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ABSTRACT

Developing student leadership has never been more demanded of higher education institutions
than within a 21st century VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous) world. Globally,
there is an increasing preference for organisations to become more devolved and operate more
collaboratively (Hayward 2015). Rapid socio-economic changes and enhanced access to higher
education, have seen 21st century institutions around the world facing major challenges to their
governance systems, curriculum, external relations, research and financing (Jones and Harvey
2017; Black 2015; Jones 2014; Shin and Harman 2009). South African higher education
institutions have not escaped these global challenges but the issues have been further
exacerbated by the legacy of apartheid and demands for political redress, transformation and
equal access (Habib 2016; South African Civil Society Information Services 2013). Such issues
are unique to the South African higher education landscape and are demonstrated in the
frustrations of the country’s youth, which are regularly being played out on our streets and
university campuses. This study sought student leaders’ opinion on their role in participative
institutional governance using distributed leadership as the underpinning model.

Keywords: distributed leadership, higher education, student representatives

INTRODUCTION

During the period 2015-2016, South Africa observed the dramatic re-entry of student activism
within the higher education terrain, colloquially known as the #FeesMustFall campaign (Badat
2015; Habib 2016). It was a reaction to what students saw as the tardiness and “foot dragging”
pace of higher education transformation (Suransky and Van der Merwe 2016) which found
South African universities still struggling to deal with the legacy of apartheid. Despite national
government initiatives to resolve these issues, at the operational level, university management

still appeared to be struggling to deal with these chronic issues of funding and accommodation.
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This was evidenced by violent student skirmishes on KwaZulu-Natal campuses as recently as
July 2019 (Duma 2019). This led to questioning of the 2015-2016 protests as an “organic crisis”
within South African higher education which would require serious review and reformulation

of higher education by key national stakeholders (Badat 2015).

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

This study is located within and specific to student leaders at a South African institution of
higher education, so it is important to understand the background and context within which it
is placed. In the last two decades, South African higher education has had to make substantive
changes in its relationship with the state and society to align itself within the democratic
legislative framework (Department of Education 1997). Post 1994, it had the urgent task to
change its shape and form and re-create an equal, integrated, national system of education which
then resulted in the nature and context of higher education leadership changing. In tandem with
these internal demands, there was also the challenges that all higher education institutions
internationally were confronted with, particularly global competitiveness and massification
(Mekoa 2018).

The substantive intention of the South African Constitution was to demand that all public
organisations address the scourge of apartheid (Habib 2016; Badat 2015; 2009) and this was
supported by a vast array of founding documents, policies and legislation to deliberately bring
about the transformation of a fractured, unequal society into a democratic nation. The White
Paper on Higher Education (Department of Education 1997), one of the transformative
legislations, also introduced a new governance framework based on the credo of co-operative
governance. Co-operative governance being premised on the fact that no single stakeholder,
management, staff (academic or administrative) nor student can be vested with sole
responsibility for the university’s agenda (Kulati and Mojo 2002). Thus, these post-apartheid
legislations were seen as being a particularly significant change to higher education governance.

Despite the structural changes that have occurred in the governance of institutions since
the implementation of this raft of legislations (Badat 2015; Department of Education 1997) it
was apparent that increased empirical research still needed to be conducted especially as many
of those who are stakeholders in this process are unclear about their role in these governance
structures (Kulati 2000). Meanwhile, Smit (2006) argues that this is, in part, due to stakeholders
not having been given time to understand and operationalise the concepts inherent in the
policies guiding higher education.

Within higher education institutions themselves, there can be discerned fault lines in
relation to the increasing complexity of stakeholder constituencies and the need to work

collaboratively, often in partnerships (Jones and Harvey 2017). South African higher education
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is a highly legislated system, with clear parameters around leadership and governance, yet there
appears an absence of discourse around matters such as participatory leadership. The situation
is exacerbated by these stakeholders having competing and conflicting demands, thereby
hindering decision making. Business as usual in terms of university leadership is no longer
working if our institutions are to become responsive not only to our national needs but to also
compete globally (Habib 2016). This is not a new argument as the discourse around university
governance issues has been on the higher education agenda, almost since the dawn of the
country’s democracy, when it was identified that South African higher education was facing a

crisis of leadership and management (Kulati 2000).
LITERATURE REVIEW

Leadership theories

Literature supports the notion that leadership is a critical agenda for higher education change,
in general (Hempsall 2014; Harper 2015; Wright 2008; Bryman 2007) and specifically within
South Africa (Council on Higher Education 2016; Smit 2006; Kulati 2003). However, events
such as #FeesMustFall campaign, the strident student discourse and the rising clamour for
transformation, questions if real change has actually taken place. South African higher
education institutions have become a “system under fire” (Jones 2009, 3) often criticised for a
lack of leadership and inability to deal with the current stressors facing them.

In order to better understand distributed leadership, the theoretical approach of this study,
a timeline of prominent leadership theories depicts how leadership models have evolved over
the last century leading up to and influencing the development of distributed leadership and is
presented below.

From the timeline we note that leadership models such as transactional, transformational
and servant leadership styles have demonstrated a focal change away from the concept of “hero”
leader to relational styles of leadership (Skalicky et al. 2020). However, it was only at the cusp
of this millennium that distributed leadership gained in popularity with leadership practitioners
and leaders (Crawford 2012; Bolden 2011; Gronn 2000), and emerged in response to a leader-
centric approach which was no longer fit for purpose. Distributed leadership is a shared process,
with a de-emphasis on the heroic leader and is a response to the dynamic, non-defined and
complex nature of 21st century leadership with all its diversities. The emergence of a distributed
leadership perspective acknowledges that there are multiple leaders in any institution (Spillane,
Halverson, and Diamond 2004) and recognises leadership potential and capacity as being fluid,
not fixed. Further it supports the notion that leadership can be developed and extended (Harris
2008).
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«Trait Theory: Imply that leaders are born e.g. Great Man
theory.

«Behavioural Leadership: Emphasises behaviours, specifically
that leadership behaviours can be learnt. This is a move away
from the view that leaders are born.

«Contingency Leadership: Leadership is contingent on the
leaders style matching the specific situation.

-

«Transactional Leadership: Using a behaviourist approach this is |
leadership based on rewards and punishment of employees.

«Transformational Leadership: Describes the process wherein a
leader inspires and motivates staff to greater achievements.

«Servant Leadership: Describes leaders who genuinely attend to
the needs of their followers.

*Distributed Leadership: Leadership is not the monopoly of the
solo leader but is stretched across the institution.

+21st century models would require leaders to negotiate their
way through rapid technological and global changes and deal
with complex problems and issues. This has seen the rise of
new leadership approaches e.g. Adaptive leadership.

Figure 1: Leadership Theories Timeline (Haniff 2019)

DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP: RESEARCH MODEL
This study was underpinned by academic literature indicating that there is a paucity of empirical
research around leadership in higher education (Floyd and Preston 2018; Lumby 2012; Bryman
2007). The literature also confirms that the higher educational environment globally has
become a terrain of shifting sands and increased complexity, so developing good leaders across
all levels of university management has become a pressing issue (Floyd 2016; Bryman 2007).
The aim of this research was then to investigate student leadership, from the perspective
of a distributed leadership stance, in that it is not only about what people do, but also why and
how this is done. A distributed form of leadership is viewed as a postmodern approach, in which
leadership is practiced as an interaction between leaders and followers, is an interdependency
among leaders and does not reside within one titular head. There is a growing trend to view
leadership practice as essentially relational and collective in nature. In other words, the focus
has shifted from being inherently about the quality or characteristics of the individual leader to

a shared group process (Friedrich, Griffith, and Mumford 2016; Bolden and Petrov 2014; Uhl-
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Bien, Marion, and McKelvey 2007).
Distributed leadership remains the preferred approach in a variety of different sectors, is
seen as being popular and in vogue (Floyd and Preston 2018; Jones and Harvey 2017; Diamond

and Spillane 2016; Harris 2005) and considered to be the leadership idea of the moment in
which:

“... decisions are made by those best equipped to make them, fully empowered to do so through
the deliberate delegation of authority and supported with information, tools and training to ensure
they can make effective decisions in the best interests of the organisation.” (Hayward 2015, 10).

Distributed leadership is identified as the leadership theory that coalesces best with the higher
education sector (Harper 2015; Bolden 2011; 2010) and considered the preferred leadership
model for 21% century educational institutions (Bush 2013). Within South Africa, distributed
leadership is also seen as the favoured leadership approach by national policy makers (Williams
2011) as it appears to be most closely associated with the democratic ethos of this country. It
has been described as being the model most likely “to mobilize the space opened up by
democracy to achieve educational liberation” from “the intellectual prison that was Bantu
education” (Pandor 2006, quoted in Williams 2011, 196).

If we accept the notion that there is no singular or unidirectional leadership focus for
higher education institutions and that one form of leadership is not a replacement for another,
then distributed leadership is seen as an approach complementary to the traditional forms of
leadership (Bolden and Petrov 2014; Bolden 2010; Harris 2007).

Student leaders’ representation in decision making at institutions of higher learning is
close to universal (Luescher-Mamashela 2013; Mbambo 2013) and has its genesis in the
democratisation movement of the 1960°s and 1970’s. University democratisation with respect

to students and governance issues was as explained by Luescher-Mamashela (2013)

“A reconstitution of internal decision making in universities with reference to democratic
principles, inter alia, by making decision making processes in universities more representative of
internal constituencies such as students.” (Luescher-Mamashela 2013, 1443).

Post 1994, in South Africa, the democratic model of cooperative governance placed students as
integral stakeholders within participatory governance and at the core of institutional
democratisation within higher education as provided for in The White Paper on Higher
Education (Department of Education 1997). Thus, students constitute a critical group as
participative, collaborative stakeholders in institutional leadership (Mekoa 2018; Moloi,

Makgoba, and Miru 2107).
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Distributed leadership has, however, also earned its fair share of contention and debate
(Harris 2016). There has been the submission that the absence of a clear definition (Harris and
DeFlaminis 2016) is a serious constraint. There is also the argument put forward by Bennet,
Wise, Woods, and Harvey (2003, 6) that distributed leadership research, in the main, has been
“suggestive rather than conclusive”, which according to Tian, Risku, and Collin (2016) still
remains relevant today, although Harris and DeFlaminis (2016) takes issue with this conclusion.
In its practice, there is the danger of distributed leadership becoming a double-edged sword in
that whilst credence is given to the concepts of engagement and collegiality, it could be used
by those in power to obscure their own agendas (Bolden et al. 2009).

Despite this contra view, distributed leadership remains the preferred approach and
leadership idea of the moment, particularly within educational environments (Jones et al. 2017;
Harris and DeFlaminis 2016) where the emphasis is on inclusivity and collegiality (Harris and
DeFlaminis 2016). It has at its core, the humanistic development of students and also serves to
counter centralised organisational management (Harper 2015). Also supporting the distributed
model, particularly in knowledge work (which is a core tenet of university work), is the reliance
on team-based activities, which require a diverse group from a variety of disciplines to
contribute to new knowledge (Youngs 2017; Bryman and Lilley 2009; Harris 2008).

However, despite this growing interest in distributed leadership for higher education
institutions, there exists limited research into its value and practice for these organisations
(Floyd and Fung 2017; Grant 2017; Ritchie and Woods 2007; Woods et al. 2004). Even
amongst recognised researchers (Jones 2014; Hempsall 2014; Bryman 2007) who are expected
to have a broad ontological view, there is the tendency to view university leadership at the
individual level and to research the role of formal leaders. This then implies that the issues of
different types of leadership namely vertical, horizontal, distributed or blended leadership, at
organisational or institutional level, still needs to be addressed through research (Middlehurst,
Goreham, and Woodfield 2009).

Thus, the authors aver, distributed leadership should be put to an empirical and theoretical
test if it is to be seen as an alternative model for a South African higher education institution.
Additionally, unless theories can be applied to real life situations, they really have very little

relevant value and remain in the realm of academia.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The aim of the study was to explore the impact of student-stakeholder representation in shared,
participative institutional leadership at a South African higher education institution. If South

African university management is to remain legally compliant and relevant, it needs to ensure
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that its leadership model embraces its multiple stakeholders in a shared, participative manner.

The aims of this study were as follows:

e To understand student perspective of leadership and its practice at a University of
Technology.

e  To determine the impact and role of student leadership in co-operative management and
governance (distributed leadership) and understand if this is supported by the university’s

governance structures.

METHODOLOGY

This study used a case study approach as it contributed to deep learning about student leadership
at this particular institution (Starke 1995, in Woods et al. 2016). The site was selected as it is
one the researcher is familiar with, thereby enhancing the opportunity and scope to collect rich
data from participants who were acquainted with her. It allowed for the researcher to acquire
answers to “how” and “why” type questions whilst also allowing for many facets of a
phenomenon to be revealed and understood (Baxter and Jack 2008). Permission to conduct the

study as well as ethics clearance was obtained from the institution.

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK
This study used a two-phase approach to the collection of data viz the rich picture technique of

Soft Systems Methodology with qualitative individual and focus group interviews.

Soft systems methodology

Any research activity needs to take cognisance of the complexities of our 21st century world
and utilise robust research methods in order to be relevant. Leadership, until early this 21
century, tended to focus on leader centric research, with an emphasis on survey based
quantitative methods (Harper 2015) providing a narrow, often singular perspective, which now
appears to be outdated offerings when faced with present day demands. This emphasis on linear
causal relationships is what vexes many organisations as most issues are an interconnected web
of circular relationships (Anderson and Johnson 1997) which require a wider perspective for
effective problem solving.

The Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) falls within the genre of systems thinking, defined
as the “science which provides a deep understanding of systems and by which consistent
inferences about their behaviour can be made” (Richmond 1987, referenced in Rezk and Gamal
2019, 438). This then provided the researcher with a deeper perspective to understand and

assess the dynamic complexity (Rezk and Gamal 2019) of the case study under review.
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The popularity of systems thinking is because it offers a different conceptual framework,
or alternate new way of thinking about and conceptualising the world around us, whether or not
our interests are of a global or local nature (Cabrera, Colosi, and Lobdell 2008). Essentially,
systems thinking contends that in order to fully understand a phenomenon it cannot be broken
up into its elemental parts and then reconstituted, but that we instead apply a universal vision

to understand its functioning (Mele, Pels, and Polese 2010).

SSM rich pictures

Lewis (1992) opines that the architects of SSM regarded the creation of rich pictures as a useful
technique and effective alternative to a textual description. This study only used the rich picture
technique of the SSM, a pictorial representation of the problematical situation, identifying the
different stakeholders and their concerns, including some of the structure underlying the issues
raised (Checkland and Winter 2006; Lewis 1992). It was selected as a research tool, as it
allowed for student stakeholder world-views to be expressed, galvanised them to think deeply
about the problem and understand it well enough to pictorially represent it and is best suited to
situations which are complex and problematic (Checkland and Poulter 2010; Checkland and
Winter 2006).

Using specifically the SSM rich pictures, encouraged student leaders to view the problem
situation from different perspectives, thereby developing a varied set of pictures or images of
the institution. This research paradigm contributed to a holistic appreciation of the problem
situation and assisted with the research enquiry. The SSM rich pictures assisted in offering
expression to the problem or situation and provided the foundational questions for the
qualitative semi-structured interviews.

The value of visual (or rich picture) communication provides a medium through which it
is possible to gain an understanding of the different perspectives, particularly issues or
viewpoints, held on a particular “messy” or wicked problem. This was seen as a non-linear,

innovative and creative way to express their views on leadership (Woods and Roberts 2016).

Qualitative interviews

Using qualitative methodology to support the systems thinking process was based on the
understanding that this form of research is “a systemic and reflective process for development
of knowledge that can somehow be contested and shared, implying ambitions of transferability
beyond the research setting” (Malterud 2001, 483). Qualitative research is people-oriented and
concerned with the dynamic of social phenomena and its relevance as a scientific method of

research is fast increasing (Attride-Stirling 2001). Using qualitative methods to determine
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leadership practice was supported by the increased interest in and use of qualitative research in
leadership studies (Lumby 2019; Jones et al. 2017; Cannatelli et al. 2017). When examining
such contextually rich topics as leadership the cornerstone methodology should be qualitative
research as it captures the richness of the participants’ personal opinions and perceptions as
well as the nuances accompanying these changes. This is as opposed to quantitative methods
which measure only “static moments in time” (Conger 1998, 110).

Using the flexibility of a qualitative research approach combined with systems thinking,
provided the researcher with a rich vein of different data sources from which to do this analysis.
Qualitative data was gathered through fieldwork that included a SSM rich picture workshop
with staff and students, and continued with in-depth semi-structured interviews with SRC
leaders. The structure of the SSM workshops, student focus groups and individual interviews
were fairly broad and non-directive as the aim was to understand the institution from a

constructionist, interpretivist stance.

Study sample

Participants were contacted by email initially requesting them to participate in the study. This
was accompanied with informatory communication providing them with a brief outline of the
study and informed consent form. A follow up a few days later where any queries or
apprehensions was then discussed with them. The interviews were conducted at a time and
place based on their availability and accommodated their academic timetables.

To address the purpose of this study a total of 16 student leaders participated. A total of 6
student leaders engaged in Phase One and 10 in Phase Two. There is an understanding in the
literature that qualitative sample sizes are often smaller than those used in quantitative studies
(Dworkin 2012; Bryman 2012) as qualitative studies are often more concerned with gathering

in-depth knowledge of a phenomenon (Dworkin 2012).

DATA COLLECTION

This was obtained in two phases:

Phase One

Employed the rich picture technique of Soft Systems Methodology to understand student

leadership, its practice as well as student leader perspective on institutional variables that

impeded their practice. A total of 6 students in leadership positions engaged in this activity.
The students were divided into three groups and informed that whatever went into the

picture was entirely up to them and that all contributions were to be considered. As this

technique is action research which sought to provide a holistic, contextual overview of the
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problem situation (Kotiadis and Robinson 2008; Bronte-Stewart 1999) each of the pictures were
then presented by a group spokesman and explanations and additional inputs provided by team
members, where necessary. Each group then identified the themes that they believed their
picture represented which was supplemented by suggestions from the other group participants
and then either adopted or discarded.

In the pictures created, some responses formed a natural cluster, and so formed a theme.
Each thematic title was then written up on chart paper and all the workshop participants were
invited to vote for their themes. This “finding out” process of the rich picture workshop led to
the emergence of four (4) generalised themes in order of participant rating. Using this approach
was also a means of ensuring that stakeholders looked at the complex problem holistically,
thereby allowing for connections and relationships to be identified and expressed. In this
exercise an inductive approach was employed meaning that themes and patterns emerged out
of the data rather than being imposed prior to data collection and analysis (Bowen 2005). These
themes are presented under results and discussion.

The exercise of using graphic representations also found much favour amongst the
participants as it was seen as a fun, entertaining exercise engendering much conversation as to
what should, or not, be included in the rich pictures. It is also being suggested that this could

be useful as an introductory, ice breaker strategy in general focus group activities.

Phase Two

It involved a total of 10 (ten) student leaders, and included 4 (four) individual interviews and
one focus group of six student leaders. The one-on-one interviews lasted approximately 45-60
minutes whilst the focus group took approximately 1.5 hours. The emphasis in Phase Two was
to collect in-depth information on issues raised during Phase One. The data obtained from the
rich picture exploratory exercise then informed the qualitative questions used in this formal
interview process. In this exercise, purposive sampling was directly informed by theoretical

saturation, which was reached when the last few interviews provided limited or no insights.

DATA ANALYSIS
Phase one or Rich picture exercise provided baseline data which then informed the qualitative
interview and focus group query. Data analysis of Phase Two then relied on recordings of
engagements between the researcher and student leaders via individual interviews or focus
group and were analysed and explored for common themes.

When analyzing the collected data, this researcher used the six-phase thematic analysis of

Braun and Clarke (2013; 2006) long seen as being a widely used yet unacknowledged analytical
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method. However, there is evidence that the tool has been gaining increasing popularity as a
foundational, basic method which allows the researcher to reflect and unravel the surface of

EAN Y3

participants’ “reality” (Braun and Clarke 2006). Data obtained from audio transcriptions,
written notes as well as related documents were then coded, analysed and organised into themes
through the identification of patterns across the datasets (Braun and Clarke 2006, 2014). Both
individual and focus group interviews were transcribed and then coded after reviewing line,
paragraph and sentence portions of the transcribed data.

Other data collection methods included archival data, namely, policy documents as well
as information that was already in the institutional domain such as internal memos. There was
no incongruity to using a qualitative paradigm to inform the systems approaches of SSM as
they all adhere to an interpretive paradigm (Schwaninger 2004; Golafshani 2003) meaning that

they melded together through the data analysis process.

Trustworthiness

In this study, trustworthiness was attained through using multiple methods and multiple sources
of data to establish the credibility of the findings, that is, triangulation, member checking and
negative case analysis. When it was confirmed that there were no negative cases or contrary
evidence, the analysis was considered complete. Member checking, the process of confirming
facts and observations with the research participants was also conducted to strengthen the
trustworthiness of the study. Triangulation, a corroborative technique ensured research validity
by using multiple sources of data collection including respondent interviews (primary data
gathering method), observation (both interviews and focus groups) and document reviews
(Creswell and Miller 2000).

It must be expected that, in general, an in-depth qualitative study will generate vast
quantities of data. For research rigour during data analysis the researcher ensured a thorough
familiarity with and knowledge of the material being studied. The researcher was familiar with
data content and what it meant, and was able to distinguish in the material collected what was
relevant to answering the research question. Research rigour was also maintained by ensuring
that themes emerging from the data were reconfirmed in a process of constant checking and

rechecking.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Rich picture themes

Under the primary theme of Communication there was unanimous agreement amongst student

leaders. They described institutional communication lines as being flawed and fragmented. The
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bureaucratic hierarchy of the institution was considered the predominant contributor to impaired

internal communication.

- Overview of Rich Picture Themes

Autharitardan
——————— —,

Stakeholder
S

1 Bureaucracy | = c{,“ﬁ-ﬁi
T
Transparency Trust Decision making

Figure 2: Overview of rich picture themes

There was also a general recognition that trust amongst the stakeholders was affected, often
leading to the withholding of information as “power”. Students in particular indicated that
when they felt stymied and frustrated at their lack of “voice”, then they resorted to strike
action. They emphasised though that this was a last resort action.

The institution was described as being an interrelated system of networks and if the
information and communication pipelines between them were obstructed or impeded then
this negatively impacted not only the operations but the collegial relationships amongst
the stakeholders.

Aligned to communication but highlighted as a separate theme was the general opinion
expressed by the student leaders that the institution was adopting a less consultative approach.

This was seen as a management ploy to keep institutional control and restrict stakeholder input
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into decision making. Soft interpersonal issues such as trust and transparency were also
impacted by bureaucracy resulting in strained relationships.

Student specific issues were, in the main, related to student funding and protest action
encapsulated in the #FeesmustFall. Students were wanting institutions to not only support them
in their demands, but also in their transformational demands e.g., curriculum decolonisation.

There was also comment on the external environment where there was recognition of rapid
societal and global changes which require immediate responses and which they believe is
something which institutional management needs to prioritise.

The primary themes identified above, whilst issues in their own right have an
interdependency and correlation with other themes. Communication informed the hierarchy/
bureaucracy issues which were infused within the student specific matters. Such interactions
between the themes implies then that this rich picture or “finding out” exercise provided a
holistic overview of the institutional leadership rather than an insular viewpoint.

The rich picture exercise assisted in identifying the primary issues, highlighted where to
look for these problematical situations, as well as provided an understanding about climate and

leadership culture as viewed by student leaders.

Qualitative interviews/focus group

The interview and focus group data were analysed against the primary themes identified in the
Rich Picture exercise. The analysis showed that in general there was a fair amount of concordant
opinion and consensus around the primary themes by all student leaders.

Primary concerns raised were around processes and soft issues of leadership at the
university. Following on from the rich picture exercise, in the one-on-one interviews and focus
group student leaders continued to express their frustrations with communication channels,
hierarchy and the internal environment. In particular, students felt side-lined and excluded from
university management.

A particular critique was that bureaucracy, a slow-moving behemoth, hinders decision
making and consequently leads to management by crisis, as it is particularly slow to react to
issues arising spontaneously. This often triggers student unrest as they believe that management
is only reactive and responsive to student mass action, a last resort tactic by students to be heard.

There was unanimous agreement by student leaders in identifying silo operations at the
institution. It was submitted by respondents that managerialism and bureaucracy breeds
rigidity and silo operations and that lacking a person-centred leadership approach stifles the
opportunity to harness collegial knowledge and experience. Such a leadership approach could

proveto be a stumbling block to distributed leadership as rigid operational boundaries
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and non-collaboration between significant university stakeholders could result in departments
being in competition with one another. This impacts on collaborative, co-operative working

relationships.

“... I see that there are different departments in the hierarchy but there are no pipes connecting
those departments.” (SL1: Focus Group).

Respondents expressed frustration with the institutional practice of top down communication
in which the upper echelons of institutional management appeared to be unaware of the situation
on the ground. The interrelatedness of trust and communication issues in stakeholder

responses were succinctly encapsulated in a student leader’s comments below.

“Which is another thing that I have learnt that if you communicate especially to institutional
management or anyone in the institutional space you must be able to do it via email so there is
proof as well.” (SL2: Focus Group).

This extract captures the breakdown of trust with stakeholders having to resort to maintaining
a paper trail to ensure evidential proof. The student leaders’ relationship with their
Executive Management was also portrayed as very protocol driven which they argued
hampered and stifled student leadership operations.

Student leaders, generally, saw transparency as leading to increased responsibility and
accountability, but also to a more collegial relationship with the student body. However, in their

view, institutional managers lack transparency in their dealing with students.

“But the problem is that they don’t trust us as student leadership. Trusting issues that is the
problem.” (SL1: Focus Group).

Thus, a lack of trust and inclusivity has led to a strained relationship between student leaders
and management. Whilst they see themselves as significant university stakeholders, they state
that they are still excluded from important communiques. Student leaders express the view that
increased transparency will not only expose flaws and defects in management leadership, but
will also lead to intensified calls for more institutional accountability.

University bureaucracy is also described as being contradictory. This is demonstrated in
the Student Representative Council (SRC) being represented at some boards and committees of
university management but excluded from others. It is described by them as being a “power”
ploy used by management to keep power tilted in managements favour. As they explain it, the

University management uses divide and rule tactics to control and manipulate student
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leadership. This not only handicaps the effectiveness of the SRC in helping the student body
but such tactics can also lead to infighting amongst the student leadership resulting in action
paralysis and ineffectual leadership.

There was generalised consensual agreement and support for the distributed leadership
model. It was described as people oriented, promoting trust and genuine engagement with the

general sentiments captured in the following quote.

“... that is a brilliant model. That is what we looking for ... it is what our institution needs. Not
only our institution, outside our institution, this is what leadership is ....” (SL1).

Student leaders supported and saw relevance for distributed leadership practice especially as,
in their opinion, any 21 century institution that is solely dependent upon its senior managers
to cope with critical and complex issues is at serious risk of failure (Heifetz, Grashow, and
Linsky 2009). Underpinning their endorsement of the model however, was the caveat that this
form of leadership practice could work if only the institution recognised the leadership potential
within all categories of stakeholders. Distributed leadership was viewed as a “game changer”
for student leaders especially as this approach placed them as equal partners with other
university stakeholders.

There were, however, some cynical viewpoints expressed, implying that the upper
echelons of management would merely pay lip service through protocol to the concept of
distributed leadership, all the whilst continuing along the traditional style of bureaucratic
leadership. In fact, student leaders believe that using a distributed leadership model would
create tensions and divisions as upper management would be unwilling to share power in a

distributed leadership model.

“Management equally will always want to be seen as the controllers and the powerness and the
decision makers of the system ....” (SL3).

They opine that leadership, currently, is practiced in siloes and being constantly hindered by
roadblocks and speedbumps leading to a paralysis in institutional leadership. Using a distributed
approach, because of its team-based nature would inculcate a sense of collegiality and
cooperativeness across all stakeholder groups which already existed within academia. Another
positive outcome is that this would remove the present silo operations and thinking, whilst
encouraging a more cohesive leadership approach.

In fact, it is the idea of the engagement of people, across the institution, collectively

building institutional capital which resonated with all those who interviewed for this study. In
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this study, distributed leadership as a form of institutional practice found strong support from
its student leaders and supported by studies such as Vuori (2019). This contrasts with the
assertions of Gosling, Bolden, and Petrov (2009) that distributed leadership within higher
education settings was essentially just rhetoric.

Implementing a leadership model that takes cognisance of the demands of its student
leaders, but more importantly, that aligns itself to open engagements not only within the
institution itself but also to the environment, is relevant for any 21% century higher education
institution. The student protests of 2016—-2017 in particular, show this new dynamic at play
within South African higher educations. At its very essence this requires a mind-set change
from student leaders for power to be more widely distributed and inclusive, and stakeholder
engagements to occur with more transparency and open communication lines. It is also
incumbent upon those in authority to not only provide the mechanisms and structures for this
distributive leadership to practice and thrive, but to support these initiatives by practicing it
themselves.

There is seen to be a need for leadership to be responsibly distributed, substituting
traditional formal hierarchical authority “with organizational bandwidth which draws on

collective intelligence” (Heifetz et al. 2009, 6).

CONCLUSION

Distributed leadership within higher education has been identified as not only an under-
researched area (Grant 2017; Williams 2011; Bolden 2010) but a more demanding terrain for
empirical study compared to research focussing on leadership solo (Harris 2007). Distributed
leadership should be studied within the specific social context of that organisation (Day, Gronn,
and Salas 2006) which is why this research was conducted within a “realistic organisational
setting” (Van Ameijde et al. 2009) of a higher education institution. The social context of any
institution is “intense, dynamic and multifaceted” (Day et al. 2006, 213) thereby contributing
rich, possibly untapped data which was true of the findings of this study.

Student leaders are a potent and powerful stakeholder group, which institutional
management would do well to recognise and incorporate fully into a participative distributed
leadership, especially as many go onto the national stage and become future political leaders
.There is a political case for including students within formalised decision-making structures
otherwise there is always the potential for them to be disruptive (Luescher-Mamashela and
Mugume 2014; Luescher 2008) and cause institutional mayhem. Within these parameters,
however, is the query as to whether a disjuncture exists between the ethos of participatory

governance encapsulated in national policies with the actual practice of students as stakeholders
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in institutional co-operative leadership (Moloi et al. 2017; Mbambo 2013).

However, whilst the concept of distributed leadership has found resonance within higher
education, there is caution expressed as to whether the term “performs a rhetorical function that
may well outstrip its ability to hold up under scrutiny as a true descriptor of leadership practice
within the sector” (Gosling et al. 2009, 303). In addition, whilst the academic literature
proliferates with studies on school leadership, within higher education such a body of work is
rather sparse (Lumby 2012). These are all considerations which would need to be tested in

future studies.
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