actions proved to 

be essential to developing the present state of the SCPS.  The leadership team understood 

and acted on the importance of creating a safe environment by allowing employees to 

express their concerns openly during the reorganization.  Leaders’ awareness and 

accountability for employee interactions and safety were introduced in training during the 

planning stages and later became a design element in the reorganization.  The 

reorganization achieved its aim: a collaborative, collective, and coordinated distribution 

of practice.  As Spillane (2006) concluded:  “The distribution of responsibility for 

leadership can result by design from the decisions of formal and informal leaders, either 

individually or collectively” (p. 41). 

 A major goal was to provide a foundation that would increase trust, generally, and 

more specifically towards the Dean, senior leaders, and school administrators.  The data 

repeatedly found that School members were vocal in meetings without fear of reprisal or 

sanction.  As the reorganization progressed, interactions between leaders and other 

leaders, and leaders and staff, increased.  Training was not the reason interactions 

increased; instead, it acted as a catalyst in the interactions with others within SCPS. 

 According to Spillane (2006), designing an organization from a distributed 

perspective provides a particular way of thinking about academic leadership.  Spillane 

(2006) posits that as least three design principles are central: 

1. The practice of leadership should be a central focus in efforts to improve School 
leadership because it is a more proximal cause of instructional improvement than 
leadership roles, processes, or structures.  

2. Intervening to improve leadership necessitates attention to interactions, not just 
actions, because leadership practice takes shape in the interactions among leaders 
and followers. 
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3. Intervening to improve leadership practice requires attention to the design and 
redesign of aspects of the situation, such as routines and tools, because the 
situation helps define leadership practice.  (pp. 93-94)  

  
 Bass (1990) believed that superior leadership only occurred when leaders 

broadened and elevated the interests of their employees, who needed to look beyond their 

own self-interest for the good of the group. He called these actions transformational 

leadership.  Kouzes and Posner (2002) felt in order to dominate in the 21st century, 

leadership needed to be, “…more envisioning, enabling, and empowering,” (p. 131) - all 

of which was central to transformational leadership. Although there was a call for more 

transformational leaders in higher education, the hierarchical structures within higher 

education did not lend themselves to this form of leadership (Kezar, Carducci, & 

Contreras-McGavin, 2006c). The academic function in higher education consisted of 

faculty who work independently on scholarly pursuits, and were a primary source for 

leadership positions in the university.  Characteristically, the faculty were not rewarded 

for their collaboration and vision. 

 The Leader-plus Aspect.  The leader-plus aspect, a distributed perspective on 

leadership, suggests that leadership does not reside in the offices of the formal leaders of 

the university.  This view of leadership recognizes that leading schools requires many 

serving in a leadership capacity.  A distributed leadership perspective acknowledges and 

incorporates the work of all the individuals who play a part in the practice of leadership 

(Spillane, 2006). A distributed perspective to leadership puts leadership practice in the 

forefront rather than the Dean or Associate Deans.  The design employed at SCPS was 

beginning to emulate a distributed perspective to leadership. 



                                                                      

100 
 

 The finding that a collective view of strategy influenced collective action at the 

School was expected and somewhat surprising because of the strength of the collective 

action and the adherence to University and SCPS strategies.  This was expected because 

an impetus for restructuring was generated from these strategies, which was a form of 

coordinated distribution, which Spillane (2006) defined as “…leadership routines that 

involve activities that have to be performed in a particular sequence” (p. 60). The finding 

was surprising because collective action across regions was non-existent prior to 

reorganization.  The SCPS strategy was developed after the University adopted its new 

strategic vision.  There was interdependency in this situation similar to the actions in a 

relay race where the runners pass the baton.  

 The documents provided evidence of a collective institutional approach to 

operations that were further supported by interviews and physical observation.  When the 

University of ABC adopted its new strategy, business related decision-making increased 

in rationality.  The University of ABC, a public university, was receiving demands to 

conduct its activities in a more business-like manner, and to accomplish this successfully, 

the University needed collaboration amongst all stakeholders (Bolton, 1996; Davies, et 

al., 2001).  Navigating through the complex environment of the University would require 

increased leadership effectiveness that could only be realized when collaboration existed 

among administrative and academic leaders (Bensimon, 1987).  

 Strategy.  The University of ABC’s strategic plans focused on advancement of 

the University.  To respond to the complex educational, social, political, and economic 

concerns of its stakeholders, the University needed to engage in a leadership practice that 

encouraged the interactions of School leaders, followers, and the various aspects of the 
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tools and routines endemic to the University (Spillane, 2006; Spillane, et al., 2004).  The 

University of ABC is a complex organization defined by external challenges, technology 

advances, globalization, and duel governance.  This required leaders who were skilled at 

creating an environment of collaboration, flexibility and adaptability of structures and 

processes, participation, and autonomy (Bass & Avolio, 1990). The University’s mission 

is to develop a core group of leaders who can engage both the faculty and staff in change 

and transformational processes (Bass, 1990; Wisniewski, 2007).   

 The SCPS strategic goals built on the University of ABC strategy.  A minor 

theme running throughout the document reviews and interviews was the focus on the 

University and School’s strategies.  The planning and implementation of the SCPS 

restructuring began with a philosophy gleaned from the University of ABC strategy.  The 

many documents provided insights into the University of ABC’s strategic goals, gave the 

SCPS faculty, and staff a clear mandate for moving forward.  Spillane (2006) called this 

coordinated distribution, “…the leadership practice involves leaders co-performing a 

leadership routine in which they work separately or together on sequentially arranged 

leadership tasks that are necessary for the performance of the routine. The completion of 

multiple interdependent activities arranged sequentially is critical in co-performing many 

leadership routines” (p. 66).  

Summary of Interpretations  

 The literature used to interpret the conclusions were drawn from a variety of 

fields, including leadership, governance in higher education, organizational culture, 

organizational change, organizational psychology, organizational dynamics, public 

administration, and organizational complexity.  While the range of literature was broad, 
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there were similarities across the findings.  The core values and assumptions in the 

School were prescient in revealing the findings.  They informed the practice of leadership 

in the School, and exposed the co-performance and interactions of leaders and followers.  

The findings indicate a participative approach to change that influenced the motivation to 

co-perform, as evidenced by the formation of leadership routines that fostered reciprocal 

interdependencies.  The findings related to decision-making shared a trait similar to 

collective distribution, the ability to work interdependently but separately.  Additionally, 

the findings indicated that the structure and routines practiced during restructuring 

provided leaders with the ability to address processes and procedures in a systematic 

manner, leading to decision integrity and effectiveness.  This study was concerned with 

the organizational level of analysis, but it is important to acknowledge that senior leaders 

influenced interactions and the practice of leadership at SCPS. 

Summary of Conclusions 

 This descriptive study has drawn conclusions that begin to fill the gap in 

understanding the nature of leadership within a participative change effort in a higher 

education setting as perceived by active participants in the effort.  It was discovered that a 

participative approach to change plays an important role in leadership practice and the 

interactions of leaders, followers, and their situation.  The tools, routines, structures, and 

other aspects of the situation mediated leaders’ and followers’ interactions, and allowed 

leadership practice to move to the forefront.  Finally, the study concluded that a 

distributed perspective, when used as a design tool for School leaders, could inform 

future design decisions and that strategic decision making must be ongoing when 
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resolved by further study. 

Implications for Theory Development

 The primary theoretical lens for this dissertation research was distributed 

leadership (Spillane, 2006). Based on the analysis output and interpretation, there are 

recommendations for future theory development i

representation of the conceptual framework used in this study, and is followed by a 

discussion about enhancements that the researcher would make for future exploration. 

 

Figure 5.1.  New conceptual framework for distributed leadership in 
Poses “how” questions on leadership routine, followers mutual establishment of practice, 
and framing of interactions on aspects of the situation.
 
 The practice of leadership focus on the

followers does not address a critical aspect of practice in many kinds of organizations, 

i.e., those with primarily transactional operations

be explored in a heavily transact

                                                                      

103 

designing leadership practice.  The conclusions of the study prompt questions that can be 

Implications for Theory Development 

The primary theoretical lens for this dissertation research was distributed 

. Based on the analysis output and interpretation, there are 

recommendations for future theory development in the area of leadership.  Figure 5.1 is a 

representation of the conceptual framework used in this study, and is followed by a 

discussion about enhancements that the researcher would make for future exploration. 

onceptual framework for distributed leadership in higher education
Poses “how” questions on leadership routine, followers mutual establishment of practice, 
and framing of interactions on aspects of the situation. 

The practice of leadership focus on the interactions of leaders, and leaders and 

followers does not address a critical aspect of practice in many kinds of organizations, 

i.e., those with primarily transactional operations.  The practicality of the theory should 

be explored in a heavily transactional environment, i.e. human resources, benefits,

The conclusions of the study prompt questions that can be 

The primary theoretical lens for this dissertation research was distributed 

. Based on the analysis output and interpretation, there are 

Figure 5.1 is a 

representation of the conceptual framework used in this study, and is followed by a 

discussion about enhancements that the researcher would make for future exploration.  

 

higher education.  
Poses “how” questions on leadership routine, followers mutual establishment of practice, 

interactions of leaders, and leaders and 

followers does not address a critical aspect of practice in many kinds of organizations, 

The practicality of the theory should 

benefits, or 
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recruitment functions.  How will the theory pertain to an organization with a large 

population of disengaged employee?  What could be the influence of a distributed 

practice model on the interactions between leaders and disengaged employees?  Lastly, 

how can leadership practice be sustained by using a distributive lens over a five-year 

period in an organization that experiences repeated dynamic changes, i.e. newspapers?  

The exploration of these answers might provide opportunities to enhance the model and 

the practice of leadership in non-academic environments.   

Implications for Future research 

 This subsection explores recommendations for future research based on 

limitations and delimitation designs of this study, as well as insights drawn from the 

researcher during the research process.  

There are several important insights about future research that have been revealed 

by this research study.  First, it is important to identify aspects of the situation that enable 

or constrain leadership practice and have shaped the practice.  The study revealed that a 

participative approach to change has an important role in leadership practice and the 

interactions of leaders, followers, and their situation (Spillane, 2006). Future research 

should focus on identifying which aspects of the situation influenced leadership practice.  

 Second, co-performance was enabled in the leadership routines that emerged from 

the design of the reorganization.  How did leadership practice become routine?  What 

tasks or activities went into the execution of routine?  Who was responsible for the 

execution of these tasks?  How does distributed leadership during a change initiative 

enable improvements in interactions and service delivery (Fitzgerald, Ferlie, McGivern, 
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& Buchanan, 2013). Future research can focus on the formation of interactions and how 

they lead to leadership practice and routines.  

 Third, future research should focus on how leaders co-practice a particular 

leadership routine and how followers mutually constitute this practice.  As part of this 

research, it will be important to understand which aspects of the situation frame 

interactions between leaders and between leaders and followers in the practice.  Future 

research should focus on deepening the practice aspect of distributed leadership.  

 Fourth, new routines and tools are just one part of the leadership design challenge.  

Another critical component involves ensuring that routines and tools meet the purposes 

for which they were intended.  It will be important to know how much design influences 

leadership practice.  Must you redesign the process to ensure viability and sustainability?  

Does the design evolve organically or does it require intervention?  Future research might 

bring light to the influence of design on leadership practice and speed up its evolution.  

As Spillane (2006) suggested, design that is not based on careful diagnosis can 

undermine efforts to transform leadership practice. 

 Fifth, the study revealed that a participative approach to change during a major 

change effort had a significant influence on leadership practice by facilitating the 

interactions between leaders and leaders and followers.  A study of why this was 

effective needs to be explored in other higher education settings.  The majority of 

research on distributed leadership focuses on elementary and middle school 

environments.  The constructs demand exploration in higher education, first to explore its 

efficacy in other university settings, and second because many other forms of leadership 
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explored at the university level have not proven to be efficacious in addressing the 

dynamic change environment faced by higher education today.  

Implications for Practice 

 This research looked at the interactions between leaders, as well as the 

interactions between leaders and followers.  Much of the prevailing research viewed the 

construct at the elementary, middle, and high school level, which are different cultures 

from higher education.  Higher education concentrates on the development of leaders 

without consideration of the interactions that enhance leadership practice.  This condition 

is exacerbated by lack of consideration for the situation, influence of informal leaders, 

and organizational design.  The implications for practice seek to address these flaws    

If leadership practice takes shape in the interactions among leaders and followers, 

the leaders in higher education should consider developing the practice of leadership, as 

opposed to thinking exclusively of developing formal leaders in the institution, “… it is 

now accepted that leadership skills and capability extend well beyond the formal head, 

and that involving senior and middle leaders is likely to enhance the quality of decision 

making” (Bush, 2012, p. 649). Development efforts are more likely to be successful if 

they work on interactions rather than focus exclusively on the actions of any one leader.  

The actions of one leader are not the only elements that give shape to leadership practice. 

A distributive leadership perspective suggests that the development of leadership 

practice needs to involve careful attention to the situation, the tools, routines, and other 

aspects.  Spillane (2006) suggests one strategy of providing leaders with a tool kit of 

routines and tools and then, helping them use these tools in their practice. 
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A distributive leadership perspective also suggests that organizational structure is 

a critical component of successful change initiatives and leadership practice, “…schools 

that are successful have re-structured and re-designed themselves deliberately so that 

leadership can be more widely shared and spread” (Harris, 2012, p. 13).  

It would be instructive if academic leaders could adjust their level of analysis 

when evaluating leadership practice.  There appears to be too much reliance on formally 

designated leaders, while leadership practice occurs in interactions involving formal 

leaders, informal leaders, followers, and their situation.  It will be important to create 

methods for documenting leadership practice, as opposed to the actions of individual 

leaders. 

During reorganization or other significant change effort, a periodic evaluation of 

processes and decision integrity should become part of the design.  “Leaders’ must 

account for the systemic emotional dynamics at play in the face of adaptive challenges 

and the disturbance to established role relations” (Fitzsimons, James, & Denyer, 2011, p. 

324). This will provide feedback during the change process and allow for fine-tuning that 

improves project outcome.    

Concluding Remarks 

 The opportunity to study the School of Continuing and Professional Studies 

through the lens of distributed leadership was both unique and exhilarating.  The study 

was unique because studies of leadership in higher education typically utilize leadership 

models that are prevalent in the business sector such as charismatic, transformational, and 

trait.  From my perspective, these traditional lenses of analysis are ineffective in 

capturing the traditions and collegiality prevalent in a university setting.  The study was 
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exhilarating because the focus on leadership practice and the interactions between leaders 

and between leaders and followers provided an engaging intervention to both the 

researcher and the participants in the study.  The focus allowed conversations that were 

natural, without obscure terms and non-threatening.  The leadership team at SCPS gave 

credence to Austin, et al.’s (1997) position on academic institutions’ response to change 

by visualizing the future and designing a process that was implemented more quickly 

than traditional change initiatives in higher education:  

Some have suggested that changing academic institutions is somewhat akin to 
moving to a graveyard.  Others observe that the true test of organizational 
leadership is the capacity to facilitate change by building on the past and 
envisioning the future (p. 31).  

 The site of the study provided an opportunity to expose the many layers of an 

academic setting and to observe the innermost thoughts and concerns of academic 

leaders.  Although the leaders at SCPS would have preferred to manage the School 

without a restructuring, their approach to change was refreshing.  The perceptions, state 

of mind, and safety of the employees were overwhelming considerations throughout what 

became an inspirational process.  
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APPENDIX A  

SITE AGREEMENT 
 

Date: 

From:  Eric Coleman, Researcher for the George Washington University 

Re:  Site Permission for George Washington University Off-Site Research Activities 

 

This memorandum of understanding between Eric Coleman, Researcher for research 

under the auspices of The George Washington University (GWU) and University of ABC 

School of Continuing and Professional Studies (SCPS) outlines the terms of conditions 

for which research will be completed at SCPS. 

The following data will be collected and used by the Researcher and GWU for purposes 

of conducting research about SCPS: 

• Public and non-public documents that describe the change effort and the practice 

of leadership at SCPS 

• Interview data collected from employees at SCPS 

• Observational data collected by the Researcher at SCPS 

The Researcher will take all reasonable care to ensure that the names of the organization 

and employees involved in the research will remain confidential.  No identifying 

information will be included in the final report.  In addition, the Researcher will make all 

reasonable efforts to ensure that the data collected remains confidential except that which 

is anonymously discussed in the final report. 
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The officials with proper authority at SCPS have been informed about the research 

purpose and data collection methods.  I/We hereby grant permission to Eric Coleman to 

visit our site to conduct this research.  

 
 
___________________________________  ___________  
Name & Title      Date 
 
 
___________________________________  ___________ 
Name & Title      Date  
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

What is the nature of leadership amidst a participative change effort in a higher 
education setting as perceived by active participants in the effort? 
 
 
Time of interview:            

Date:              

Place:              

Interviewer:             

Interviewee:             

Position of interviewee:           

 
 
 Thank you for agreeing to speak with me for the next hour.  A pseudonym will be 
used, and your responses will be kept confidential.  With your permission, this interview 
will be tape recorded for the purposes of transcribing and analyzing the data for use in my 
dissertation.  You can stop the interview at any time for any reason. 
 To get us started, let me tell you about what I am interested in learning.  I am 
interested in your perceptions of the nature of leadership in the middle of a participative 
change effort at SCPS.  I will be asking you a series of questions aimed at gaining this 
information from you. 
 
 
Questions for internal participants 
 

1. Have there been any shifts in the way business is accomplished at the school? 
 Probe: What drove the transition? 
 Probe: What does it look like now? 
 
2. How did you think about and approach decision-making after the 

implementation? 
 Probe: Describe how decisions are made. 
 
3. What part did you play in the change? 

 Probe: Describe how you manage and lead your group today 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Documents Reviewed 
 

1. Organization strategy 

2. Newspaper articles 

3. Archival records 

4. Meeting agendas 

5. Meeting minutes 

6. Standard Meeting Protocol 

7. Marketing Material 
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APPENDIX D 
 

TRAINING GUIDE 
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APPENDIX E 
 

DEAN’S VISION 

One School…One Mission 

Framing my perspective and ideas…  

“Organizations are networks of conversations.  In order to change an organization, you 

must change the conversation.”  - Anonymous 

• Focus on how to increase efficiency, increase revenue while decreasing need for THE 

UNIVERSITY OF ABC subsidy 

• Find Solutions where they appear not to be…. 

• Create organizational synergy within SCPS by practicing “trustful communication and 

understanding” 

• Value of an interdependent system/organization 

• Conversations start/create organizations 

• Personal sweat equity can foster growth and collaboration 

• Design is about “creating experiences that consumers crave” – “Design in how it works” 

by Jay Greene 

• Shift rather than change – “Nine Shift: Work, life and education in the 21
st

 century” by 

William Draves and Julie Coates, LERN, 2004 

o Shift One: People work at home 

o Shift Two: Intranets replace offices 

o Shift Three: Networks replace  pyramids 

o Shift Four: Trains replace cars 

o Shift Five: Dense neighborhoods replace suburbs 

o Shift Eight: Half of all learning is online 

o Shift Nine: Education becomes web-based 

Proposed Structure for Outreach and Sustainable model regardless of location and role 

• Outreach function reports to Dean. 
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• Use existing facilities as regional centers. 

• 3-4 Outreach Directors 

• 5 regional centers 

• Marketing department is part of this function 

• Audience includes non-traditional adult learners in the State and beyond (national and 

international) 


