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ABSTRACT

Purpose

The concept of distributed leadership (DL) has been widely advocated within higher
education (HE). Yet, there have been few empirical investigations and little theory
development outside Western contexts to date. This study presents a unique
conceptualization of DL and tests it empirically in India.

Design/methodology/approach

This study tests a moderated-mediation model by exploring the antecedents and
consequences of DL in HE. Standardized questionnaires were drawn from literature and
completed by a sample of 269 respondents from six top-ranked (elite) Indian HE
institutions. Structural equation modelling (SEM) and multi-group analysis techniques

were used to analyse the data.
Findings

Results demonstrated that empowering power structure (EPS) is positively related to DL,
whilst participation in decision-making (PDM) strengthened this relationship. Further, it
is also noted that DL mediates the relationship between EPS and behavioural outcomes of

employee voice and silence.
Originality

By exploring antecedents (EPS and PDM) and consequences (voice and silence) this
paper presents a novel approach to studying DL. The focus on Indian HE offers a more

nuanced empirical understanding of DL in a non-Western context.
Practical implications

The findings suggest that a DL approach can be effective at enhancing employee voice
and reducing employee silence within HEIs in (and perhaps beyond) India. The research
also suggests that where institutions implement EPS, alongside opportunities for PDM,

this can help foster and sustain DL.
KEYWORDS:

Distributed leadership, empowerment, participative decision-making, silence, voice,

universities, India
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Antecedents and Consequences of Distributed Leadership

in Indian Higher Education

Introduction

Scholarly interest in the study of leadership has gone through many transitions, with
new paradigms emerging in response to societal and organizational changes as well as
shifting contextual challenges. The past century has seen a general trend away from
directive towards more inclusive and collective forms of leadership (c.f. Western, 2019,
Ospina et al., 2020). With this has been a shift in focus from individual ‘leaders’ to
relational processes of ‘leadership’, which takes into consideration the combined effect
of leaders, supervisors, peers, followers, culture, context and work-setting (Crevani et
al., 2010, Drath et al., 2008). The current paper develops insights into such forms of

leadership in the higher education (HE) context in India.

The HE sector is undergoing significant change globally (Abdrasheva et al.,
2022; Mowles et al., 2019; Watermeyer et al., 2022). In response to changes in
government funding, alongside external pressures of increased international and
national competition, HE institutions (HEIS) are required to navigate turbulence and
complexity in order to deliver education, research, enterprise and innovation
(Cunningham and Menter, 2021; Jain et al., 2022a; Kok and McDonald, 2017). As a
context characterised by diverse interests, identities and agendas; building inclusive
organizations where all stakeholders are actively engaged is now seen as a strategic
priority (Banker and Bhal, 2020). Researchers opine that a distributed leadership (DL)
approach can enhance organisational effectiveness by giving autonomy and
responsibility to those who are closest to frontline services (Gunzel-Jensen, Jain, and

Kjeldsen, 2018).



In recent years, DL (including shared and collective leadership) has become the
preferred model for the governance of education systems around the World (Bush and
Glover, 2014; Bush, 2019; Jones et al., 2014). This approach differs from traditional
perspectives in that it views leadership as a collective process that goes well beyond the
attributes and behaviours of formal ‘leaders’ and that occurs throughout the
organization. Many studies take a normative stance (Nguyen, Harris, and Ng, 2020)
although DL can also be used as a powerful ‘lens’ through which to observe and explore
leadership practice (Ospina et al., 2020).

While literature on educational leadership is dominated by Western scholars; HE
systems in emerging economies have unique contextual opportunities and challenges
(Banker and Bhal, 2020; Chattopadhyay et al., 2022; Mogaji and Jain, 2020; Or and
Berkovich, 2023) that may influence the desirability and/or impact of different
leadership approaches. With the World’s third-largest population of students in HE
(IITs et al., 2021) and an extensive growth agenda (Gupta and Gupta, 2012) India
provides a particularly important setting to understand the conceptualization and
implementation of DL.

The current paper attempts to understand the relevance of the construct of DL in
the context of HEIs in India and proposes a moderated-mediation model to explore the
antecedents and consequences of DL. This study has three main objectives: (1) to
explore the relationship between empowering organization structures (EPS) and DL (2)
to investigate the moderating role of participation in decision-making (PDM) in the
relationship between EPS and DL; and (3) to examine the mediating effect of DL on the

relationship of EPS with voice and silence based on theoretical and empirical evidence.

The paper starts by examining relevant literature to identify a number of

hypotheses around the antecedents and consequences of DL. An empirical study is then



presented, which uses survey data from high performing HEIs in India to test the
hypotheses. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) is used to analyse the relationships
and underpinning conceptual framework. Findings demonstrate a positive relationship
between EPS and DL, which is moderated by PDM. DL also has a mediating effect on
the relationship between EPS and behavioural outcomes of employee voice and silence.
The study thus presents a novel way of understanding how DL practices work in high
performing institutions in a non-Western context. The paper concludes by outlining
implications for research and practice in HE leadership, which may have wider

relevance to other contexts/sectors.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Leadership in Indian Higher Education

Research on leadership in Indian HEIs typically applies Western theories and
frameworks, such as ‘transformational’ (Jyoti and Bhau, 2016; Baba, 2022) and
‘authentic’ (Srivastava et al., 2022) leadership that emphasise the skills and qualities of
‘leaders’ in formal positions of authority. Sinha (2020) notes the risks of such an

approach perpetuating inequalities and silencing dissent.

Salmi (2009) and Banker and Bhal (2020) identify three key features of the
Indian HE context (resources, talent and governance) that make it particularly
challenging to sustain ‘world class universities’ (WCUSs). Based on a study of high
performing Indian HEIs Banker and Bhal (2020) conclude that in order to address the
problems caused by political interference ‘in a context such as India, a combination of
visionary and distributed styles of academic leadership is desired in order to build

WCUSs’ (p. 585).



Whilst Indiresan (2007) and others note significant political intervention in the
running of Indian HEIs, Carnoy and Dossani (2013) and Pandit and Paul (2023) suggest
that devolved governance structures provide an environment in which power and
influence have the potential to be widely distributed. Incumbents in leadership positions
are thus encouraged to distribute authority across boundaries and levels to effectively
accomplish institutional goals (Pilbeam and Jamieson, 2010; Prysor and Henley, 2018).
A ‘distributed’ approach to leadership is widely endorsed in such systems as a way of
engaging a diverse community of stakeholders in decision making processes (Vuori,
2019) and embedding a clear sense of purpose that drives organisational success (Hong

etal., 2021).

Distributed leadership (DL)

As the current discourse on leadership moves from an individualistic stance to a
collective one; the ontology of leadership theory has been evolving (Drath et al., 2008).
With grounding in Gibb’s (1958) notion that leadership is a function of ‘structure-in-
interaction’; this perspective describes leadership in terms of activities and interactions
that are distributed across multiple people and situations (Spillane et al., 2004) and
involve role complementarities and network patterns of control (Barrero-Fernandez et
al., 2023; Heller and Firestone, 1995). Thus, leadership is being redefined ‘in terms of
processes and practices organized by people in interaction and the study of that
interaction without becoming preoccupied with what formal leaders do and think’

(Crevani et al., 2010, p. 78).

A distributed leadership approach acknowledges the work of all individuals who
contribute to leadership practice, whether or not they are formally designated or defined

as ‘leaders’ (Harris and Spillane, 2008). Distributed leadership essentially means that



those best equipped, skilled or positioned to lead do so, in order to fulfil a goal or
organizational requirement (Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016).

Spillane et al. (2004) refer to DL as being ‘stretched over’ people in different
roles. Gronn (2002) describes it as concertive action where the total is significantly
more than the sum of its parts. DL is thus represented as dynamic, relational, inclusive,
collaborative, and contextually situated (Bolden et al., 2009). Such interactions are a
product of the past and open possibilities for future action (Alvehus, 2019), framing
leadership as a phenomenon that is co-constructed by leaders and followers using

communicative connections and social influence (Ruben and Gigliotti, 2021).

Empowering Power Structures (EPS)

Whilst the relationship between leadership, empowerment and organizational outcomes
has been extensively documented there exists a paucity of empirical studies that explore
this relationship in the context of DL (Jain and Jeppesen, 2014; Lumby, 2013; Woods,
2016). Researchers highlight that DL is not a replacement for individual leadership and
does not imply that formal leaders and structures are dispensable. Instead, leadership is
conceived of as ‘distributed’ across the organization (within systems, activities,
practices, and relationships) and based on social processes that are collective,
interactive, and based on lateral (alongside vertical) influence (Bolden, 2011).

Power is a dynamic that is created through formal and informal systems within
the organization. In ‘loosely coupled’ (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) systems like HEIs
though parts may be connected and responsive to each other, each entity also preserves
its own identity and evidence of physical separateness. Flatter hierarchies coupled with
peer-based structures lead to DL being a preferred mode of functioning in such systems,
where governance structures are flexible and organic rather than rigid and hierarchical

(Gronn, 2002).



The central tenet of DL is based on the quality of shared activity and interaction
(Floyd and Fung, 2017; Leithwood and Harris, 2009). The leader’s role becomes,
therefore, to realize the organization’s goals by empowering others to act
interdependently (Kok and McDonald, 2017). Assigning power and strengthening
autonomy thus reduces the need for a supervisory role by forming a non-hierarchical
network of equitable cooperation (Panagiotopoulos, Panagiotis, and Karanikola, 2019).
The HE context is based on principles of collegiality and cultures of collaboration
(Paletta et al., 2021). Power in such systems is not concentrated with an individual or a
group but is exercised in complex ways and is shared amongst various actors across the
organization (Lumby, 2013, 2019).

Kanter’s (1977, 2008) Structural Theory of Organizational Empowerment
brings into focus both the formal and informal sources of power in organizational
structures. This theory asserts that access to information, resources, support and
learning opportunities at work help create empowering environments. This framework
was used to operationalise the construct of EPS. Further, DL has been shown to have a
positive relationship to structural and psychological empowerment and organisational
excellence in schools (Majooni et al., 2022). Thus, EPS should help foster DL. Hence
this has been taken as an antecedent to DL in the proposed model. Consequently, the

following hypothesis is proposed:

H1: EPS is positively related to DL.

Participation in Decision Making (PDM)
DL is depicted as a more inclusive form of leadership (Lumby, 2019; Woods, 2016),

founded on participative decision-making (PDM). Evidence from schools suggests that
by increasing the span of influence, DL can help promote employee participation
(Gronn, 2008) and enhanced effectiveness (Somech, 2010). Within HE this is facilitated
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by the use of a committee structure, which offers a formalized mechanism for bottom-

up influence and decision-making (Bolden et al., 2009).

Since significant value is attributed to collegiality, collaboration and
consultation in HE (Barrero-Fernandez et al., 2023; Bryman, 2007; Chattopadhyay et
al., 2022; Hungund et al., 2021; Jain et al., 2022b), it is theorized that systems that
foster PDM would also facilitate DL (Floyd and Fung, 2017; Kok and McDonald,

2017). Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2: PDM is positively related to DL.

The moderating role of PDM

DL develops ‘where leadership is distributed among all members of the leadership team
and where teachers can participate in school decision-making practices and processes’
(Devos et al., 2014, p. 205). Empowering power structures help cultivate a culture of
participation in decision-making (Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998). Further, research
has demonstrated the moderating role of PDM between organisational politics (power
relations) and employee outcomes (Witt et al., 2003). Hence, the following hypothesis

is framed:

H3: PDM moderates the relationship between EPS and DL.

Mediating role of DL

Research confirms that at the core of participation is an underlying notion of ‘influence
or power sharing’ and ‘joint decision-making’ (Jain, 2016, p. 727). Leadership based on
collegiality, autonomy, and the opportunity to participate in decisions creates a sense of
fairness that is proactive and likely to ensure the commitment of academics (Bryman,

2007). Further, the mediating role of DL between antecedents and employee outcomes



has been demonstrated empirically (e.g. Canterino et al., 2020; Devos et al., 2014; Jain,

2016, Unterrainer et al., 2017). Therefore, the following hypothesis is framed:

H4: DL mediates the relationship between antecedents (EPS moderated by
PDM) and outcomes (Voice and Silence).

Employee Voice

Voice is a concept found in marketing literature which refers to consumers feeling
secure enough to articulate feedback on deteriorating quality. It was first coined by
Albert O. Hirschman (1970) in his exit-voice-loyalty framework. In organizational
psychology and organization studies, it refers to the concept of employees feeling
secure and empowered enough to voice their concerns to management. Voice has been
theorized to be based on pro-social motivation and to bring about positive change
(Morrison, 2014). Further, DL promotes voice (Gronn, 2008) and creates an
environment that gives employees agency such that their voice and viewpoint is
relevant in decision making (Koiv et al., 2019) but this relationship needs to be
validated empirically.

‘Voice’ of all stakeholders in the education system has been identified as a key
dimension in the development of learning communities (Frost, 2008) and as critical to
being good “citizens of the academic community’ (Bolden, Gosling and O’Brien, 2014).
Employees who perceive that their leaders enhance the meaningfulness of work, foster
participation in decision making, express confidence in high performance, and provide
autonomy from bureaucratic constraints are more likely to engage in voice behaviour

(Yoon, 2012). We thus hypothesize that:

H5: DL is positively related to voice behaviour.
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Employee Silence

Silence in organizations refers to a state in which employees refrain from calling
attention to issues at work. Conceptually, silence is failure to voice, and voice is a
choice (deliberate or otherwise) to not remain silent (Morrison, 2014). Since silence is
more than the absence of voice and the two are distinct constructs (Sherf et al., 2021)
findings from research on voice behaviour cannot be transferred to the problem of
employee silence easily and silence has to be studied as a separate construct.

Silence is a result of unequal inclusion in leadership. Fear of transgressing
current boundaries of what is acceptable or rewarded leads to silence about things that
individuals might otherwise wish to raise (Lumby, 2013).Research suggests that
transformational leadership can help reduce silence by building feelings of trust (Zhu et
al., 2019) and an empirical study in the Indian context highlighted the need to study the
potential influence of DL on silence in Indian organizations while exploring the impact
of empowering organizational structure on promoting voice or preventing silence

behaviour (Srivastava, Jain and Sullivan, 2019).We thus hypothesize that:

H6: DL is negatively related to silence behaviour.

Control Variable

DL has been theorized to promote performance (e.g.: Gronn, 2002, 2008; Jain, 2016;
Spillane et al, 2004). Since the study is based on top ranked (elite) HEIs in India, this

has been taken as a control variable in this study.

From the above discussion a theoretical framework for antecedents and
consequences of DL can be depicted (see Figure 1) which can be used to support

empirical testing of the hypotheses (H1-H6).
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[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]

Methodology

This was a descriptive-correlational study. It followed a confirmatory approach to test
the theoretical framework proposed in Figure 1. The study followed a non-experimental

research design.

Data Sources

The study used quantitative data from a survey instrument using adapted versions of
standard scales for each variable. It is based on a sample of academic and non-academic
staff from the top six ranked institutions in India (assumed to be high-performing
systems) as determined in the QS World University Rankings (2019) and Government
of India’s National Institutional Ranking Framework (NIRF) (2019). These were used
as organizational performance indicators to select the institutions to be included in the
study. Interestingly, the top six institutions continue to remain in the top six in NIRF
(2022) and QS World University Rankings (2023, 2024) for India as well, showing
consistency on performance evaluation parameters over time. All these institutions are
public institutions imparting STEM education. Most are also Institutes of National
Importance and have the tag of Institution of Eminence (IoE). Being recognized as such
gives them enhanced access to funding sources, being granted more autonomy both
academically and administratively as well as being propelled to collaborate and excel at
the international level. Further, the institutions in the sample represent a broad cross-

section of locations across India.

Sampling
The survey instrument was sent out to all senior staff in each of the sample institutions.
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Senior staff included teaching and non-teaching staff involved in strategic decision-
making or heading operations of a unit or research groups. 269 completed responses (N)
were received from around 2500 questionnaires across all the six sample institutions.

Of the 269 completed responses (N); 25 respondents were in professional
service (non-academic) roles, possessing a Bachelor’s degree or above; 244 respondents
were in primarily academic roles with all possessing a Doctoral (PhD) Degree — many
of them were involved in additional administrative duties as well.

Further, 15 respondents were in Senior Leadership roles (Deans / Deputy
Director / Director / Vice Chancellor) with all possessing a Doctoral (PhD) Degree; and
22 were female respondents possessing a Bachelor’s degree or above across both
academic and non-academic roles. For purposes of this study, these have been analysed
as a homogeneous set.

The sample size is adequate for testing this model based on rules of thumb of
sample size requirements for Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) which recommends
a sample size of N>200 (Boomsma, 1983) or 5 to 10 observations per estimated

parameter (Bentler and Chou, 1987).

Measures

This research uses a quantitative survey instrument built using standardized scales
available in literature and followed a confirmatory approach. EPS was measured using
Conditions for Workplace Effectiveness Questionnaire (CWEQ) — 11 (Laschinger et al.,
2001), which is based on the Structural Theory of Organizational Empowerment
(Kanter, 1977, 2008) and has 21 items. PDM was measured using VVroom’s scale as
adapted by Ruh et al. (1975) and has 5 items. DL was measured using Jonsson et al.’s

(2016) distributed leadership agency scale and has 7 items. VVoice was measured using
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the scale available in LePine and Van Dyne (1998) and has 6 items. Silence was
measured using Jain’s (2015) scale and has 14 items. Demographic and institutional
details were also collected. Each of these scales was developed outside the HE sector
and hence reflects a novel application of the framework.Further, no scales for these
constructs have been developed specifically for the HE sector to the best of the authors’
knowledge and hence this study extends literature by confirming whether these scales

can be used in HE contexts as well.

Analysis

Multivariate data analyses tools were used to analyse the data obtained. Confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was carried out on the scale. SEM was used to test the proposed
model.

Quantitative Data Analysis was done using IBM SPSS Version 23 and IBM
SPSS AMOS version 20. The resulting structural model helped explain the moderated-
mediation model proposed and test the hypotheses developed in this study. The
proposed model in the current study corresponds to Type I of Langfred’s (2004)
conceptualization of a moderated-mediation model in which the moderator operates on
the relationship between the independent variable and the mediator. This model was

tested statistically using the steps outlined by Preacher, Rucker and Hayes (2007).

Results

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

Confirmatory Factor Analysis is a special statistical analysis procedure used to test how
well the measured variables are consistent with the researcher’s understanding of the

observed variables. The fundamental feature of CFA is that it is hypothesis-driven
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(Brown, 2015). CFA was done as a first step in the testing of the model being studied.

Scales for EPS and Silence consisted of sub-scales which formed second-order
factors. First-order CFA was done on the data set in AMOS using all sub-scales as first-
order factors. The initial CFA of the model was acceptable. On running the convergent
validity and convergent reliability tests in AMOS on the data set, convergent reliability
was above 0.8 for all scales which is good. Convergent Validity for a sub-scale of EPS
and PDM was achieved by removing items with low regression weights.

CFA was done using second-order factors. The model gave a Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) of 0.883, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) of 0.876 which is permissible; Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was 0.056 at a PClose of 0.003 which
is moderate. The Standard Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) was 0.0748< 0.08
which is good. The Chi-square/df value comes to 1.847< 3 which is good. Since all
these values meet the cut-off criteria for fit indices (Hooper et al., 2008; Hu and Bentler,

1999); this model has a good fit and is acceptable.

Statistics and Correlations

Statistics calculated using SPSS for the scales used in the model are presented in Table

[INSERT TABLE | ABOUT HERE]

Table-1 gives a snapshot of the data. The mean values depict that the sample is
spread evenly around the line of central tendency for most of the variables under study.
Voice tends to be high while Silence is low as seen in Table-1, which is in line with the

theoretical base of the study.
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From Table-1, we also see that the convergent reliability value for all constructs
was above 0.8. Cronbach’s Alpha value for all scales was also above 0.8. These are
above the prescribed threshold limit of 0.7 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1978). This was
the case for most individual sub-scales as well (in first-order CFA). Thus, the scales
passed the test for internal consistency/reliability in the measures. Internal consistency
estimates depict the degree to which items on a test jointly measure the same construct
(Henson, 2001).

Average Variance Explained (AVE) values are greater than 0.5 for all sub-scales
individually (in first-order CFA) and most scales in second-order CFA (Table-I) thus
showing convergent validity. Additionally, Maximum Shared Variance (MSV) values
passed the test for discriminant validity for all sub-scales individually (in first-order
CFA). Thus, the scales meet expected standards for validity (Fornell and Larcker,
1981). This means that multiple items of a construct are more related to each other than
to items of another construct (Campbell and Fiske, 1959).

The correlation coefficient provides information on closeness of
constructs/variables. The Correlation Matrix presented in Table-I shows that the
variables are correlated in the direction hypothesised. Additionally, PDM and EPS are
highly correlated with DL while DL and voice show a moderately high degree of
correlation. Silence is negatively correlated with all variables as theorised. It shows low
correlation with DL and voice but shows non-significant negative correlation with EPS

and PDM.

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)

SEM is a multivariate technique used to evaluate the direct and indirect effects on pre-
assumed causal relationships (Fan et al, 2016).The Structural/Causal Model based on

the hypotheses (with the regression weights) has been depicted in Figure 2 and
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illustrates a network of relationships among variables. The values on the arrows depict
the regression weights while those on the variables are the variances. Values with a
double star (**) on them are significant at a 0.01 level i.e. highly statistically

significant, hence the observed relationship is unlikely to be due to chance.

[INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]

The fit indices for this model are CFI of 0.937, Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) of
0.961, Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI) of 0.883, TLI of 0.875, and SRMR of
0.0686. All these parameters are excellent, so this model is accepted (Hair et al., 2006;
Hooper et al., 2008; Hu and Bentler, 1999). Coefficient of Determination (R"2) values
provide an estimate of the strength of the relationship between variables. These are also
significant for all parameters and, in the direction hypothesized as can be seen from

Table-I1l.

[INSERT TABLE Il ABOUT HERE]

From Table-11, we also see that the Critical Ratio is above an absolute value of 2
for all the parameters. We can thus infer that all relationships are significant at a 99%
confidence level. This further validates that the hypotheses as articulated would be

accepted.

Mediation

A mediator variable is an intermediate variable which explains how an independent

variable influences a dependant one. It is a link in a causal chain (Woody, 2011). To test
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if DL mediates the relationship between EPS and Voice, and EPS and Silence an A*B
mediation test was done using the structural model of Figure 2. These tests were run in
AMOS using a user-defined estimand with bootstrapping (Gaskin, 2016a; Woody,
2011).

To test if DL mediates the relationship between EPS and Voice, an A*B
mediation test was carried out. The value for this comes to 0.223 at a P value of 0.001
which is significant. To test if DL mediates the relationship between EPS and Silence,
the A*B mediation test was carried out. The value for this comes to -0.122 at a P value
of 0.001 which is significant.

Thus, DL mediates the relationship between EPS and Voice and Silence in the

hypothesized directions as articulated in Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Moderation

A moderator variable affects the relationship between any two variables (Dawson,
2014). The interaction effect of EPS was plotted on DL to test the moderating effect of
PDM in AMOS by introducing an EPS*PDM interaction term to the Causal Structural
Model. The model fit indices for the model gave a CFI of 0.913, GFI of 0.947, AGFI of
0.841, TLI of 0.815, and SRMR was 0.0719. All these parameters are good so the
model passes Goodness of Fit (GoF). The regressions were then plotted (as discussed in

Gaskin, 2016b) and is depicted in Figure 3.

[INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]

The graph shows that PDM strengthens the positive relationship between EPS

and DL, thereby confirming Hypothesis 3 (H3).
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Multi-group Analysis

Additionally, on doing a multi-group analysis for the model in AMOS based on
Institution, Gender, and Staff-Group status of the respondents; no difference was found
between any of these three groupings. This confirms that the entire sample and hence
the population under study may be treated as homogeneous.

Thus, the moderated-mediation model in Figure 1land the theoretical framework
for this study is accepted; supporting all six hypotheses (as confirmed in Figures 2 and

3).

Discussion

Whilst DL is widely advocated as a normative approach to leadership in HE there
remains a paucity of empirical studies, particularly in non-Westernized countries like
India (Hoang, 2023). Research findings suggest that context (Johns, 2024),
organizational structure, and culture have a significant impact on the successful
implementation of DL in HE (Jain and Madan, 2022; Or and Berkovich, 2023). With
India catering to the third-largest student population globally (11Ts et al., 2021), this
paper adds to the global pool of knowledge on this subject by developing and testing a

framework of antecedents and consequences of DL in high-performing Indian HEISs.

Findings show a clear positive relationship between Empowering Power
Structures (EPS) and Distributed Leadership (DL), with Participation in Decision
Making (PDM) as an important moderator. Further, the findings demonstrate that an
environment in which leadership is widely distributed significantly increases employee

Voice and reduces employee Silence.

Implications for theory/research
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Similar to research in other higher education contexts (e.g. Jambo and Hongde, 2020;
Jones et al., 2017; Lizier et al., 2024; Sewerin and Holmberg, 2017; van Ameijde et al.,
2009) this study demonstrates that the construct of distributed leadership (DL) is
relevant in the context of high-performing technical HEIs in India. By demonstrating
how DL mediates the relationship between empowering organisation structures (EPS)
and behavioural outcomes of voice and silence this work responds to calls for more
nuanced empirical investigations of the relationship between organisational processes
and individual behaviours in distributed leadership (Tian et al., 2016). As theorized, the
study found that participation in decision making (PDM) moderated the relationship
between EPS and DL and strengthened the positive effect of EPS on DL.

In a recent review of the literature on employee voice and silence Morrison
(2023) noted that very few studies empirically investigate both concepts in the same
study (see Sherf et al. 2021 for an exception), thereby leaving the question of ‘whether
silence and voice should be conceptualized as opposite ends of the same continuum or
as distinct behaviors’ (Morrison, 2023: 92) unresolved. Furthermore, whilst it is not
uncommon for studies to explore the relationship between employee voice and/or
silence with the style, behaviour and/or personality of individual leaders (ibid), to our
knowledge there are very few that investigate links to DL (see e.g. Butler and Tregaskis,
2018; Fu and Liu, 2018; Xu et al., 2021) and none within HE. These are important
contributions of this research, which support the notion that (a) voice and silence are
distinct, yet related, concepts and (b) that through promoting active participation in
decision making universities can develop cultures of DL that enhance employee voice
and reduce silence.

Finally, this study takes scales developed outside the HE sector and

demonstrates that they can be meaningfully used within an HE context as well. The

20



findings of this study, the underlying conceptual framework and methodology could be
usefully applied to research beyond India and/or the HE context to provide a more
nuanced understanding of the antecedents and consequences of DL (see, e.g. Jakobsen

et al., 2023; Fu and Liu, 2018; Robinson, 2008).

Implications for policy/practice

As discussed in the literature review, leadership research and practice in India and other
emerging economies remains strongly influenced by leader-centric theories that have
been developed predominantly from research in commercial organizations in Western
contexts. By adopting a DL approach, it may be possible for Indian HEIs and
universities to diversify their population of HE leaders, thereby improving access to
talent, use of resources and governance processes which have been identified as three of
the main challenges facing HElIs in this region (Salmi, 2009; Banker and Bhal, 2020).
Furthermore, a DL approach fits well with the democratic ethos that permeates much of
Indian society (Choudhary, 2023) and may be effective at increasing the standing of
institutions that are not currently regarded as ‘World Class’. This should support the
government’s New Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which places an emphasis on
broadening access to quality education, creating an environment for lifelong learning
and enhanced employability of students. Given that the institutions included in this
study are high-performing institutions from across India, they could act as beacons of
good practice within their respective regions.

Findings from this study provide support for policy makers and practitioners to
formulate policies that promote DL as a desirable and effective approach to leadership
in Indian HE. For those implementing policy, it highlights the need to create an
empowering environment where support is provided to frontline staff to enable them to

actively contribute to leadership practices and processes within their area of work. For
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frontline leaders in HE, the study offers practical guidance on how to engage staff
through broader allocation of power and authority, and supporting this through access to
information, resources, support and learning opportunities (Kanter, 1977, 2008). For
senior leaders in academic institutions, it highlights the role they can play in advocating
for an inclusive culture that values the Voice and contribution of staff at all levels in the

development of world class institutions/universities.

Conclusion

In the current environment of turbulence and change in global HE there is no ‘ideal’
leader and organisations would do well to leverage the principles of DL to build
effective leadership teams based on collaborative constellations (Barrero-Fernandez et
al., 2023; Hungund et al., 2021).This study presents a unique conceptualization of DL
and tests it empirically in the context of high-performing technical HEIs in a non-
Western context (i.e. India). It also suggests that DL may be an effective way of
motivating and engaging HE staff who are essentially knowledge workers. From a
practitioner perspective, it suggests that building governance systems based on
empowerment and participative decision making will strengthen DL practices,
enhancing employee Voice and reducing employee Silence.

As with all empirical research there are a number of limitations (such as sample
size and population) that should be considered when interpreting findings. Furthermore
the quantitative methodology, whilst effective at analysing the strength of relationships,
provides a relatively superficial understanding of underlying constructs and the various
ways in which they may be conceived and enacted in practice. These issues would merit
further investigation in order to (a) identify the extent to which findings could be

generalised more broadly across HE in India and/or elsewhere and (b) to provide a more
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nuanced appreciation of the concepts of DL, EPS, PDM, voice and silence as perceived
by leaders and followers themselves.

In an emerging HE system such as India- where effective use of finite resources,
attracting and retaining talent, and implementing effective governance systems are key
strategic challenges — the evidence from this study suggests that DL could be a viable
and inclusive approach to developing world class institutions/universities. The impact of
such an approach, however, is dependent on putting in place appropriate structures for
empowerment and collective decision making in order to maximise the participation and

engagement of staff at all levels.
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Figure 3
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Table |

Descriptive Statistics, correlations among variables, internal consistency and

discriminant validity

Descriptive - - . .
Statistics Reliability and Validity Correlation Matrix
Variable
Composite Average
Mean 5 S_td._ Reliability Cronbach’s| Variance 1 2 3 4
eviation (CR) Alpha |Extracted
(AVE)
L CMPOWering | 3684 | 0628 | 0860 | 0906 | 0496
ower 1
Structures (EPS)
2. Participation | 5415 | 0g15 | 0810 | 0806 | 0518
in Decision- 0.687" 1
Making (PDM)
3. Distributed 3.57 0.883 0.899 0.898 0.562 . .
Leadership (DL) 0.550" | 0.518 1
4 Voi 4,026 | 0.776 0.909 0.913 0.625
. Voice 0.308"| 0.296"| 0.491" 1
i 1.980 | 0.798 0.821 0.911 0.543
5. Silence -0.025| -0.101| -0.261"| -0.357"

NB: **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Source: Author's own work
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Table 11

Regression weights

Hypothesis Standard  Critical
Structural Relationship | Estimate P
Error Ratio
H1 DL <--- EPS 0.516 0.096 5.374 falaled
H2 DL <--- PDM 0.288 0.074 3.890 falaled
H5 Voice <--- DL 0.432 0.047 9.237 Fokk
H6 Silence <--- DL -0.236 0.053 -4.427 ikl

NB: The table shows that all values are significant at p<0.01 i.e. 99% confidence level.

Source: Author's own work
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