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Abstract 

There is growing interest within Organization Studies in the leadership that occurs beyond the 
practices of the formally appointed leader. Where organizations operate in contexts that are 
complex, uncertain and competitive and authority is shared with employees possessing high 
autonomy, individual models of leadership are less representative. One such environment is 
university departments. Whilst leadership researchers have studied shared and distributed 
leadership in this setting, few studies investigate how leaders and other organizational actors 
conceptualise the leadership process, examine authority relations and impact of high employee 
autonomy, or explore the contextual factors, conditions and mechanisms that enhance or 
constrain leadership processes. This study aims to help address this gap by means of an in-depth, 
ethnographic case study of a Canadian Business School in which designated leaders have limited 
legitimate authority, where authority is shared between department chairs and individual faculty 
members have significant autonomy. Data were collected from three departments each exhibiting 
different characteristics in terms of size, academic discipline, departmental culture and the chair’s 
leadership style.  

Introduction 

By comparing and contrasting the salient features of the academic departments 
we reveal five sets of contextual factors that influence the leadership process. We also find that 
leadership activities undertaken by departmental members is driven by the members themselves 
(bottom up) rather than determined by the formal leader (top down) as is most commonly 
reported in studies examining distributed and shared leadership. We aim to contribute to the on-
going debate about leadership in universities and to the theoretical development of shared and 
distributed leadership.    

  Traditionally, leadership research has concentrated on the formally appointed leader whose 
authority is often a function of their hierarchical position within an organization.  Over the past 
15 years, however, new perspectives such as complexity leadership, empowered leadership and 
team leadership and most prominently distributed and shared leadership have focused on the 
leadership processes and practices undertaken by organizational members other than the 
designated leader.  Pearce and Conger, define shared leadership as an interactive influence 
process focused on achieving group and/or organizational goals, which may be a top down, 
lateral or bottom up process.  The empirical research within the areas of shared, empowered and 
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team leadership tends to focus on settings where there is a conscious attempt to reorganize the 
hierarchical arrangements within an organization to distribute aspects of position-based 
leadership authority to subordinates.   
 

Distributed leadership views leadership practice as a unit of analysis, which may or may not be 
related to the distribution of authority within organizations.  There are two major theoretical 
streams within distributed leadership theory and both focus mainly on school settings.  Firstly, 
Gronn identifies distributed leadership as both a process and an approach and draws on activity 
theory in developing his analytical framework.  Secondly, Spillane draws on the theory of 
distributed cognition and believes that while distributed leadership is a powerful analytical tool, it 
has little prescriptive power.   
 

While both theories acknowledge that leadership is shared within organizations, shared 
leadership tends to focus on the structural attributes of the phenomena, while distributed 
leadership incorporates both structural and process dimensions. This view on leadership as a 
process builds on Rost’s notion that as leadership is both a social and cultural construction.  
Therefore, leadership research needs to focus on what leadership is, rather than solely on how 
individual leaders behave. As such, this research draws upon and further develops the distributed, 
rather than shared, leadership framework. 
 

Most of the studies in the nascent field of distributed leadership have been conducted in the 
educational and health sectors, which in large measure consist of professional employees who 
tend, as a function of their professional status, to have higher degrees of autonomy than other 
employee types. There is also a body of research examining the distribution of leadership within 
the primary and secondary schools, which often have hierarchical governance.  A number of 
researchers have commented on the paucity of research examining the leadership process in 
academic departments, which has tended to focus on traditional perspectives such as competency, 
behavioral, contingency and transformational leadership and has failed to take into account the 
unique context of academic departments – in particular the governance structure, which features 
shared authority and decision making between designated leaders and departmental faculty 
members who possess significant autonomy.  

 
Of the limited number of studies, that have used a distributive lens to examine leadership in 

academic departments, many of these studies have been undertaken in the United Kingdom, 
where the traditional collegial structures have been largely dismantled with the decline in tenured 
faculty.  Further, few studies have examined leadership within Business Schools departments.  
This is surprising given the growing importance of Business Schools within the academy, over 
the past thirty years; Business Schools have experienced almost unparalleled growth and have 
become a success story in the academic world. By the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
Business Schools were awarding 20% of undergraduate and 25% of master’s degrees in the U.S.  
The environments Business Schools are operating in are becoming increasingly competitive, to 
respond to the challenges of growth and increasing competition, business schools require strong 
strategic leadership and decision-making skills which can be especially difficult to exercise 
within the traditional academic governance structures that have been maintained in most North 
American Business Schools. The examination of leadership at the department level, where a 
majority of decisions are made can provide valuable insight toward an improved understanding of 
leadership processes in Business Schools.     



 
Two research questions emerge from our review of the literature:  
Within the Business School context:  

• What constitutes leadership at a department level? 
• What impact does the leader's limited authority have on his or her ability to implement 

departmental strategic objectives? 

Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

The project comprises a qualitative design, in order to capture the nuances of complex social 
phenomena and multiple participant perspectives of the leadership process.  The case study 
design employs a single organization  

While the initial coding focused on in ways in which the data were related to the research 
questions, care was taken to ensure that data and themes that did not have an obvious connection 
to the questions, or were clearly important to the respondents, were not ignored.  Several 
iterations between data, codes and themes were undertaken in order to establish the final 
framework. At each stage of the coding process an extensive set of memos was developed to 
guide the development and revision of the coding system and to record analytical insights.  In 
order to further examine and help validate the results, the findings of the project were discussed 
with a group of departmental chairs and faculty members from departments that were not 
included in the study sample. 

(a Canadian business school) with three embedded units of 
analysis (departments), providing the opportunity to generate theoretical insights based on 
comparisons between the units.  In total, seventeen interviews were conducted with department 
chairs and faculty members in three departments and senior administrators from the school.  The 
semi-structured interview questions were aligned to the project research questions, whilst also 
ensuring that respondents were free to explore themes that were important to them. The 
interviews were recorded, transcripts and were coded using NVivo software. A multi-stage 
thematic coding process was adopted to build a systematic account of the recorded data.  This 
inductive approach focused on terms used by participants connected to relationships, activities, 
processes and events.  

Results 

Participants conceptualised leadership as both a focused activity, in which the designated leader 
has some leadership authority, and distributed practice, where faculty members, play a significant 
role in the leadership process. The data indicated five sets of contextual factors that influence the 
leadership process: governance structure, leader (chair) factors, member (faculty) factors, 
department factors, and the nature of the leadership initiative. The findings also suggest that each 
factor has a number of relevant characteristics.  These are explained in the following section. 

 
Governance Structure 

The leadership process is perceived within this environment to be shaped by the unique 
governance structure within academic departments and four distinct characteristics were 
identified by participants; member autonomy, shared authority, leader tenure and decision-
making processes. 

 



It is acknowledged that the significant autonomy possessed by faculty members, serves to limit 
the leadership power available to departmental chairs, 

 
“You’re dealing with a large number of tenured faculty and they don’t have to follow and, and 
this is obvious and,…there’s no real penalty if they don’t and, and I’ve seen a number of chairs, 
a number of senior administrators from presidents right down to chairs, the people you work with 
can absolutely create an environment where nothing happens.” (Senior Administrator) 

Shared authority, in which decisions are made through a democratic process, was also described 
by respondents as an important influence on leadership processes.  The democratic process 
requires leaders to secure the buy-in of faculty members and results in an iterative process 
through which most initiatives are thoroughly discussed and modified as part of the process.   

“So I think there, there’s the issue of partnership and collegiality and the leader has got to get 
you on board as, as a respected partner not as a, as a subordinate. I think that in an academic 
environment, I think that, that’s something that I see.” (Faculty, Department 3) 

The practice whereupon the chair returns to a faculty position upon the completion of their term 
as chair was also identified as distinct influence on the leadership process,  

“You think very carefully about, about what you do and how you treat the chair and the chair 
thinks very carefully how he or she treats faculty and it’s like we’re all in this together. I happen 
to be the chair for these five years but then I came from the ranks; I’m going to go back to the 
ranks.” (Chair, Department 3)  

The specific nature of the decision making process within this environment was identified as a 
characteristic of the governance structure.  The nature of the process was described as having a 
number of distinct elements including, extensive process time, need for transparency and buy-in 
and its iterative, democratic and collegial nature.   

“That was, we went through meetings and meetings, and there were different opinions about 
what were the skills that were applicable but eventually we worked through it. We worked 
through it as a group; it was a very collegial process.” (Faculty member, Department 2) 

Leader (Chair) Factors 
The chair was also identified as an important influence to departmental leadership processes.  

This factor included characteristics related to the chair’s change orientation, leadership style and 
use of power and influence.  Chair’s tended to exhibit two types of strategic orientation.  Some 
chairs are change agents who seek to foster and implement change.  Other chairs were viewed as 
caretakers who seek to maintain the status quo and are primarily focused on the administrative 
aspects of the role.   

“Because it varies depending on the, on who’s in that position from someone who is simply 
filling in forms and making sure that loading is done properly to actually moving the department 
ahead academically with innovative curriculum development and professional development and 
putting our own school, so to speak, on the map, right so it varies.” (Faculty member, 
Department 2) 



The leadership style of the chair is also cited as an influence on the leadership process within 
the department.  The styles indicated in the project sample fall into four categories: collegial, 
directive, encourager and transformational.   

“So this comes back to the type of leadership that you have and I, I, I think, certainly in the 
School of Business, we probably have a normal distribution of type of leadership within 
departments.” (Faculty member, Department 2) 

It is important to recognize that the data concerning leadership style do not reveal a style that is 
specific chairs to an individual and chairs can demonstrate multiple styles depending on the 
situation. 

The Chair’s use of power and influence was extensively noted by respondents.  These 
comments related both to the influence tactics used by the chair and the bases of power that the 
chair drew upon. 

“And, and honestly sometimes there are decisions, when you have a really strong chair 
sometimes, when you have a really strong chair and you have a lot of junior faculty who don’t 
challenge things because they’re afraid, sometimes the chair can be quite directive. Sometimes 
decisions are made, look we need to make a decision and, and this is what makes sense and, and 
it’s kind of pushed through.” (Faculty, Department 3) 

In a similar vein, a number of sources of power are identified as having influence on the 
leadership process. These sources can be categorized as either position based, such as legitimate, 
reward, coercive and information power or personal based, such as referent and expert.  It is 
interesting to note that most of the discussion of position based power sources focused on how, as 
a function of the governance structure, chairs were unable to draw upon position-based sources of 
power. 

“I think in academic departments whether it’s this departments or virtually any other 
department, the person in charge, the department head, the chairman of the school–whoever it 
happens to be tends not to have the authoritarian, the power to make something happen, there’s a 
word I’m looking for sorry I just can’t find it... the responsibility and the authority.” (Faculty 
member, Department 3) 

Member (Faculty) Factors 
Faculty members were identified as a third factor influencing departmental leadership 

processes.  Characteristics relevant to this factor included departmental orientation and 
employment status.  Departmental orientation consisted of three dimensions: individual focus, 
leadership involvement and resistance to change.  Employment status focused on distinctions 
between faculty members who have tenure and other faculty members who have probationary 
(tenure track) or part-time status. 

The departmental focus of a faculty member relates to the amount of time and effort 
concentrated on research and/or teaching activities and many interviewees revealed that they had 
neither the time nor interest to engage in strategic matters related to department level change, 



“I don’t have to tell you that and I think the initial reaction should be, if you want to be 
successful in this business, is to say no to taking on extra work because you already have too 
much to do. If you want to make it as an academic beyond the institution, you’re instant response 
has to be to say no.” (Faculty member, Department 2) 

On the other hand, many interviewees suggested that individual faculty members are often 
motivated to undertake departmental leadership initiatives.   Faculty may also assume leadership 
roles in departmental initiatives initiated either by the chair or other faculty members.  However, 
most of the examples of faculty involvement in department leadership initiatives involved 
activities that were initiated by faculty themselves:     

“Because, like I said, so leadership is distributed by who has vision and passion and is willing 
into put energy into a given topic. For the most part, most of our initiatives, we have enough 
initiatives underway that on any given one, there’s only one person who wants to run with that.” 
(Chair, Department 2). 

There was universal agreement that academic leadership in a department is shared to varying 
degrees between the chair and department members,   

“But I think it really depends on the issue and but I do think that the reality isn’t departments, the 
chair tends to rely on a group of people that can take self-leadership roles if you want in certain 
areas, whether it’s curriculum, whether it’s student engagement, whether it’s research, whether 
it’s outreach. The chair can’t do it all.” (Senior Administrator) 

Three respondents highlighted a third dimension of departmental orientation relating to 
resistance to change, where a small number of few faculty members, who were interested in 
maintaining the status quo, could effectively block change at the departmental level,   

“We had three or four very vocal tenured faculty who said why are we doing that? We don’t need 
to do that. Let’s just keep it the way it is, we’re moving too fast, etcetera, etcetera.” (Chair, 
Department 3) 

The findings concerning the impact of faculty employment status on the departmental 
leadership process had a number of dimensions with the suggestion that tenured faculty and 
probationary faculty could be treated differently,   

“You have people who are dying to get tenured, you have people who are on two year contracts 
and hope to be renewed, you have people who are literally on no contract but teach from year to 
year so you have a very fragmented audience and the power over, the leader’s power is different 
depending on who is in the audience.” (Faculty member, Department 2) 

In addition, the overall composition of the department faculty between tenured and 
probationary/contract faculty was cited as an important influence on the leadership process.  In 
departments in which there were high percentages of probationary faculty, chairs tended to make 
greater use of position-based power and harder influence tactics,   

“Well, an example I guess when it looks like it’s happening that way is when the department 
leader or the department chair forces stuff on people and, to a certain extent, I mean I think part 



of the challenge is you’ve got in our department in particular, we have several untenured faculty 
members and few tenured faculty members.” (Faculty, Department 3) 

Departmental Factors 
The data revealed a number of the factors that impacted on leadership processes related to 

departmental characteristics including organizational culture, decision processes, academic 
discipline and size.   

 
Three distinct types of organizational culture were identified in the data: change, collegial and 

directive.  Organizational culture within this context refers to the perceptions of its members as to 
collection of beliefs, values and norms that guide the organization.  Each cultural type identified 
has specific implications for the leadership process within the department and each type of 
culture identified related specifically to a single department.  However, it is important to note that 
organizational culture can be shaped by other contextual factors and can shift along with the 
changes in those other factors:   

“I think that very much that’s very personal to the department. So if you look at them and you 
asked me to discern that question, I think I would have some basics that might be similar but I 
think I could discernibly say there’d be eleven very unique ways of doing that. So there’s the two 
extremes and I think we can find something in between, everything from the pure collective, those 
who dare do a thing without our approval all the way through to you know either trust you or 
don’t care enough.”  (Senior Administrator) 

While the decision process was previously identified as a governance factor, interviewees also 
suggested that there were decision processes that were unique to individual departments 
including the need for consensus and how proposals are developed.  Although democratic 
decision making was common to all departments, there was indication that in some departments, 
a simple majority is not sufficient and that decision making required consensus among members,   

“We’ve had area for a long time; it’s definitely been very much a consensus decision making 
model. What does everybody think? What should we do?” (Faculty member, Department 1) 

Although interviewees did not provide specific examples related to the departments within the 
project sample, they did indicate that the size of a department and the nature of the discipline 
could serve to influence departmental leadership processes.    

Nature of Leadership Initiative 
There was an indication that the nature of the initiative could also influence the leadership 

process within departments.  The data relating to the nature of the initiative fell into four distinct 
categories: impact on faculty, importance to chair, and the source and the type of initiative. The 
impact that the initiative has on individual faculty workload can be a significant influence as to 
whether or not faculty members support a particular initiative.  As previously noted, many faculty 
members are busy with their individual teaching and research activities and do not wish to get 
involved in projects or activities that would require additional work, 

 
The importance an initiative has for the Chair is another factor that was cited as having an 

influence on the departmental leadership processes.  Interviewees provided a number of examples 



which demonstrated that, when dealing with items that are important to them, chairs may change 
their leadership style and draw more upon position-based sources of power and hard influence 
tactics. 

“[B]ut I think the key difference between where the collegial process worked and when it didn’t 
work was when it was of strategic importance to the leader versus when it was just something 
that needed to be done.” (Faculty member, Department 3) 

The source of the initiative may also have an impact on the leadership process.  The initiatives 
cited by respondents can be categorized as generated either within the department or outside the 
department. With initiatives that are generated outside the department, particularly those in which 
school’s senior administrators are applying pressure, there appears to be a greater inclination for 
departments to make decisions in a timely manner,   

 “ ...and so as a result it, it’s not as difficult to get them to move towards change in the 
curriculum, might be if we didn’t have sort of a common desire to ensure that the students are 
ready for the (accreditation) bodies.” (Faculty member, Department 1) 

The type of initiative can also have an impact on the leadership process within the department.  
Two basic categories of initiatives were identified by respondents: academic and administrative.  
The type of initiative may influence the source from which the Chair draws their power.  While 
tenured faculty tend to frown upon the chair’s use of legitimate power in academic matters, the 
use of this power source appears to be more acceptable when it comes to administrative matters,   

“There’s other service things over which the chair has some discretion or has some influence, 
maybe work, nature of teaching workloads or things like that.” (Chair, Department 2) 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The findings make a number of contributions to existing research on leadership in academic 
settings. The study confirms the importance of collegiality as both a structural and process 
element in Business School academic departments. Although there have been suggestions that 
Birnbaum’s contention concerning the influence of collegial, bureaucratic, political and anarchic 
factors on academic departments lacked empirical evidence, these findings support the 
importance of these factors.    

  
There is also empirical support for Gronn’s suggestion that distributed leadership rarely exists 

in isolation of the leadership role played by designated leaders and most settings featuring 
distributive leadership can more accurately labelled as hybrid leadership. While previous 
empirical studies on leadership distribution have focused on settings in which the shared 
leadership was driven top-down by the process of redistribution of authority between 
organizational levels, these findings suggest the distribution of leadership is primarily driven 
from the bottom-up and the extent and type of distributed leadership is determined by the interest 
and initiative of individual faculty members.  
 

The project findings also point to the importance of context in understanding leadership 
processes within this organizational setting. The contextual perspective is based on the premise 
that leadership research which focuses solely on individual leadership behaviours, competencies 



and styles is incomplete as there is an important connection between leadership and the social 
structures in which it operates. The findings also provide a richer examination of the contextual 
factors influencing leadership than previous studies that focused on specific variables such as 
career stage or faculty performance.  Porter and McLaughlin, in their review of the importance of 
context in leadership studies between 1990 and 2005 identified seven types of organizational 
contextual factors. Though there are some classification differences between the factors identified 
in the aforementioned study and this project, some of the factors are the same including 
organizational culture, processes and structure and member composition.  

 
In consideration of the project data and the above discussion, the following propositions 

emerge: 
 

P1 Leadership in academic departments consists of both focused and distributed elements. 
P2 The extent of the distribution of leadership in academic departments is primarily driven 

by organizational members.  
P3 The leadership process in academic departments is shaped by context including factors 

relating to governance structure, leader, member and department factors and the nature of 
the leadership initiative. 

Managerial Implications 

This research is the first step in the development of a model describing the leadership process in 
organizations in which authority is shared as a function of the governance structure between the 
designated leader and members.  The findings can enhance the understanding of Business 
Schools and other Academic Chairs of the leadership process within their own departments and 
assist in their choice of leadership action and behaviour depending on the contextual 
circumstances within their departments.   

 
The inclusion of a single business school can be viewed as a limitation and, as such, caution is 

advised against generalizing these results to a wider context. While the findings may provide 
insight to the reader, it is important to note that departmental organizational arrangements within 
different universities can vary significantly particularly in relation to the authority allocated to 
department leaders, which may limit the direct application of these findings to other settings.  

 
Despite this limitation, this project makes an important contribution to the emerging body of 

research which challenges traditional approaches that focus on single individuals as the 
embodiment of leadership in organizations. The project integrates the distributed perspective of 
leadership with research related to the importance of context. This project also proposes that 
contextual factors are particularly important in settings where authority is shared between 
designated leaders and other organizational members. 
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