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Abstract   
This qualitative study aims to understand the practice of distributive leadership among senior 
university leaders and managers. The researcher utilized a non-experimental qualitative, 
grounded theory research design. Gordon's (2005) distributive leadership model based on 
four dimensions of mission, vision and organizational goals, organizational culture, leadership 
practices, and shared responsibilities has been a guide in developing research questions. A 
total of 12 respondents involved, which consist of the dean, deputy dean, and head of the 
department. The data was collected using interview techniques based on semi-structured 
questions. Interview data were analyzed through a systematic coding process to find 
categories or themes. Based on the analysis of these four themes, the highest themes that 
emerged consistently are organizational culture dimension, followed by vision, mission, and 
organizational goals dimension, followed by a shared responsibility dimension, and the least 
is the dimension of leadership practices.  Therefore, distributive leadership based on sharing 
among organization members widely practiced. The exercise of academic freedom as a long 
tradition has been well absorbed by distributive leadership through a freedom opinion. The 
university's vision, mission, and goals were shared among members in the planning and 
executing of activities. The organization also provided leadership development and leadership 
opportunity for members. The existence of a formal structure in university leadership and 
management helped foster leadership sharing practices among organizational members. 
However, as a form of leadership based on shared activities, there are still rooms for 
improvements such as mutual trust, closeness, and sharing of responsibilities. 
Keywords: Distributive Leadership, Organizational Goals, Organizational Culture, Leadership 
Practices, Shared Responsibilities  
 
Introduction 
Universities in facing a global competitive challenge are searching for new leadership 
approaches. Even though all industries face the same problems, the higher education sector 
is uniquely to take on the role of developing and disseminating knowledge (Jones, Harvey, 
Lefoe& Ryland (2012).) The higher education sector has undergone many changes in recent 
decades. These changes include increasing control in management, market competition, 
stringent monitoring,  and changes in corporate governance and operations (Szekeres, 2004).  
These changes led to an increase in the anxiety of academic staff as their autonomy decreases 
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with the emergence of new administrative units that can lead to a leadership crisis (Coates et 
al., 2009; Khalid, Islam & Ahmed, 2019). 
 
The structure and culture of higher learning institutions generally incompatible with 
authority-based administrative systems. On the contrary, it remains intact to the needs of 
cooperation, consultation, and academic freedom (Deem, 2001; Alzgool, 2019; Umrani, 
Ahmed & Memon, 2015; Zin & Ibrahim, 2020). 
In this context, where the university moves along with an ambiguous path through 
competition and conflicts between demands and expectations, the question of how could the 
university continue to move forward, motivate staff, move the organization together or just 
become a senior staff? (Bolden, Petrov & Gosling, (2009). 
 
Malaysia's higher education landscape is undergoing rapid change as a result of global 
economic competition driven by quality human resources. The Government of Malaysia has 
launched the Malaysian Education Development Plan for Higher Education (MEDPHE) 2015-
2025, to transform the country's higher education (Ministry of Malaysia Education, 2015). In 
realizing the plan, the institutions of higher learning must be able to absorb change, especially 
leadership and governance, based on autonomy and flexibility (Ministry of Malaysia 
Education,  2015). However, this goal has its obstacles. As a public university, the process of 
transformation from a bureaucratic system of management to autonomy is complicated. 
Bush (2015) concludes that some public education institutions in East and South Europe, 
Africa, and Asia are still operating on a bureaucratic system where centralization of power 
and formal leadership are crucial. This problem also acknowledged by the MEDPHE, 2015-
2025, which concludes that public universities still tied to the decisions, regulations, and 
circulars from the center. 
 
In response to the challenges facing by the higher education sector, there is a need for 
universities to practice distributive leadership that promotes leadership processes that 
spread throughout the organization through systems, activities, practices, and relationships 
(HEFCE, 2004). Despite adopting the concept of distributive leadership, there is still unclear 
in terms of power and responsibility, the processes involved, and whether the concept itself 
offers excellent benefits to practitioners or policymakers (Bolden, Petrov & Gosling, 2009). 
 
Problem Statement 
In general, scholars and researchers in the fields of leadership and higher education conclude 
that university leadership spread throughout the organization (Middlehurst, 1993; Knight and 
Trowler, 2001; Shattock, 2003). However, the exact processes and practices of distributive 
leadership and the implications of such leadership practices are unclear (Bolden, Petrov & 
Gosling, 2009).  
 
Studies in the UK on the effectiveness of leadership in higher education have not been able 
to formulate a form of effective leadership. However, they have identified the need for 
leaders to create an environment for members to maximize their potential and interest in 
performing their duties (Bryman, 2009). They also identified leaders' demand for 
consultation, respecting existing values, supporting resilience, supporting subordinates, 
engaging directly in departmental or institutional activities, promoting autonomy, and 
preventing departments or institutions from losing focus.  
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The literature proposes alternative leadership to replace traditional leadership and provides 
new ways of understanding the concept of leadership (Eddy & DerLinden, 2006). According 
to Davis (2003), leadership identified as an activity that emerges at all levels of the 
organization and no longer focuses on formal leadership functions. Discussions of leadership 
across organizations, team leadership, servant leadership, transformational leadership, and 
role-play have replaced the discourse of superhuman or heroic leadership (Eddy & DerLinden, 
2006). 
 
The practice of distributive leadership opposed the bureaucratic structure that emphasizes 
the centralization of power. Both appear to be incompatible and potentially cause conflict if 
not carefully managed. The conflict discusses widely in the literature review (Kilinç, Koşar, Er, 
& Oğdem, 2016). There are studies in the West, showing that there is a conflict between 
distributive leadership and the bureaucratic structure of the organization. Louis, Mayrowetz, 
Smiley, and Murphy (2009), in their study, found that distributive leadership cannot 
adequately implement if the organization maintained a bureaucratic system in its 
administration. Conflicts arise from decision making when members are confused about their 
roles (Neuman & Simmons, 2000). Hartley (2010) has argued that distributive leadership in 
an awkward position in the bureaucratic environment of organizations. Harris (2005), in a 
gentle tone, argues that distributive leadership is valid only when formal leaders are willing 
to share power with subordinate leaders. 
 
Distributive leadership based on the interaction of leader, follower, and situation offers a 
solution to the complex environment (Spillane et al., 2004). However, one question remains 
whether distributive leadership can be practiced in higher learning institutions or only as a 
perfect fantasy (Bolden, Petrov & Gosling, 2009).  Moreover, the higher learning institutions 
in nature have been lead and managed through a bureaucratic with the balance of power, 
authority, resources, and reward system that focuses on individual achievement rather than 
a collective achievement as the basis of distributive leadership. 
 
Literature Review 
Distributive leadership is a leadership that is gaining attention in educational organizations. 
Gibb first used the term distributive in 1954, which stated that leadership should not be an 
exclusive monopoly but instead as a sharing of functions and roles among individuals (Menon, 
2011). A distributive perspective is one of the alternative methods of leadership that 
empowers many leaders in an organization (Spillance, 2006). According to Bolden (2007), 
distributive leadership does not involve increasing leaders but rather the dissemination and 
distribution of leadership. 
 
According to Harris (2008), distributive leadership models focus on interactions rather than 
actions among formal and informal leaders within the organization. Distributive leadership is 
not an individual practice, but it involves teamwork (Williams 2011). Harris (2012) also states 
that leaders need to work in unpredictable changes. Thus, the distributive perspective 
appropriately applies to the effectiveness of the organization. It provides an opportunity for 
all organizational members to make changes. Distribution in leadership can enhance 
management and success in planning. It can also help organizations meet challenges and 
increase effectiveness (Pont, 2008). 
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Distributive leadership is the development of management based on the concept of 
representation. It is the responsibility of leaders to engage subordinates in performing his or 
her duties (Dinham, 2006). In distributive leadership, subordinates can lead by giving 
encouragement, recognition, and support. It can enhance leadership potential, increase 
knowledge and skills in the organization. Distributive leadership is flexible that allows for 
change and enhances the role of workers in the organization. It contributes to organizational 
efficiency and reflects a significant paradigm shift (Williams, 2011). 
 
Distributive leadership facilitates change, where it provides a framework to encourage all 
employees as partners to bring change (Jones et al., 2012)  and provide principles for solving 
a problem (Ameijde et al., 2009). It also provides a potential for team members to increase 
their capacity to lead and respond to challenges in the organizational environment (Davidson 
et al., 2013). The distributive leadership is a phenomenon based on the strength of members 
as executors. 
 
Distributive leadership defines by Spillane (2005) as a result of interactions between leaders, 
followers, and situations. Harris, Brown, and Abbot (2006) state that distributive leadership 
meant to the transition from a hierarchical leadership model to a model that emphasizes 
togetherness and sharing by organizational members. Wahab et al. (2013) state that in 
distributive leadership, not everyone can make a decision. However, they can contribute to 
the decision-making process through the available knowledge and expertise.  
 
Distributive leadership is a practice of leadership that adopts the concept of empowerment 
and emphasizes the interaction between organizational members as an essential unit (Hulpia, 
Devos & Keer, 2011). Several models have developed to explain the concept of distributive 
leadership. Elmore's (2000) distributive leadership model is one of the earliest models that 
emphasize a change in an education organization setting. He introduces five principles 
focusing on change and improvement through the importance of goals and creating a 
conducive climate, continuous learning through dissemination new knowledge, provide 
exemplary influence over staff rather than using authority,  developing expertise instead of 
formal authority, and accountability based on trust. 
 
Further, Gronn (2000) describes the model of distributive leadership as integration in an 
action that involves spontaneous collaboration, intuitive working relationships, and 
institutional practice. Gronn's (2000) distributive leadership model was further developed by 
Leithwood et al. (2007), who proposed spontaneously and planned collaboration practices 
that have great potential for organizational change. These practices are also explained by 
MacBeath (2005), who states that distributive leadership practices and actions are formal, 
practical, strategic, and progressive practices. These practices and actions cultivate when 
organizational leaders collectively mobilize members' energy and intelligence to achieve their 
shared goals. 
 
Gordon (2005) conducted a quantitative study using the Distributive Leadership Readiness 
Scale (DLRS) to examine the impact of distributive leadership on organizational achievement. 
Gordon has presented four dimensions of distributive leadership. The four dimensions are 
mission, vision, and organizational goals,   organizational culture, leadership practices, and 
shared responsibilities. 
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Further, Spillane (2006) introduced distributive leadership theory as a practice of leadership 
that involves leaders, followers, and situations or contexts through interactive networks. This 
network created through collaboration, collective, and coordinated action. In similar,  Harris 
(2004) elaborated on the distributive leadership theory by proposing an approach that 
combines various sources of leadership at any level for improvement. He associates the 
practice of distributive leadership with organizational structure.  The organization with a 
lateral and flexible structure and supported by strong distributive leadership are capable of 
generating innovation and change. 
 
Methodology 
The purpose of qualitative research is to understand in depth the surrounding events. 
Comprehensive data is collected by asking open-ended questions. The main goal of qualitative 
researchers is to understand the views of the participants. (Merriam & Tisdall, 2015). A 
qualitative research approach for this study was chosen because its use in discovering the 
meaning that people give to events that they experience (Merriam, 1998). Qualitative 
research methods, by their very nature to nuance and detail, allow for data gathering in deep 
and take into consideration opinions and perspectives that may not visible or obvious 
(Creswell, 2012). It is used to gain an understanding of underlying reasons and opinions. 
Additionally, it seeks to understand a given research problem or topic from the perspectives 
of the local population it involves. Taking a qualitative approach that allows a deeper 
understanding of the complexity of the leadership phenomena (Conger, 1998;). 
 
This qualitative study aims to understand the practice of distributive leadership by asking the 
following questions: 
i) How is distributive leadership practiced through the sharing of the university's mission, 
vision, and goals? 
ii) How are distributive leadership practiced through organizational culture in the context of 
mutual trust, freedom of opinion, decision-making, and cooperation? 
iii) How is distributive leadership practiced through the practice of leadership in the context 
of professional development, leadership opportunities, and providing future leaders? 
iv) How is distributive leadership practiced through the sharing of responsibilities in the 
context of sharing responsibilities, learning communities, and the existence of formal 
structures? 
 
To adequately answer the research questions presented in this study, the researcher utilized 
a non-experimental qualitative grounded theory research design. Campbell (2011) explained 
that grounded theory research designs initially obtain data and then utilize the findings to 
discover and produce a theory. 
 
Researchers collected data from the study participants using the Distributed Leadership 
Readiness Scale (DLRS) (Gordon, 2005). The data coded to assist researchers in developing an 
understanding of distributive leadership practices. Based on the data collected, the 
researchers analyzed the data to understand the four dimensions of distributive leadership 
practice: a) mission, vision, and organizational goals, b) organizational culture, c) leadership 
practice,  and d) shared responsibility (Gordon, 2005). 
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The respondents of this study were 12 senior leaders and managers comprising deans, deputy 
deans, and heads of departments of a public university in Malaysia. Their involvement as 
respondents is voluntary. The researcher has interviewed with all respondents where each 
session took approximately 40-50 minutes. The researcher has conducted a total of 12 
interview sessions within three months. 
 
Data analysis for grounded theory involves a systematic coding process to help find categories 
or themes. Themes are abstract stages beyond categories (Ary et al., 2014). The grounded 
theory requires a large number of interpretations and data transformations (Cho & Lee, 
2014). In qualitative research,  where data trends are important, data encoding is essential. 
In short, the process of analysis in grounded theory involves conceptualizing, categorizing, 
identifying core categories, finding relationships between categories, and generating theories 
of those relationships (Cho & Lee, 2014). 
 
From the results obtained from DLRS, the researchers analyzed the data and sought to 
understand how distributive leadership practiced. In particular, there are four dimensions of 
distributive leadership practices and 13 themes explored. The first dimension is mission, 
vision, and organizational goals (i.e., supporting vision, shared goals).  Followed by the second 
dimension is organizational culture (i.e., mutual trust, freedom of opinion, collective decision-
making, cooperation).  The third dimension is leadership practices (i.e., professional 
development, leadership opportunities, providing future leaders).  The last dimension is 
shared responsibilities (i.e., sharing responsibilities, learning communities, formal structures). 
Researchers are trying to determine if there are any similarities or themes between the 
responses in the four dimensions. In particular, the process is seeking an understanding of 
these four-dimensional distributive leadership practices. 
 
Research Findings and Discussion 
Based on the data analysis seeking for the themes that appeared consistently,  the table 
below presented. 
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Table 1:  
Frequency of Themes of Distributive Leadership Dimensions 

Respondent Dimension 1 
(vision, mission, 

and organizational 
goals) 

Dimension 2 
(organizational 

culture) 

Dimension 3 
(leadership 
practices) 

Dimension 4 
(shared 

responsibility) 

1 3 3 2 2 

2 3 4 2 3 

3 3 2 3 2 

4 2 3 2 2 

5 3 3 1 3 

6 2 2 2 2 

7 3 3 3 2 

8 3 3 3 2 

9 2 2 1 3 

10 3 3 2 2 

11 2 4 2 3 

12 3 3 3 3 

Total 32 35 26 29 

 
Based on Table 1 above, the highest number of themes according to the dimensions that 
appeared consistently were organizational culture dimensions (35 themes), followed by 
mission, vision and organizational goals dimensions (32 themes), shared responsibility 
dimensions (29 themes), and finally the dimensions of leadership practices (26 themes). 
 
The analysis of the findings of the study further explores the themes that emerge based on 
the research questions. 
 
Study Question 1: How is distributive leadership practiced through a shared mission, vision, 
and university goals? 
 
As a result of the interview, two primary practices of distributive leadership implemented: (1) 
sharing mission and vision, (2) university goals. These result can be seen from the interview 
in the following example: 
 

Faculty members are generally aware of the mission and vision of the university to 
achieve excellence as an educational university. Accordingly, all the planning and 
implementation of our programs and activities lead to that goal. 
 
The vision and mission of the university is a compass and guide us in all planning and 
execution activities. 
 
...when we evaluate the effectiveness of programs implemented at the department 
level, we often see how far we have contributed to the achievement of the university's 
vision and mission. 
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...the university's goal of becoming the # 1 educational university has motivated our 
work. It was like a magical force that led us to work hard. This goal excited us. 

 
The findings of this study are in line with the views of some scholars who emphasize the 
importance of sharing goals to achieve the success and sustainability of distributive 
leadership. For example, Peace (2004) has emphasized that clear goals are essential to the 
development and sustainability of distributive leadership. Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone (2007) 
found that a clear goal is practical when it shared among group members. Goal sharing only 
occurs when team members have a common understanding of the main goals and take action 
to focus on common goals. 
 
Study Question 2: How is distributive leadership practiced through organizational culture in 
the context of mutual trust, freedom of opinion, decision making, and cooperation? 
 
As a result of the interview, three primary practices of distributive leadership exercised; 
freedom of opinion, mutual decision, cooperation. While trusting practices rarely reviewed. 
These can detect from the interview, as in the following example: 
 

As a dean, I am open-minded and allow every faculty member to express himself. I think 
the views and ideas of faculty members will add value to any discussion and decision. I 
feel comfortable in this situation. 
 
 In every meeting that I chair, I will make sure that every decision is a joint decision. Each 
host is encouraged to give their opinion. I do not like to make my own decisions. 
 
…many activities are carried out based on cooperation. We do research and article 
writing together. We also work together to improve the quality of learning and teaching 
in our department. 
 
…to trust each other is essential. Only by trusting each other, we can work as a team. It 
is difficult and challenging. We are working on that. 

 
The findings of this study have been in line with the views of several previous scholars. 
Theoretically, the practice of distributive leadership recognizes that the focus of formal 
leadership has shifted to the number of individuals involved in managing and leading the 
organization (Spillane and Diamond, 2007). Leadership involving groups of leaders is a crucial 
component of distributive leadership (Spillane et al., 2004). It is a lateral leadership style 
where leadership practices are shared by organizational members (Harris, 2008) and built on 
interactions that involve leaders, members, and situations in the context of influencing work 
practices (Spillane, 2004). Kennedy et al. (2011) emphasize that there are three critical 
elements in determining the success of distributive leadership - leader confidence in others, 
shared decision making, and collaborative culture among organizational members. 
 
Distributive leadership is, at one point, seen as the practice of leadership that scattered 
throughout the organization and beyond organizational boundaries (Spillane, Halverson, and 
Diamond 2001; Denis, Langley, and Sergi 2012). Individuals from different levels of an 
organization involved in an activity. Distributive leadership scholars often focus on integrated 
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leadership in relationships and situations rather than individual leadership (Huxham and 
Vangen 2000). Distributive leadership is also often associated with team leadership, where 
there is a shared function of leadership among members of a team. Pearce and Conger (2003), 
defines team leadership as a dynamic and interdependent process within individuals in a 
group whose goal is to lead group members toward achieving group and organizational goals. 
It involves vertical and horizontal leadership in which members' influence is shared rather 
than in the hands of individuals acting as leaders. 
 
Distributive leadership also refers to team members' reliance on each other to complete tasks 
and achieve goals. A team with high interdependence is said to have a distributive leadership 
trait (Fausing et al., 2015). 
 
Study Question 3: How is distributive leadership practiced through the practice of leadership 
in the context of professional development, leadership opportunities, and future leadership? 
 
As a result of the interview, there are two leading practices of distributive leadership 
implemented, namely professional development and leadership opportunities. Whereas 
preparing future leaders is a little concerning. These pieces of evidence can be seen in the 
following example: 
 

Professional development is a priority for our faculty to ensure faculty members have 
the latest knowledge and skills in their respective fields. We regularly run internal 
courses, whether planned at the university or faculty level. TLAS courses is a clear 
example of how important the development of professionalism. Every lecturer must 
attend it. 
 
Each faculty member has the opportunity to become a leader at various levels. Many 
activities are carried out, such as research, teaching, and consulting involve teamwork 
where everybody has the potential to be a leader. 
 
…developing capacity as a future leader is more individualistic. So any faculty member 
who aspires to be a future leader needs to prepare himself. Many platforms are 
available. 

 
The findings of this study also support the opinion of previous scholars. The concept of 
distributive leadership defines the function of leadership distributed within the leadership 
team (Hulpia et al., 2010). Distributive leadership is that all employees in an organization have 
the right to participate in decisions that affect their job (Williams, 2011). 
 
Study Question 4: How is distributive leadership practiced through the sharing of 
responsibilities in the context of sharing responsibilities, learning communities, and the 
existence of formal structures? 
 
As a result of the interview, three leading practices of distributive leadership,i.e., shared 
responsibilities, learning communities, and the existence of formal structures. 
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…as I explained earlier, our working way is group-based, so sharing responsibility 
should be a fundamental principle. Each member takes responsibility collectively as a 
group. 
 
The existence of formal structures such as faculty and departments is a sound 
management system. It helps the management smoothly as there are individuals or 
groups of people responsible for performing a task. After all, their appointments based 
on knowledge and skills. 
 
…the learning community occurs when department members share new knowledge, 
skills, and experiences. My department encourages lecturers to attend seminars or 
conferences to share knowledge and gain new experience. 

 
The findings of this study are in line with the views of some scholars. Distributive leadership 
sees the role of leadership beyond formal leadership.  Individuals are encouraged to 
contribute their expertise in helping an organization meet a goal (Torrance, 2011). 
Distributive leadership is a form of leadership that emerges as a result of individual 
interactions within a group by emphasizing the actions of experts in the organization (Gronn, 
2002). Bennet et al. (2003) conclude that distributive leadership is group expertise rather than 
individual actions. 
 
In a specific context, vertical leadership needed to support distributive leadership. Fletcher 
and Kaufer (2003) refer to this as a paradox of distributive leadership in which appointed 
leaders act together to reduce organizational hierarchy. Sveiby (2011) refers to this type of 
leadership as benevolent leadership, where leaders support to extend leadership across 
teams or organizations. Barnes et al. (2013) also acknowledge that distributive leaders must 
work with formal leaders to ensure that organizational conflicts and power competition 
managed effectively. 
 
Conclusion 
Distributive leadership, as a form of leadership based on shared leadership among 
organizational members, has been widely practiced. As a public university, academic freedom 
that has been at the forefront of time has been well absorbed by distributive leadership by 
giving each member the freedom to express themselves. There is a shared vision of the 
university's mission, mission, and goals among members in the planning and execution of 
activities. Organization members also provided with leadership development and leadership 
opportunities. The existence of a formal structure as a core of university leadership and 
management has well used to help foster leadership sharing practices among organizational 
members. However, as a form of leadership based on shared activities, there is still room for 
improvement, such as mutual trust, accountability, and sharing of responsibilities.  
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