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Abstract

The aim of this comparative and interdisciplinary research project was to investigate Distributed
Leadership (DL) in Middle Management (MM) in the public and private sectors in Malta. This
is apposite as Maltese contemporary education reforms are creating decentralised school
systems and distributed leadership within Colleges. Similarly, in the private business sector,
particularly in newer industries such as iGaming, new organisational models are being tried
including leadership at lower levels. In addition, DL is currently viewed as the dominant format
for both schools and commercial enterprises.

Whereas leading theorists construe DL predominantly as a frame of analysis, other scholars take
a more practical or applied view. In both cases, there was little agreement on the meaning of the
term, and very few empirical studies of DL in action.

With the aim of contributing a new theoretical framework, this research adopted the structure-
agency analytical approach (Archer, 2003) in which structure and agency can be analyzed
individually but not comprehended separately: organizational members (middle managers, in
this study) who take an active part in DL act as agents within the organizational structure, who
respond to, utilize and shape structural resources, cultural and social relations in organizations.
The whole research comprised two phases (Study 1 and Study 2) and it employed an iterative
sequential mixed method approach. More specifically, the aims of the first qualitative phase
(documentary study, Study 1) were to explore the structural elements of DL in Middle
management and to develop a framework for the empirical investigation of the agentic
dimension (Study 2). Instead, using surveys and interviews, Study 2 adopted an explanatory
sequential mixed method approach in order to investigate DL forms of configuration in both
sectors and, in particular, how different levels of middle management involvement in leadership
distribution are affected by and/or affect organizational and individual dimensions in both
sectors.

So far, Malta has little research on this in either the education, or in the business sectors so this
project, by seeking data from both sectors, adds to local studies and to international comparative
management studies research on DL, MM and effects of differing organizational cultures. In

addition, cross- sector comparisons in MM offered unique possibilities for combining analyses



of variations within dependent and independent variables, improving the foundation for new

theoretical developments about the DL construct and its operalization.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 Introduction

The aim of this comparative and interdisciplinary research project was to explore Distributed
Leadership (DL) in Middle Management (MM) in both public and private sectors in Malta. In
the context of the current study, the public sector refers specifically to state schools, namely
primary and secondary schools, while the private research context is indicated by the newer and
significant industry in Malta, namely iGaming private companies.

At a general level, DL is currently viewed as the dominant format for both schools and
commercial enterprises (e.g. Special issue on Management in Education, 2016; Bolden, 2011),
largely but not exclusively to describe “leadership that is shared within, between and across
organizations” (Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016, 12). Whereas leading theorists (Gronn, 2008a;
2008b; Spillane et al. 2007; Spillane and Coldren, 2015) construe DL predominantly as a frame
of analysis, other scholars (e.g. Hulpia et al., 2012; Bellibas and Liu, 2018) take a more practical
or applied view. In both cases, there is little agreement on the meaning of the term, and very
few empirical studies of DL in action in both sectors (Tian et al., 2016).

Hence, in order to supplement and develop the field, the present study aimed to contribute to
the further development of concepts and dimensions within the DL framework adopting a
“methodologically sound and theoretically driven” perspective (Hulpia et al., 2012, 1749). In
fact, one purpose of this research was to operationalize DL and to make it clearly
distinguishable, measurable, and understandable in order to explore conceptualizations of DL
within middle management in both organizational contexts. | decided to focus on middle
management because it takes a position of theoretical and practical interest since middle
managers are placed in the center of DL practice and they are directly involved in the distribution
of leadership within and across the organizations.

As an introduction to the study, this chapter begins by highlighting the need for undertaking
such a study, briefly providing information on the international and the limited Maltese research
on DL and middle management. After that, | will be referring to the specific research contexts

and to the significance of this study in the Maltese context. Subsequently, I will introduce the
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aims and research questions for the study as well as information about the methodology being
used. Finally, | present a definition of key terms and an overview of the structure of the thesis.

1.2 Rationales and significance of the study

1.2.1 Distributed Leadership
DL is an established concept in the international literature on educational leadership and

business management (e.g. Bolden, 2011; Bolden at al., 2011; Carson et al., 2007; Gronn, 2000;
2015; 2016; 2017; Thorpe et al., 2011; Tian et al., 2016). However, although the general DL
theoretical framework may be well investigated, the field lacks clarity in its concepts. Indeed,
several literature reviews on DL (e.g. Bennett et al., 2003b; Bolden, 2011; Tian et al., 2016;
Woods et al., 2004) notice that the literature lacks a consensual definition of DL and heated
debates about the definition of DL have not yet been fully resolved. In fact, DL literature remains
generally at either a conceptual or descriptive level and mostly stems from qualitative case
studies of educational institutions (Bolden, 2011) without examining leadership from the
perspective of the individual (Tian et al., 2016). Despite this conceptual confusion, the DL
framework suggests that leadership shouldn’t be defined as something an individual person in a
certain position exerts. Instead, DL is a type of action that directs and supports coordinated
collective action, and as something that can be shared and distributed by choice or by emergence
out of daily workplace situations (Gronn, 2002). In this sense, Gronn (2002) points out that
when leadership is extended to multiple people in an organisation, the synergy created by the
interactions of the different leaders in the organisation is far more powerful than the sum of the
separate individual leadership actions.

Harris and DeFlaminis (2016) notice that DL pioneers initially used the concept as an analytical
framework, rather than a set theory. As a result, conceptual debates and attempts at identifying
defining dimensions have flourished. However, many approaches rely on broad theoretical
notions, rather than clear concepts and an explanatory model (Bolden, 2011; Tian et al., 2016).
Given these premises, the present research project attempted to contribute a new theoretical
framework (Woods et al., 2004) and empirical evidence to the existing DL literature. In doing

so, the framework adopted in this research was based on the structure-agency analytical
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approach (Archer, 1995; 1996; 2000; 2003) in which structure and agency can be analyzed
individually but not comprehended separately. Grounded in this approach, Woods et al. (2004)
distinguish between both agentic and structural dimensions of DL: organizational members
(middle managers, in this study) who take an active part in DL act as agents within the
organizational structure, who respond to, utilize and shape structural resources, cultural and
social relations in organizations. A detailed description of the structure-agency model will be
discussed in Chapter 4 (section 4.2).

To sum it up, this research framework (Archer, 2003; Woods et al., 2004) was adopted to
scrutinise both structural and agential dimensions of DL and to address the general purpose of
the study, that is exploring the DL model in the attempt to provide a better source of its
theoretical development and methodological understanding. In fact, the DL field of study needs
to proceed in affording more precise methodological operationalizations and to explore relations
with outcome variables (Bolden, 2011). | attempt such endeavours as the next stage of research
on DL.

1.2.2 Middle Management
In the past decades, middle management continued to be researched in a number of countries

even though it was less studied when compared to other research carried out on senior leadership
(Collier et al., 2002; Cranston, 2006; De Nobile, 2018; Dinham, 2007; Harris and Jones, 2017;
Radaelli and Sitton-Kent, 2016; Simkins, 2012). Also, the Maltese contexts seemed to have
received much less attention (Vella, 2015). However, in response to the recognized need to
research DL more widely (Harris, 2013; 2014; Hartley, 2007; 2016), there is a growing
realization of the centrality of middle-level managers in making a vital contribution to
organizational improvement (Harris, 2014). While the different studies on the roles and duties
of middle management in both public and private sectors will be discussed in more detail in the
following chapters, here it suffices to claim that middle managers can be considered in the
‘middle’ of leadership processes, since they formally connect top leaders with employees. In
fact, by definition, they are positioned centrally in DL and they can be considered as an
important expression of DL (Harding et al., 2014). In this sense, this research investigated forms

and formats of DL and, in particular, how different levels of middle management involvement
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in leadership distribution were affected by and/or affect organizational and individual

dimensions in both sectors.

1.3 The research context

The topic of DL is particularly timely, as recent Maltese state educational reforms (Educational
Act, 2006; National Curriculum Framework, 2011) created decentralized state school systems
and encouraged DL. In fact, this reorganization of state schools has altered the form of the school
leaders’ roles, and middle managers had to cope with new modes of collaborations and
distributed work models. Similarly, in the private business sector, new organizational and
flattened models are being tried, including devolving leadership to lower levels, particularly in
newer and growing industries, such as iGaming, which is a significant industry in Malta with
approximately 400 operators and 8,000 employees, contributing approximately 12% to Malta’s
GDP (MGA, 2017). In this sense, the Maltese islands have been regarded by the EU
Commission as Europe’s Gaming Hub (Games Audit, 2012).

In this section, | will describe both research organizational contexts in Malta in order to situate
and contextualise the DL topic and its relevance to the purpose of the study. To this end, I will
be referring to the major historical milestones related to the development of the education system
and the school sector in Malta with particular emphasis on decentralization processes. At the
same time, | will briefly provide an overview of the iGaming industry which is considered a key
driver of Malta’s economic growth (MGA, 2017).

1.3.1 The school context in Malta

Malta has a tripartite system of state, church and independent schools. The majority of the
student population attends state schools while about 30 % of the student population attends non-
state, that is either Church schools or independent schools (Cutajar, 2007).

Education in the Maltese educational institutions (except those attending Church schools or
independent schools) is free of charge and the Ministry of Education and Employment (MEDE)

is responsible for the administration, organisation and the financial resources in state schools at
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all levels of education. The National Minimum Curriculum and the National Minimum
Regulations for all schools are established by the state according to the rights given by the
Education Act 1988 and the Amendment to the Education Act of 2006 and 2010.

Compulsory education in Malta is between the age of 5 and 16 and is regulated by the
Directorate for Quality and Standards in Education (DQSE) within the Ministry for Education
and Employment (MEDE). Compulsory education consists of an 11-year programme (age level
5 to 16) with the first 6 years being covered in primary schooling (Eurydice, 2019; see also more
details about the Stages of the Education System in Appendix 1).

The past 20 years have seen various attempts by the Maltese government to devolve greater
responsibilities to the school site given a history of a highly centralized and bureaucratic system
(Cutajar and Bezzina, 2013). Throughout this period, the Maltese educational system has been
undergoing a structured, gradual but steady change in terms of decentralization and increased
school autonomy, with the main aim being that of renewal, modernizing it in line with global
policy development (Mifsud, 2016b). In this sense, one of the major challenges that has faced
the reform was how to develop a balanced approach to decision making as one shifts from a
highly centralized system to a more democratic and participative model (Cutajar et al., 2013).
The decentralisation process in the Maltese education system could be understood in the light
of neoliberal education policies (Hill and Kumar, 2012; Hursh and Henderson, 2011; Peters,
2001) which have been formulated in many European countries (Eurydice, 2013). In fact, the
politics of the later part of the 20" century have been denoted by the emergence of neoliberalism
(Dohertly, 2007; Peters, 2001; Pinto, 2015) through the promotion of self-management and de-
governmentalization of the state (Mifsud, 2016a). | do not intend to elaborate further on each
element constituting neoliberal governmentality or to deepen the current debate across different
fields (Ball, 2012; 2016; Centeno and Cohen, 2012; Moini, 2006); rather | would like to frame
(within this context) the Maltese policy trajectory and its changes in the organisation, structure,
and leadership practices in the local education landscape in order to justify the significance and
the relevance of this research in the Maltese school context.

An overview of noteworthy landmarks in the development of the Maltese education system,
particularly those between 1989 and 2005, will help to give depth and scale to this section of

this chapter.
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The Maltese education system closely follows the British model (Sultana, 1997) due to the long
years of colonisation under their empire. When in 1964 the Maltese islands gained independence
from the UK, the political change triggered several revolutionary educational reforms.
Traditionally, the educational system has a large measure of central government control
(Cutajar, 2007; Cutajar et al., 2013) and schools are used to working within a hierarchical,
centralised and bureaucratic system (Bezzina and Cassar, 2003; Bezzina and Testa, 2005;
Bezzina and Cutajar, 2013). Although in 1989 the Minister of Education initiated the devolution
of responsibilities of schools, the move towards decentralisation until that time had been
sporadic, fragmented and without the necessary visionary framework (Bezzina, 1998).

One can argue that it is only since the mid-1990s that educational reforms in Malta started taking
place at a fast and rapid pace (Bezzina, 2019). In 1994, the Minister appointed a Consultative
Committee on Education, which submitted a report entitled Tomorrow’s Schools: developing
effective learning cultures (Wain et al., 1995). This document envisaged a shift of educational
governance from top-bottom bureaucracy to ‘communities’ and paved the way for a revised
National Minimum Curriculum (NMC) published in 1999 to respond to the cultural, social, and
economic challenges emerging in Maltese society, in its progression towards full EU
membership (2004). As suggested by Mifsud (2016a), this document could be regarded as the
first effort at re-culturing the Maltese educational system rather than a re-structuring of the
system, since it calls for a “paradigm shift in our value system, beliefs, norms, and skills”
(Bezzina, cited in Giordmania, 2000, 456). However, only in 2005 with the publication of the
seminal policy document entitled For All Children to Succeed (FACT): a New Network
Organisation For Quality Education in Malta, the reform process in Malta reached a significant
stage in its journey.

While the documentary analysis of the policy documents will be carried out in the following
chapters, here it is important to note the introduction of the notion of ‘networking” which has
initiated the drafting of the new amendments to the Education Act - later ratified as The
Education (Amendment) Act 2006. In effect, to ensure quality education for all, FACT
reinforced the implementation of the decentralisation policy by considering the schools network
as “the essential unit of organisation to replace the questionable dichotomy of top-down and

bottom-up approach to educational change” (FACT, xi). In fact, the proliferation of the
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metaphor of the network has become an established part of many educational landscapes.
Whether they have “imposed” (Chapman and Hadfield, 2009, 1) this idea on schools or they
foster what Castells terms a ‘creativity culture’ (2001), according to policy makers, networks
have been defined as: “purposeful social entities characterised by a commitment to quality,
rigour, and a focus on standards and student learning” (Hopkins, 2005, cited in FACT, 2005,
37). Thus, FACT envisages that through networking opportunities, schools will be in a much
stronger position to meet the needs of their students (Galea, 2006). In addition, the challenges
related to the networking system are that of creating an intentional learning community
(Lieberman, 1996; Bezzina and Testa, 2005; Bezzina, 2006a) in which educators and schools
have greater responsibility to determine the way forward and to develop schools as learning
communities (Bezzina, 2000; Bezzina, 2006a; 2006b; Salafia, 2003). This implies a process
where other members of staff and not only the senior leaders would have the capacity to be
leaders and to exercise their leadership abilities (NCSL, 2007). This means that many teachers
can also have leadership responsibilities in their schools, while middle managers can be seen as
key personnel in improving teaching and learning, also fulfilling various administrative
functions (see also 1.3. Decentralization reforms in Appendix 1)

The Education (Amendment) Act, Cap.327 called for the shift in decision making that saw its
inception in the mid-1990s. The government sought to address the situation to adopt a more
decentralised approach to policy making. In fact, it was widely acknowledged that the traditional
school system was no longer appropriate to take Maltese education into the 21% century and it
had become clear that a change was essential.

The radical reform of governance from a hierarchical, apex governed structure, to a new network
organisation with more autonomy in the schools and colleges was formalized in the Education
(Amendment) Act of 2006, which established inter-school networking in all state schools in the
Maltese Islands. Following a 3-year foundation plan between 2005 and 2007, all the state-
maintained Maltese schools were arranged into ten autonomous regional colleges (‘College’ is
the legal term to denote the network of schools) with primary schools feeding into secondary
schools (Figure 1.1, see also List of Colleges in Appendix 1). This configuration was meant to

ensure that children will begin and finish their education in the same college.
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REGIONAL STATE COLLEGES
ON THE MALTESE ISLANDS

Kulleh Maris Regina
(Maria Regina College)

Kulle)g Santa Tereta
(S! Theresa's Colloge)

l

Kullogg Santa Klara
(5t Clairs's College)
Kullegg San Gorf Preéa
(St Gsorqg Praca’s Colege)
Kullegg Santa Margerita
(St Margaret's College)

Kullegg Ta' Ghawdex
(Gozo Callego)

Kullegg San Nikola
(82 Nichofas® Collogo)

/.‘

Kulleyd Sant't Injazju
(St lgratius' CoVege

Kullegy San Tums More
(! Thomas Move's Colege)

Kullegg San Benedittu
(5t benedict’s Cofiege)

Fig 1. 1 The location of the ten Colleges formed by the Education (Amendment) Act, 2006.

Considering the Act of 2006, school governance became central to our policy-making discourse,
particularly with implications for collaboration within and across levels, encompassing both
internal and external accountability. In fact, the Education Act (2006) sanctions the concept of
decentralization in a number of areas, which gives the State Colleges and schools more freedom
of governance. It gives each of the Colleges “...legal and distinct personality...” (Cap.327 Art.
50, 1).

The 2006 Act also sanctions the provisions for:

a consultative College Board,

a College Principal, as the Chief Executive Officer of the College, who is accountable

to the College Board,

- a Council of Heads, formed by the Heads of all the primary and secondary schools
within the college, who is accountable to the Principal,

- and that all the educators of the college involved in the educational journey of their

students will be accountable for their actions and teaching.
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Fig. 1.2 Representation of a College structure (Fabri and Bezzina, 2010)

After almost a decade from its inception whether the benefits of DL are realized in practise
remains an open question (Mayrowetz, 2008; Cutajar et al., 2013). Recent local research
(Bezzina, 2006a; Cutajar and Bezzina, 2013; Cutajar et al., 2013; Mifsud, 2015a; 2015b; 2016a;
2016b; 2017a; 2017b; 2017c) has shown different approaches; however, the consensus view is
that the decentralization and autonomy have only been partially achieved. In fact, while a top-
down approach to change management continues to be adopted, the opportunity to establish and
develop a network seems to represent a missed opportunity (Cutajar et al., 2013). Although
having empathised the issues of ownership and implementation, an independent large-scale
study commissioned in 2011 by the Malta Union of Teachers (MUT) indicated also that College
System has facilitated increased collaboration and cooperation in terms of sharing of facilities
and resources across the board (less than six in ten respondents; n=1474) and it has been
instrumental in the introduction of new roles providing increased professional support. Results
showed that the vast majority of the 1474 respondents (more than eight in ten) indicated that the
College System has brought about an increase in the volume of work both to personnel in the
teaching grades as well as to the school Senior Management Team (Borg and Giordmaina,
2012).
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1.3.2 The iGaming sector in Malta

Malta is the smallest country in the European Union with a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of
€11,108.6 million and a population of 413,000 in an area of 316 km (National Statistics Office,
2018). According to The Global Competitiveness Report 2016-2017 (World Economic Forum,
2016), the most comprehensive assessment of national competitiveness worldwide, Malta has
been placed in the 40" place amongst a rank of 138 economies. Moreover, in 2015, Malta’s
growth outpaced the growth registered at EU28 level, which stood at 2.2 per cent and the Euro
Area 19 at 2.0 per cent, a pattern observed since 2012. As result, the Maltese economy expanded
by 7.4 per cent. In 2015, Malta registered the fifth highest employment rate among the young
and the third lowest employment rate among the old (National Statistics Office, 2016).

In this economic scenario, the iGaming industry is one of the largest and fastest growing
industries in Malta. In fact, it is estimated to have generated just over €1.1 billion in terms of
Gross Value Added in 2017, as shown in Table 1.1, with the sector’s share in economic value-
added standing at 11.3%.

2015 2016 2017

Number of licences (remote) 490 513 625
Number of companies in operation 276 266 294
Gross value added (€Em) £901.9 €1,006.3 €1,108.4
Employment - Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) jobs® 4,707 6,193 6,673
Remote 3,908 5,327 5,861
Land-based 799 866 812
Gaming tax revenue (€m) €55.2 €56.3 £€59.1
Note: Number of licences (remote) and number of companies in operation relates to stock as at the end of December and refers solely

to the MGA licensed entities.

Table 1.1 Headline indicators of iGaming industry activity (MGA, 2017)

Despite the rapid growth of iGaming in the last few years and the direct contribution it has had
on the European economy, a clear definition of what constitutes ‘iGaming’ is still lacking. Due
to this absence, the definition of ‘iGaming’ remains vague and broad, and therefore it can be
said that it encompasses any type of gaming offered by means of distance communication
(Chetcuti, 2014; Mamo et al., 2019).
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Traditionally it was called ‘gambling’, a practice that has been around in some form or another
for thousands of years. The introduction and advancement in technology and new
communication systems has created a new way of gambling referred to as ‘Remote Gaming’
which Zammit et al. (2016) and Grima et al. (2017), define as any form of gaming by means of
distance communications. In fact, the activity of gambling is regulated by the term ‘gaming’,
rather than ‘gambling’, under the Maltese legislative framework. In this sense, iGaming is
defined as an activity consisting in participating in a game, offering a gaming service (business
to consumer) (B2C) or making a gaming supply (business to business, B2B).

Maltese legislation does not distinguish between the medium providing the activity (online or
land-based) and therefore the general definition of gaming applies to all gambling, regardless of
the channel of distribution adopted by the operator to reach its customers.

Drawing on the recent Gaming Definitions Regulations (2018) in this thesis the ‘iGaming sector’
refers to the economic sector focused on the provision of gaming services and gaming supplies
gaming service.

In 2004 Malta became the first EU Member State to enact comprehensive legislation on remote
gaming. In fact, industry stakeholders consider Malta as one of the foremost tried and tested
jurisdictions in the world (MGA. 2017). Malta introduced its new Remote Gaming Regulations
in April 2004. These regulations were a much awaited mile-stone superseding the previous law
regulating offshore betting offices. In this sense, Malta has been able to capitalise on its EU first
mover advantage and has continued to be proactive in developing its regulatory framework to
sustain the island’s competitive edge at the forefront of the gaming sphere.

Today, Malta hosts in excess of 280 remote iGaming operators (that is, operators that provides
its gaming service in gaming premises) holding 460 plus active licenses (Table 1.1) for online
offerings such as casino-type games, online lotteries, poker derivative games, peer-to-peer (P2P)
gaming and game portals, and sports book operators, amongst others.

Fig. 1.3 indicates that, excluding public administration, the iGaming industry has consolidated
its position as the third-largest sector in the economy, exceeding in terms of size of value added
other sectors which were traditionally major economic pillars. Furthermore, iGaming

contributes to the generation of value added through input-output linkages in other major
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sectors, including professional services, financial and ICT activities, hospitality and catering
services, distributive trades and real estate.

Manufacturing

8.3%

Other incl
Public Admin

21.8%

Construction
3.6%
Real Estate

4.9%

Gaming F:.'.,--: :~ '55‘
11.3% 22.0%

Prof, Admin,

Support Services

15.2% o

1iancia 66%
6.2%

Fig. 1.3 Contribution of the iGaming Industry to value added (MGA, 2017)

The economic success in the iGaming industry was the result of a smart specialization strategy
(Georghiou et al., 2014). Malta’s economic growth has been assisted by the transition from a
dependence on manufacturing, towards a service economy, and the creation of industry sectors
reliant on higher value-added economic activity (see also Gaming Industry Growth Statistics in
Appendix 2). More specifically, in the 1990s, the structure of the Maltese economy started to
be slowly transformed into one embracing more knowledge sectors like financial services, ICT
companies and iGaming (Falzon, 2014). This transformation intensified into the beginning of
the 21% century (Ernst and Young, 2015) with the publications of amendment to the Department
of Public Lotto Ordinance (LN. 34 of 2000). In fact, in 2001, The Public Lotto Ordinance was
replaced by the The Lotteries and Other Games Act, which provided an effective tool to regulate
gaming activities. As a main priority, the law set up the Lotteries and Gaming Authority (LGA)
a single regulatory body that was responsible for the governance of all gaming activities in
Malta. In this sense, the enactment of the Lotteries and Other Games Act vested the LGA with
a wide array of powers, thereby providing the necessary tools to implement effective regulation.
Overall, The Act was virtually a clear acknowledgement of the existence of the iGaming industry
(Fenech, 2004). In 2004, Malta became the first EU member state to regulate iGaming and in

May 2004 it realized the Remote Gaming Regulations. (see also Origins of iGaming in Appendix
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2). This move gave licensees the benefit of being located in and regulated by a jurisdiction that
forms part of the European market. In 2015, the Lotteries and Gaming Authority (LGA) has
changed its name to Malta Gaming Authority (MGA) which is now the single, independent,
regulatory body responsible for the governance of all gaming activities in Malta, both online

and land-based (see MGA section in Appendix 2).

1.4. The relevance of a comparative research

The present study used cross-sector data from middle managers with the aim of exploring
differences or similarities in DL and of how DL operates at middle management level in both
state schools and private iGaming companies. The growing interest in DL in middle
management has led to a consequent growth in empirical work and, indeed, such research is
timely, given the challenges facing organizations described above. A comparative research is
therefore relevant for a number of reasons.

First, to advance the development of theory in this field, with this research, | wish to present a
framework (structure-agency) to overcome some of the inadequacies in theoretical frameworks
of DL and measurement approaches employed thus far (Bolden, 2011; Tian et al., 2016). To this
end, the study design included a comparative strategy, in which I explored DL theoretical
conceptualizations and | attempted to validate an instrument for DL measurement by comparing
the findings and measurement properties found in the traditionally investigated DL context of
school organizations with a maximal diverse context, namely iGaming companies. The rationale
of this research design strategy was that if I could explore and measure DL phenomena with the
same properties in both schools and a maximally different organizational context (iGaming
companies), this strategy could be applied in many other contexts, thus adding to the
generalizability of the study. This falsification inspired strategy was inspired by rationales
described in Flyvbjerg’s (2006) critical case sampling strategy.

Second, both contexts of research are worth exploring since the relevance of the DL model may
have for middle management. For example, in relation to the Maltese educational sector, with
the earlier indicated decentralisation process introduced by the recent reforms there was an
unprecedented move to bring about radical changes to the way education was conceptualised
and reformed (Bezzina, 2019). The reform necessitated the introduction of new roles and new
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responsibilities as well as new fundamental changes in the way school practitioners (i.e. middle
managers) synergized, related and collaborated. Such a move required several significant shifts
from unconnected thinking to systems thinking, from an environment of isolation to one of
collegiality, from individual autonomy to collective autonomy and collective accountability
(Cutajar and Bezzina, 2013). It is within this context that the cultural change underlining the
significance of team work and joint working has to take place. In this sense, the Maltese school
context appears to offer a favourable field to explore the dynamics of organisational
participation, leadership distribution and the different degrees of participation and engagement
which also comprise DL phenomena at different levels and particularly, in the middle layer of
management.

Same trend has been characterized the iGaming sector. In fact, in this modern, dynamic and
relatively young industry, much is made of the need for organisational agility and innovation
and the role technology plays as a contributor to these attributes. To operate effectively in
complex business environments, many iGaming companies have adopted flatter, decentralized
structures and cross-functional team-based work (Drew and Coulson-Thomas, 1997; Young-
Hyman, 2017). In addition, over the past 15 years, many of Malta’s first establishments of
iGaming operators have grown from small start-ups to industry leaders (Gaming Malta, 2018).
Because of the constantly evolving technological frontier, the productivity of many iGaming
companies is considered to be influenced to a large extent by the level of their employee
engagement and creativity. In this sense, iGaming managers have many opportunities to put
efforts into shaping organizational culture and influence positively employee engagement in
order to gain the organization’s operational and strategic goals. Many iGaming companies
moving towards cross-functional team-based work (Drew and Coulson-Thomas, 1997) have
adopted an organizational culture (e.g. power distance) which incorporate and value
participative and collaborative values. These new organizational structures support
collaboration and open communication between all employees regardless of one’s title or
position, foster teamwork and require multidisciplinary, a distribution of tasks and roles, high
customer involvement and collaborative work. Finally, the flat structure of many iGaming
companies together with the idiosyncratic professional and collaborative corporate culture

brought me to explore issues related to leadership practices and distribution, especially in
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relation to middle management since they may have effect on innovation and the overall
performance of the company.

Third, at a general level, a significant body of literature on DL exists comparing private-sector,
commercial organizations with public-sector and third-sector, non-commercial organisations
(Andersen, 2010; Boyne 2002; Marginson, 2018; Moulton and Wise, 2010; Rainey and
Bozeman, 2000; Sweeney et al., 2018). In this sense, cross comparison analysis is not
uncommon in leadership studies (Charman and John, 1994; Gilbert and Veloutsou, 2006;
Omotari, 2013). However, review on DL tend to merge findings from different sectors failing
to account for the differences in organizational contexts which may have led researchers to
produce inaccurate generalizations. This confirms the need for context-specific research in this
field. For this reason, by exploring similarities and differences between the business and the
education sectors, this study wishes to reduce current confusion regarding the DL construct and
provide suggestions for its conceptualization.

The forth reason comes as a consequence. In fact, by identifying the structure - agency analytical
framework as a theoretical lens for examining the phenomenon of DL in middle management,
the opportunity to explore cross- sector comparisons gave unique possibilities for combining
analyses of variations within variables, thus improving, the foundation for new theoretical
developments about the DL construct and its operationalization. In other words, this comparison
offers an interesting opportunity to extend my understanding of DL in middle management and
its potential relationship with identified variables

The latter reason is of practical nature. In fact, investigating possible comparisons and
similarities with business sector management practices has therefore likely been valuable for
various reasons i.e. in seeing what is transferable and equally whether or not there are lessons
from school management that might be worth industry’s consideration. In fact, Malta has little
research on this in either the education, or the business sectors so this project added to local
studies and to international comparative management studies into the effects of differing

organisational cultures.
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1.5 Research aims, questions, and sub-studies

The present research project has two aims. The first aim of this study is to further theorise and
to operationalize DL leadership on the basis of the structure-agency model. The other aim is to
provide new DL empirical and comparative evidence by investigating its manifestations in
middle management in both state schools and private iGaming companies in Malta.

The whole research project comprised of two studies (Study 1 and Study 2) conducted between
2015 and 2018, with the specific purpose of exploring the structural dimension (Study 1) and
the agentic dimension of DL (Study 2) in middle management in Malta. Built on the structure-

agency framework, the following research questions (RQ) have been established:

RQ1. What are the structural manifestations of DL in
STUDY 1 | state schools and private iGaming enterprises in
Structural | Malta?

perspective | Are there any difference/similarities?

DISTRIBUTED
LEADERSHIP

RQ2. How do middle managers from both the public
and private sectors enact DLA (Distributed Leadership
STUDY 2 | Agency)?

Agentic
perspective | RQ3. How does DLA relate to outcome variables
(performance, innovation, commitment and job
satisfaction)? Are there differences in DLA in middle
managers from the public and private sectors?

The research questions were investigated using specific research methods for each study, and
the whole research project (Study 1 together with Study 2) employed an iterative sequential
mixed method approach (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). An iterative mixed methods research
design (Creswell et al., 2003) provided the consummate framework to explore DL using
different methods in such a way that the resulting mixture is most likely to result in
complementary strengths and no overlapping weaknesses.

More specifically, to address RQ1, a qualitative approach has been chosen. Specifically, the

objective of Study 1, using documentary data, was aimed at:
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a) exploring the structural elements of DL in middle management in Malta;

b) developing a framework for further empirical investigation of the agentic dimension (Study
2);

¢) guiding the development of the research instruments.

On the basis of the key findings of documentary research which was deepened through a review
of the literature, the following dimensions have been identified in order to develop the
conceptual framework for the Study 2: 1) Attitude to Involvement; 2) Job Autonomy, 3) DLA;
4) organizational commitment; 5) Job Satisfaction; 6) Innovative behavior; 7) Job performance.
RQ2 and 3 focused on both quantitative and qualitative approaches by using a survey and
interviews to collect data (Creswell, 2009). In particular, Study 2 adopted an explanatory
sequential mixed method approach (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011) in which the exploratory
quantitative phase (survey) is followed by the explanatory qualitative phase (interviews) with
the objectives of:

a) exploring the agentic dimension of DL in middle management;

b) investigating the relationship between DL and identified variables;

A detailed presentation of the methodology and the research design will be presented in Chapter
5 of this Thesis.

1.6 Personal experience

My interest in exploring DL arose initially as a consequence of my professional experience and
my direct involvement first as an HR manager with a start-up gaming company in Malta where
I lived for 5 years (2011-2016) and then as a passionate researcher in the educational leadership
field. Certainly, during my professional experience in the HR field, | became increasingly aware
of the importance of leadership dynamics and the distribution of roles and responsibilities within
an organization and how those can be associated to performance, innovation, commitment and
the general morale of employees. Although | worked in the business sector, my main academic
interest was related to the educational sector. When | was in Malta, | had the opportunity to
collaborate with the Faculty of Education (University in Malta) and particularly with Professor
Christopher Bezzina. After, | decided to start my Ph.D. journey at the University of Lincoln
where | had the opportunity to join an international community of academics and practitioners
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who helped me to find interesting comparisons between the business and the educational fields.
In fact, my main goal was to move to on academia. Following a period of time in which my
PhD progresses were a bit slow due a new career direction (a new career opportunity in Italy),
in January 2017 | was granted both an Erasmus Fellowship at the School of Business and Social
Science (Aarhus University) and a local fellowship for visiting doctoral students. | therefore
decided to undertake a research stay in Denmark (1 year) where | had the opportunity to work
as Research Assistant with Thomas Jansson, professor of Organizational psychology who acted
as advisor for the quantitative part of this dissertation. The research stay was beneficial since |
attended intensive training courses in writing and research methods, and | took advantage of
working with other experts in DL by studying the DLA (Distributed Leadership Agency) model
which was adopted by that research group for a project supported by the Velux Foundations.
The overall purpose of that interdisciplinary research study was to explore DL and employee
involvement for the implementation of organizational change in a public hospital in Denmark.
During my stay, | had the opportunity to elaborate on the Danish model to see the potentiality
of transferability in the educational sector. This phase of my PhD journey helped me to
operationalize the DL model and consequentially to better define the empirical part of this
research.

I lived in Denmark until January 2018. At that time, | completed the quantitative data collection
and | had the preliminary analysis. Following this, |1 was awarded a DORA Scholarship for 4
months to visit the School of Educational Sciences (Tallinn University, Estonia) where | had the
opportunity to disseminate the initial findings of my research and to investigate the Distributed
Leadership Agency model in teaching professions in the Estonian school context, translating the
survey built for the Maltese sample of middle managers. Data collected in Estonia are not
included in this thesis, but a brief description of the research project design will be included in
the Conclusion chapter as an example of further development of my research, especially in terms

of cross-cultural comparisons and of the transferability of the model.

1.7 Definitions of key terms

The key definitions or terms used in this research are defined below:
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Distributed Leadership. a “fluid or emergent property” rather than a “fixed phenomenon”
(Gronn, 2000, 24), “stretched over the work of a number of individuals where the leadership
task is accomplished thought the interaction of multiple leaders” (Spillane et al., 2001, 20).
Middle manager in state school. Middle manager’s role in state schools in Malta is formally
prescribed by the Directorate for Quality and Standards in Education. Middle managers can be
defined as individuals working in state primary and secondary schools, holding leadership and
management responsibilities, and specifically: Head of Departments (Subject or Group of
Subjects) in Primary or Secondary schools and Assistant Head of Schools

Middle manager in iGaming companies. In the present study the titles of these posts vary from
company to company depending on their size and include, for example, Marketing Managers,
IT Managers, Customer Service Managers, HR Managers, etc.

Structure: Structure consists of “emergent structural properties which exert “powers of
constraint and enablement by shaping the situations in which people find themselves” (Archer,
2000, 307). Structure thus comprises the following elements: 1) institutional; 2) cultural; 3)
social. Institutional, cultural and social structures provide at any one point in time the resources
for agency.

Agency concerns the actions of people. The causal powers of agency are the powers “which
ultimately enable people to reflect upon their social context, and to act reflexively towards it,
either individually or collectively” (Archer, 2000, 308). These include capacities such as self-
consciousness that enable people to evaluate their social context, envisage alternatives
creatively and collaborate with others to bring about change.

Distributed Leadership Agency (DLA): “employees’ and formal leaders’ agency in DL is
experienced as an active, engaged involvement in taking part in leadership activities” (Jgnsson,
etal., 2016, 910)

Public sector (state schools). Education in Malta is offered by 1) State Schools; 2) Non-state
Schools. Non-state schools in Malta are either Church schools or Independent schools. In the
present study, the focus is on the primary and secondary state schools.

Private sector (iGaming company). A Registered Company in Malta licensed by the MGA
(Malta Gaming Authority).
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1.8 Organization of the thesis

Following on from the introduction above (Chapter 1), in which | provided a general overview
of the thesis in terms of the rationale for conducting the study, research aims, objectives and
questions, below the rest of the dissertation is organised in other 10 chapters, described as
follows.

The reader finds three initial chapters which contain a literature review, where | first provide an
overview of previous research on DL (Chapter 2) and middle management in the public and
private sectors (Chapter 3). Further, | investigate the DL model in the attempt to provide a better
source of its theoretical development and consequentially of its methodological understanding
(Chapter 4).

In chapter 5 | address at a general level different methodological issues, including the
epistemological perspective, research design choices and strategies. In this sense, | explain the
methodological design of this iterative mixed method research project.

This research project comprises two studies in sequence, Study 1 and Study 2.

The chapter 6 and 7 is dedicated to the presentation of Study 1. More specifically, in Chapter 6,
I explain in details purposes, research approaches and data collection methods of Study 1 while
in chapter 7 | report the findings of the documentary research together with the conceptual
framework developed for Study 2.

The chapters 8 and 9 are dedicated to the presentation of Study 2. More specifically, in Chapter
8 I present the research approach, the design and the main findings of the quantitative strand of
Study 2. Instead, Chapter 9 includes a presentation of the qualitative strand of Study 2 together
with the main findings from the interviews.

Chapter 10 includes a discussion on the major findings to the research questions on Study 1 and
Study 2 as a whole. Finally, Chapter 11, the conclusions, provides an overview of the study,
including the contribution to knowledge and the implications of the study, together with its

limitations, and recommendations for future research.

1.9 Conclusion

The main purpose of this chapter was to provide the necessary background and contextual

information to facilitate understanding and interpretation of this study. This introductory chapter
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also presented the aims, the objectives, and research questions. It also included rationales for
the relatively extensive international and the limited local research on DL and middle
management in both public and private sectors. In addition, this chapter also provided evidence
for the significance of this study within the Maltese context, gave information about the research
paradigm and design and the structure of this thesis.

In the next chapters, | provide an overview of previous research on DL and middle management
in the public and private sectors. | also introduce the conceptual framework for the consequent
empirical studies that comprise the focus of the research described in this thesis. More
specifically in Chapter 2, | present a literature review of DL by introducing key ideas, research
approaches and perspectives in both educational and business management literature. This
section will help the reader become familiar with practical and theoretical issues relating to the
DL field of study and to identify gaps in current knowledge. In Chapter 3, | contextualise DL
within Middle management, the layer of management under investigation where | discuss
middle manager’s roles in relation to the DL model by highlighting their strategic contribution
to public (schools) and private organizations. In Chapter 4, | investigate the DL model with the
aim of providing a better source of its theoretical development and methodological
understanding. In this sense, | discuss previous approaches to DL, placing my study in context
and explaining my choice of theoretical framework. Overall, the initial challenge was to arrive
at a clear working definition through an examination of the different models and theories of DL.
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Chapter 2. Distributed Leadership in educational leadership and business
management studies

2.1 Introduction

The aim of this interdisciplinary research project was to explore how Distributed Leadership
(DL) is enacted in middle management through a comparison between the public and private
sectors in Malta. In fact, DL is currently viewed as the dominant format for both schools (public
sector) and commercial enterprises (private sector) - the organizational contexts under
investigation. In this sense, DL has caught the attention of researchers and practitioners since it
IS being promoted at an international and at local Maltese level.

For this reason, the body of work I am going to present in this first chapter investigates key
concepts, forms and models of DL as well as reasons for its widespread popularity in both
business management and education leadership studies. In light of the wave of organizational
changes and reforms in both sectors, | will present the most recent thinking and research
evidence on DL by outlining the elusive nature of the model and the broadness of its conceptual

and operational definition.

2.2 A brief contextual overview

State education systems over the last 30 or so years have been reformed through neoliberal
policy agendas fraught with the pressure of accountability (OECD, 2010; Reid et al., 2010; Starr,
2014; Gunter et al., 2016; Smith, 2016). As a consequence, albeit with differences at national
levels, there has been the dual emergence of the self-managing school and mandated
accountability back to local and national forms of government (Daun, 2006; Smyth, 2011) with
the aim of facilitating educational improvement, increasing student learning attainment and
raising standards (e.g. Stoll and Kools, 2016). In addition, given the wave of changes resulting
from an emphasis on performativity and standardization, there has been the growth of what
Gronn (2003) termed greedy work, that is the intensification of tasks and a subsequent wider
distribution of work and leadership responsibility across professional leaders in schools. As a
result, this emerging trend had led to a call for personnel cooperation and leadership which is
now shared at multiple levels to maximize school success and to contribute to school
improvement (Harris, 2009; Obadara, 2013; Spillane and Coldren, 2015; Liu et al., 2018). For

35



this reason, according to Harris (2005) new distributed organizational models have been
introduced to replace obsolete school structures and to fit better the requirement of learning in
21%t century. For example, in several countries, DL is already featured in policy framework and,
in some cases, it is being actively advocated (Harris, 2014; Whelan, 2009). In addition, the need
for DL has been also sustained due to such complex and unpredictable challenges that no one
school leader can manage them alone (Bezzina and Vella, 2013). This is also the case of Maltese
schools where distributing and sharing leadership has also been a recommended model during
these two decades (Cutajar and Bezzina, 2013). For instance, the seminal document Tomorrow’s
Schools (1995), followed by the National Minimum Curriculum in 1999, the document For All
Children to Succeed (2005), the subsequent Amendment to the Education Act (2006) the
document Towards A Quality Education For All - The National Curriculum Framework (2013)
prescribed the importance of moving away from a top-down managerial model to a more
consultative style of leadership.

In contrast, opponents to the DL model are cynical about advocating a default position of
institutional autonomy and have portrayed this leadership distribution as a form of contrived
collegiality or a managerial tool for distributing work and controlling staff (Marginson, 2010)
since organizational leaders remain formally and legally accountable (Hatcher, 2012; Lumby,
2016; 2017). In effect, central accounts of DL literature have concluded, rather pessimistically,
that the impact of DL remains questionable (Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016). In line with this
assumption, by considering DL in the context of the extensive literature on post-bureaucratic
organisations, recently Lumby (2017) critiques the assertion that DL offers a means of
redistributing power, arguing that there is little evidence that this happens in any reliable way.
Accordingly, DL may merely be a managerial outcome of school modernization reforms
(Fitzgerald, 2007). Along the same line, with respect to the Maltese context, recent literature
has criticized the notion of DL within the context of the local gradual decentralisation and
increased accountability, showing how the policy discourse did not unfold in a participatory
democratic manner in practice (Mifsud, 2015a; 2015b; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b; 2017c).
For example, as shown by Bezzina and Cutajar (2013), the devolution of authority to the
colleges is being accompanied by centralised systems of human resources (i.e. deployment of

staff), curriculum (i.e. design and development of subject areas), assessment (i.e. benchmarking
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and standards), and quality assurance (i.e. external review). This conclusion concurs with what
Ozga (2009) describes as “a hybrid position... [as schools] appear to be caught in a mixture of
older mechanisms (centralization and bureaucracy) and new forms (heterogeneity and
distributed control)” (160). In other words, the issue of power and control remains a central
issue, with the centre identified as still determining college/school policies (Bezzina and
Cutajar, 2013). Further, by adopting a Foucauldian theoretical framework to explore power
relations surrounding DL in Malta, Mifsud’s research showed a very detached bond within and
across levels (Mifsud, 2015a) with a strong presence of State central control leading to reveal
the coercive nature of the policy discourse within the infrastructure of globalized neoliberal
governmentality (2016a).

For the purpose of clarity, | acknowledge that contemporary discourses of leadership have been
inevitability plagued by ideological and political criticism (Lingard and Ozga, 2007). However,
the approach I intend to take in this research is similar to that of Harris and DeFlaminis (2016):
in fact, without downplaying the growing criticism of the DL theory (Lumby, 2016), this
research deliberately moves away from claims, counter-claims and conjecture to focus upon the
empirical definition and application of DL in both private and public sectors as a way that is
research-informed and research-based. For this reason, one of the main purposes of this research
was to provide empirical evidence about the nature, effects and outcomes of DL in middle
management. In this sense, DL cannot be considered as a panacea or an esoteric approach to
leadership (Harris, 2013) since it “much depends on how it is conceptualized, understood and
enacted” (Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016, 142).

Within the widespread interest in DL, public reform programmes associated with New Public
Management (NPM) have seen school organizations borrow management approaches from the
private sector (Christensen and Laegreid, 2017). In fact, business management literature shows
how in today’s competitive business environments, private organisations have adopted DL
models and team-based structures (Day et al., 2004; Hoch, 2013; Salas and Fiore, 2004) in order
to respond ever more quickly and adaptively (Whittington and Mayer, 2002) to the rapidly
changing technology and high level of occupational complexity (Higgs, 2003; Luscher and
Lewis, 2008). Business organizational structures including flatter structures, matrix structures

and ever more widely linked network structures, are moving towards forms of leadership likely
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to be fluid in terms of role rather than bureaucratic and trusting of the professional rather than
controlling (Bottery, 2004). Also, ostensibly, it has become more difficult for any single
individual to possess all the skills and abilities required to competently lead organizations today
(O’Toole et al., 2002; Thorpe et al., 2008). In fact, in the knowledge economy “simple notions
of top—down, command-and-control leadership, based on the idea that workers are merely
interchangeable drones” (Pearce, 2007, 355) are no longer adequate. Indeed, Ancona et al.
(2007) echo: “only when leaders come to see themselves as incomplete - as having both
strengths and weaknesses - they will be able to make up for their missing skills by relying on
others” (110). In a nutshell, there is ample support for the claim that ventures formed and
developed as entrepreneurial teams demonstrate greater growth than individually led business
(Francis and Sandberg, 2000; Harper, 2008; Thorpe et al., 2008).

In summary, as briefly outlined in this section, DL has emerged as an influential concept to meet
the needs of most organisations (Bolden, 2011). In this way, DL represents the most promoted
form of leadership practice in the first decades of the twenty-first century (Parker, 2015) and it
has become a widely accepted and adopted model among researchers and practitioners in both
educational and business fields of study. Hence, the interest in DL has led to a consequent
growth in empirical work and, indeed, this research project is timely, given the above-mentioned
challenges organizations facing today. However, differing conceptualizations of distributed
forms of leadership may be problematic thus leading to confusion about its definition (Avolio
etal., 2009). In fact, concepts are the basic building blocks of scientific knowledge or theoretical
or methodological development (Botes, 2002). For this reason, in the following section, I will
discuss definitions, conceptualizations, models and approaches to DL with the aim of clarifying
the underlying understanding of DL, which is a necessary step prior to conducting effective
research (Brundrett and Rhodes, 2014; Burton et al., 2014).

2.3 The ‘definitional’ issue in the DL field of study

As stated earlier, in education leadership and business management studies, trends towards
standardisation and prescriptive practice, performativity and accountability, and the subsequent
intensification of leaders have led to a movement away from simply focusing on solely

individualistic person-centric approaches in traditional leadership theories (Avolio et al., 2009;
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D’ Innocenzo et al., 2016; Nicolaides et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2014) to an increased interest in
new ‘forms of management’ (Pearce et al., 2010) and more systematic perspectives, whereby
leadership is conceived as a collective social process emerging through the interactions of
multiple actors (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Sergiovanni (2001) ascribes this shift to a disillusionment with
the “superhero images of leadership” (55). In a similar vein, Fullan (2001) states that charismatic
leadership can at most result in “episodic improvement” and eventually “frustrated or
despondent dependency” (2). Implicit within this re-framing there are different concepts, like
shared leadership (Pearce and Conger, 2003 for a review; D’ Innocenzo et al., 2016; Drescher
et al., 2014; Sunaguchi, 2016; Sweeney et al., 2018), collective leadership (e.g. Denis et al.,
2001; Quick, 2017), co-leadership (Heenan and Bennis, 1999), collaborative leadership, and
participative leadership, which according to the Leithwood et al.’s (2009) perspective can be
incorporated in the “catch all descriptor” (Harris, 2013, 53) concept of DL - with some other
authors, including Spillane, Gronn or Youngs (2012; 2014) - instead rejecting DL as a one-size-
fits-all concept, arguing for its distinction from other forms of leadership.

Notwithstanding the popularity of the term, attempts to agree upon its meaning have been less
than successful (Bennett et al., 2003b; Lakomski, 2008; Mayrowetz, 2008; Hairon and Goh,
2015; Harris and Spillane, 2008; Tian et al., 2016) with some scholars from business and
education sectors claiming its formulations are too loosely employed (Hartley, 2007; Torrance,
2009) or uncritical (Youngs, 2009). Hence, DL remains an eternally contested (Grint, 2005) and
free-floating concept (Youngs, 2014), considered to be multi-dimensional and beset with a
growing prevalence of perceived overlapping definitions (Flessa, 2009; Ritchie and Woods,
2007). However, despite this conceptual confusion, there seems to be a clear agreement that at
the core of this concept of DL there is the idea that leadership is not the preserve of an individual,
but a fluid or emergent property rather than a “fixed phenomenon” (Spillane, 2000, 24),
“stretched over the work of a number of individuals where the leadership task is accomplished
thought the interaction of multiple leaders” (Spillane et al., 2001, 20). In fact, according to an
earlier literature review (Bennett et al., 2003b), DL is based on three main premises:

1) leadership is an emergent property of a group or network of interacting individuals and it is

seen as a concertive action or conjoint action (Gronn, 2000);
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2) there is openness to the boundaries of leadership with multiple sources of guidance (Harris,
2004), as well as multiple leaders and followers (Timperley, 2005); and

3) varieties of expertise are distributed across the many, not the few.

DL is not simply something done by an individual to others (Bennett et al., 2003b) or simply
the aggregate results of individual actions or “misguided delegation” (Harris, 2004, 20); in fact,
while “delegation is one-way transaction where leaders tell a subordinate what to do” (Lowham,
2007, 71), in DL actors “synchronize their actions by having regard to their own plans, those of
their peers and their sense of unit membership” (Gronn 2002, 431). Finally, by widening the
perspective of leadership beyond that of the single person or a positional organizational role, a
more complex image of how an organization is led by its incumbents is revealed (Gronn, 2002).
In the literature, DL is described as the “leadership idea of the moment” (Harris, 2009, 11). In
fact, it appears that DL is an idea whose time has come (Gronn, 2000; Hartley, 2007), an area
of study in an “adolescent stage of development [...] experiencing a growth spurt that would do
any teenager proud” (Leithwood et al., 2009, 269). To follow, as showed by Bolden (2011), DL
appears to be the concept of preference within school leadership studies and DL research
remains largely circumscribed to the educational context, including primary, secondary and
higher education (Bolden et al., 2007; Bolden et al., 2009; Floyd and Fung, 2017; Jones et al.,
2014; Jones et al., 2017; Leithwood et al., 2009; Spillane and Diamond, 2007; Spillane and
Coldren, 2015; Wan et al., 2018) across a range of countries, such us, in the UK, (e.g. Woods
and Roberts, 2016) in the USA (e.g. Diamond and Spillane, 2016), in Australia (Dinham et al.,
2011), in the Scandinavian countries (e.g. Moos, 2010; Lahtero et al., 2017), in Hong Kong (e.g.
Kwan and Li, 2015), or, with respect to this research context, in Malta (e.g. National Curriculum
Framework, 2013).

Albeit in a different context, DL has been also studied within nursing and medicine, psychology,
business, management and other areas of the social sciences (Bolden, 2011). For example, DL
has been researched in various organizational contexts: e.g. health care and social care (e.g.
Beirne, 2017; Buchanan et al., 2007; Chreim, 2015; Chreim and MacNaughton, 2016; Currie
and Lockett, 2011; Fitzgerald et al., 2013), banking industry (Fragouli and Xristofilaki, 2015),
sport organizations (Peachey et al., 2015), multinational organizations (Jain and Jeppesen, 2014)

and small business (Cope et al., 2011).
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However, research on distributed forms of leadership is still at its early stages (Spillane and
Diamond, 2007) and Harris (2009) described this literature as being “theoretically rich, but
empirically poor” (254). As a result, more evidence is necessary to assess the effect of more
distributed patterns of leadership on educational and business outcomes and to examine
differences between rhetoric and reality (Corrigan, 2013). In addition, different scholars (Harris
et al., 2007; Harris, 2007; Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016; Tian et al., 2016) have ubiquitously
called for studying DL in a “methodologically sound and theoretically driven way” (Hulpia et
al., 2012, 1749). Likewise, the findings of a recent meta-analysis of research (Tian et al., 2016)
conducted on the topic from 2002 to 2013, which furthered the review commissioned by the
English National College for School Leadership in 2003 (a meta-analysis of studies published
from 1996 to 2002), revealed concerns about the lack of a clear agreement of the DL construct,
its conceptualization as well as its operationalization and application. These reviews identified
a lack of empirical evidence on the practices, effects and implications of DL as well as
competing and conflicting interpretations of the terms.

To date, although the phenomenon of DL has been wide-spread, its definition and application,
remains controversial (Bolden, 2011; Tian et al., 2016). Thus, the limitation of the literature and
the different conceptualizations of DL offer the opportunity to determine characteristics of DL
that scholars agree upon and to conceptualize these characteristics in measurable ways. In fact,
while DL scholarship has blossomed, theory has outpaced the empirical evidence. Hence, along
with a need for improved theorization of the concept, there is a lack of attention of measurement
issues and a failure to present a rationale for their use (Pearce and Conger, 2003).

In addition, as stated earlier, DL research has been focused mainly in the education sector
(Bolden, 2011; Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016), while the relevance to other forms of
organizational domains (i.e. comparative studies) remained a contested area, demanding
discussion and empirical investigation. To this end, as suggested by Bolden (2011), further
research is required in order to enhance the validity and utility of a distributed perspective more
widely. Specifically, work that enables comparison of the relative desirability and/or
appropriateness of the DL model in different contexts could be helpful in searching and
clarifying differences and similarities in how leadership is accomplished. This suggested the

need to understand how leadership might be distributed across differing forms of organization
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(Harris, 2013), based on different structures and contexts (Edward, 2011). In addition, recent
reviews on DL have tended to merge findings across public and private sectors, commercial and
non-commercial settings, disregarding contextual differences in these distinctive domains
(Sweeney et al., 2018). Failing to account for the differences in organizational context may have
led researchers to produce inaccurate generalizations. In fact, “empirical findings highlighting
differences between these organization types cannot be dismissed” (Rainey and Bozeman, 2000,
449). Further, as Locke (2003) points out “it should not be assumed that the requirements of
leadership in different domains are the same” (282).

Given the above, contextual differences across different sectors should be recognized to reveal

how DL may be enacted in different organizational contexts.

2.4 Distributed Leadership in the spotlight: a comparison among different approaches.

This section draws on literature reviews on DL research (Bennett et al., 2003b; Bolden, 2011,
Thorpe et al., 2011; Tian et al., 2016; Woods et al., 2004) in order to illustrate how DL has been
conceptualized in literature, which forms and models have been developed, and the strength and
the weakness associated with different approaches.

Generally speaking, discussion of DL has applied a descriptive (e.g. Groon 2000; Spillane and
Coldren, 2015) a normative (e.g. Hulpia et al., 2012; Leithwood et al., 2008), or a critical
approach (e.g. Bolden, 2011; Jones, 2014; Youngs, 2009; 2012). Specifically, to justify and
inform the approach taken in this study, 1 will focus on the descriptive and normative approaches
where attention is given to the conceptualization and the empirical definition and
operationalization of forms of DL. Other scholars (e.g. Lumby, 2016) have applied a more
critical analysis, concluding, rather pessimistically, that the impact of DL remains questionable
(Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016).

As stated earlier, this study deliberately moves away from claims, counter-claims and conjecture
to explicitly take on the challenge of capturing DL methodologically while ensuring
commensurability with theory. In any case, [ am aware that any attempt at providing a definitive

definition would fail to capture the complexity, and inherent paradoxes of the field.
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2.4.1 A descriptive approach

A lineage of research of DL can be categorized under the descriptive paradigm (Tian et al.,
2016) with the aim of expanding and deepening the understanding of leadership work. In fact,
by focusing on describing and understanding leadership practice (Bolden, 2011), this approach
presents DL as an “analytical framework through which one can assess and articulate the manner
in which leadership is (and is not) distributed throughout organizations” (256). Within this
perspective, the main literature reviews of DL (Bennett et al., 2003a; Thorpe et al., 2011; Tian
et al., 2016; Woods et al., 2004) recognized the contribution that both James Spillane and Peter
Gronn, working independently, offers to the DL theory. In fact, both scholars’ merit is that they
“present a distributed rather than an individual or heroic lens through which leadership practice
can be studied and understood” (Youngs, 2012, 40-41).

Based on his experience in schools in the USA, James Spillane described DL as an emerging
set of ideas that are “primarily concerned with the co-performance of leaders and the
interdependencies that shape the leadership practice” (Spillane, 2006, 58). In the same way to
Spillane, Gronn’s theorizing should be used as a means to better understand leadership practice,
rather than prescribe the distribution of leadership work.

Two models based on the theory of distributed cognition and activity theory (Spillane, 2006;
Gronn, 2000) have been identified to have exerted profound influence on DL literature:
Spillane's practice-centered model (2006) and Gronn’s numerical-concertive model (2002) with
its recent developments (2009; 2011; 2015; 2016; 2017).

Central to these views is the idea of:

1) socially distributed cognitions, meaning that cognitive processes can be understood as
situated in and distributed across a concrete socio-technical system (Hutchins, 1995) and not
only focusing on individual cognitions; and

2) activity theory (Engestrom, 1999; Leont’ve, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978) which considers human
activity as object-oriented, collective, and culturally mediated containing the interacting entities
- the individual, the object and the community.

For the present discussion, it suffices to state that a holistic perspective on the study of
organisational work, including the interlacement of purposeful activity with the wide range of

social-cultural factors impacting together on activity, can better conceive leadership to be
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grounded in the activity (more generally labelled as the 'leadership practice’) rather than in a
position or role. This is an argument that will be revisited at times throughout this dissertation.
In his first conceptualization of DL based on the Australian social psychologist Cecil Gibb’
work (1954, cited in Gronn, 2000), Gronn (2002), distinguishes two basic forms of DL.:
1) the additive (or numeric) form, referring to an uncoordinated leadership pattern and
dispersed tasks, among members across an organization;
2) the holistic (or concertive) form referring to managed collaborative patterns involving
some or all leadership sources in the organization.
Such a view of concertive actions highlights a holistic way to construct DL, including members’
actions and interaction of formal as well as informal leaders. In this sense, Gronn (2002)
provides three forms of concertive action including:
1) spontaneous collaboration; anticipated through prior planning; or, unanticipated,;
2) intuitive working relationships that emerge over time and are dependent on trust;
3) institutionalized or regulated practices.
All the above forms are characterized by what Gronn terms conjoint agency, that is “agents
synchronize their actions by having regard to their own plans, those of their peers, and their
sense of unit membership” (Gronn, 2002, 431).
The initial numerical-holistic model seems to broadly coincide structurally with the two forms
of DL identified by Spillane and his colleagues (Spillane, 2006; Spillane and Diamond, 2007):
1) the leader-plus aspect, which acknowledges that leading and managing schools can
involve multiple individuals, who are also not formally designed leaders.
2) the leadership practice aspect “foregrounds the practice of leading and managing [...
and] frames it as a product of the interaction of school leaders, followers, and aspects of
their situation” (Spillane and Diamond, 2007, 7).
From a distributed perspective, studying the actions of individuals or aggregating their actions
is insufficient, while interactions are paramount in efforts to understand the leadership practice
(Spillane et al., 2008). In this sense, the principle of interdependencies - and in particular,
Thompson’s classification of interdependencies (1967, cited in Spillane et al., 2004) reciprocal,
pooled and sequential - also shaped Spillane’s theorizing (in a similar manner of that Gibb did

with Gronn) of a distributed perspective of leadership practice.
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Following that, Spillane identified three DL patterns:

1) collaborated distribution that involves reciprocal interdependencies (multiple leaders

jointly enact the same leadership practice in the same context);
2) collective distribution where multiple leaders perform separate but interdependent tasks
in different contexts and in support of the same goal,

3) coordinated distribution of sequentially arranged leadership tasks.
In a further revision of the leadership concept, Gronn (2009; 2011; 2015; 2016; 2017) claims
that the term ‘hybrid’ rather than ‘distributed’ might well reflect accurately the complexity of
the reality. In fact, he argues for a revised unit of analysis of DL, referring to it as a
configuration, in which both understandings of individual and collective leadership count. The
hybridity for which Gronn is arguing “is a mixture, in which varying degrees of both tendencies
(i.e. focused and distributed) co-exist, with the understanding that within the distributed segment
of the mix there are, potentially, a range of plural formations” (Gronn, 2009, 389). The totality
of such arrangements represents a “time, space-, context- and member-ship bound configuration
of influence-based relationship” (381), confirming that leadership is not a fixed phenomenon.
To support this view, Gronn suggests “a shift from accounts of how leadership should be enacted
(often associated with labels such as ‘distributed’, ‘transformational’, or ‘authentic’) to
empirical accounts of how leadership is accomplished through the interactions of vertical,
horizontal, emergent and other forms of social influence” (Bolden and Petrov, 2014, 409). In
this sense, Gronn does not intend to find another type of leader, but practise demonstrates that
not all leadership tasks have to be accomplished collectively (Gronn, 2009). Hence, the hybrid
form of leadership considers different combinations of individual and collective forms of
distributed leadership. By this extension, Gronn recognizes formal and informal, focused and
dispersed leadership to co-exist and interact in leadership processes. For example, Ancona and
Blackman (2010) found that within a distributed model/configuration there is still a place for a
‘strong centralized leader’, while according to another study undertaken by Bolden et al. (2009)
in 12 UK higher education institutions (HE), some HE informants expressed a need for
‘inspirational and visionary individuals’ confirming the idea that distributed accounts of
leadership have to seek ways to factoring in the influence of individuals. Referring to the

indicative evidence of hybrid leadership found in the research of Spillane et al. (2007),
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Leithwood et al. (2009) and Timperley (2005), Gronn shows the intermingling of both
hierarchical and heterarchical modes of ordering responsibilities and relations, indicating a more
accurate representation of diverse patterns of leadership practice. Recent research carried out in
different organizational contexts, such as higher education (Bolden and Petrov, 2014) and
hospitals (Chreim, 2015; Townsend, 2015) has been explored this more sophisticated view. For
instance, Hansen and Villadsen (2010) found that managers in non-commercial organizations
(public-sector managers) use more participative leadership, while managers in commercial
organizations use more directive leadership. However, there is an apparent reluctance to move
away from concentrated leadership in some commercial environments. For example, in the SME
(small-medium enterprises) context, the individual heroic model resonates more with the typical
development of an entrepreneur’s leadership style (Kempster et al., 2010; Cope et al., 2011).
Such tendencies towards individualistic leadership coexist with the adoption of shared
approaches in commercial contexts. Hence, further research should try to empirically support
Gronn’s argument (2009; 2011; 2015; 2017) that leadership distribution is orchestrated and
emergent.

Given the above premises, this research project subscribes to a view that considers spontaneous,
emergent processes and non-fixed properties (Gronn, 2002; Spillane et al., 2004; Woods et al.,
2004) that constitute a dynamic organizational entity in which leadership is distributed among
the organisational members.

To sum up, by employing a non-normative and prescriptive approach, both scholars, Gronn and
Spillane, offer an analytical frame which galvanizes attention towards leadership practice rather
than “leaders or their roles, functions, routines, and structures” (Spillane, 2005, 144) and which
also focuses on the interpersonal dynamic of DL, rather than more explicitly on different forms
of DL (see Leithwood et al., 2009). Gronn and Spillane’s descriptive approach is very fruitful
for the framing of the concept offering a logical categorization of how leadership is distributed
in practice. However, both views tend to assume that leadership is already distributed, and they
do not investigate instead its effects and implications. The removal of effectiveness and
influence from leadership means that there could be a tendency to overlook and downplay
sources of leadership that exist beyond leadership practice. In addition, the empirical research

of Spillane (2006) has a functional emphasis due to the little attention given to the local school
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socio-cultural context and the wider context. In this sense, this shortcoming has contributed to
the separation of DL from micro politics (Flessa, 2009). In addition, neither Gronn, nor Spillane
suggests which form of leadership distribution are more effective or desirable than the others,
or how particular configurations of DL contribute towards, or inhibit, organizational/school
performance or other outcomes variables. This is the main characteristic of the other DL
approach — the normative perspective - which I will illustrate in the following section.

2.4.2 A normative approach

Much of the literature available under the prescriptive normative paradigm in both business
management research and school leadership studies seems to have mainly increased since the
turn of the millennium (Bolden, 2011; Tian et al., 2016). These studies tried to identify and see
associations between DL patterns, degree of distribution and other school improvement
variables (generally measured in terms of student learning outcomes or teaching quality for
research within school) or, in the case of business studies, which DL leadership practice can be
prescribed to meet better current business needs.

In this sense, the normative approach is apparent in the MacBeath’s one-dimensional
developmental taxonomy of distribution (MacBeath, 2005). This DL model derived from a
National College of School Leadership sponsored study conducted within schools in three
English local authorities with the aim of exploring what DL looked like in practice (MacBeach,
2005). The project identified six DL categories and each stage of distribution developmentally

flows onto the one that follows.
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Typology of distribution Description

formal leadership leadership is intentionally delegated or
devolved (i.e. through designed roles/job
descriptions);

pragmatic distribution leadership roles and responsibilities are
negotiated and divided among actors
strategic distribution new people are brought in to meet a

particular leadership need (i.e. the planned
appointment of an expert);

incremental distribution people acquire greater responsibilities as
they gain experience
opportunistic distribution people willingly take on additional

responsibilities over and above those
typically required for their job in a relatively
ad hoc manner;

cultural distributions practicing leadership as a reflection of the
school’s culture, ethos and traditions

Table 2.1 MacBeath ’s (2005) taxonomy of distribution.

MacBeath (2005) does emphasise that these categories are not mutually exclusive or fixed. He
acknowledges a complexity associated with leadership distribution and explains, “it is rarely
that simple, as schools evolve through different stages and exemplify different approaches at
different times and in response to external events” (356).

Another of the most influential ‘official’ school-based categorizations of DL in England have
been that of the Hay Group Education in 2004, which led to the development of the National
College for School Leadership (NLCS) Distributed Leadership pack for schools. In the research
sponsored by the NLCS, The five pillars of distributed leadership in schools: An investigation
into the advantages and disadvantages, causes and constraints of a more distributed form of
leadership in schools, they identified five dimensions of DL school climate, which can indicate
the extent to which the conditions for DL to grow are in place. The researchers arranged these

dimensions on a one-dimensional continuum as follows
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Dimensions Description

Instruct initiatives and ideas come only from leaders at or near the
top of a hierarchical organisational structure
Consult staff have the opportunity for input, but decisions are still

made at a distance from them by others near or at the top
where staff take initiative, and make decisions within

Delegate predetermined boundaries of responsibility and
accountability

Facilitate staff at all levels are able to initiate and champion ideas

Neglect staff are forced to take initiative and responsibility due to

a lack of direction at the top.
Table 2.2 Hay Education Group’ dimensions of DL (2004).

At the time, DL was presented as a solution to the increasingly unattractive role of the principal,

along with a hoped-for improvement in student achievement (Arrowsmith, 2007). However, the

over-emphasis on decision-making limits the Hay Group’s view to a rational and functional

model that overlooks the social, cultural and political environment of a school (Youngs, 2012)

In a manner reminiscent of the Hay Group, Hargreaves and Fink (2006) in their extensive

research on leadership sustainability in North American secondary schools, expanded the 5-

level distributed leadership continuum proposed by the Hay Group researchers and embedded

the concept of a distributed continuum in the form of a thermometer bounded by the terms “too
hot” and “too cold” (Hargreaves and Fink, 2006, 113) at each end:

e too hot anarchy 1

o assertive distribution;

o emergent distribution;

o guided distribution;
o progressive delegation;
o traditional delegation;

o autocracy;

e and too cold v
Fig. 2.1 Hargreaves and Fink’s (2006) thermometer of DL.
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The three ‘cooler’ points on Hargreaves’ and Fink’s thermometer seem to be aligned to the
Instruct, Consult and Delegate range of points on the Hay Group continuum. Further up the
thermometer, guided distribution, in a manner similar to Gronn’s (2002) institutionalised or
regulated practices, acknowledges that there can be intentional leadership distribution. The next
point, emergent distribution is aligned to Gronn’s (2002) unanticipated spontaneous
collaborative and intuitive working relations that emerge over time, while the assertive
distribution is defined as having an activist orientation especially amongst teachers, who are
“empowered” by formal leaders.

Hargreaves and Fink (2006) somewhat undo their acknowledgement that leadership is “already
distributed” (136) by finally providing prescriptive guidance for organizational leaders in how
to progress up the scale of the thermometer while avoiding anarchy. Hargreaves and Fink (2006)
claim that “the line between autocracy and anarchy is a thin one” (135). Hence, the too cold
base of the thermometer can simultaneously produce the too hot tip of the thermometer and vice
versa.

In a similar way to the cited authors, by collecting data from 10 schools in the UK, Ritchie and
Woods (2007) explain that the democratic and DL models are very similar in some ways, SO
that the DL construct as a whole school construct can be identified as:

1) embedded; 2) developing; or 3) emerging.

The embedded stage can be closely connected to the MacBeath et al.’s (2005) cultural
distribution where hierarchy is played. In fact, “schools with ‘embedded DL’ were one where I
had become of the way they do things” (Ritchie and Woods, 2007, 375). By contrast, schools
deemed to be at the start of their DL journey are classified as ‘emerging’, while schools where
DL where ‘developing’ were those in which the journey towards DL are becoming embedded
within the school culture.

Rather than use a developmental continuum approach to categorize descriptions of DL practice
like the authors previously indicated, Harris (2006) acknowledging the theoretical work of
Gronn and Spillane, argues that there are also four normative dimensions to understanding DL

as shown in the below Table:
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Dimensions Description
representational dimension | It provides recognition for lateral and cross-boundary
collaboration as new forms of organizing emerge: thus,
partnerships, networks and federations all imply less
vertical/top-down leadership based on hierarchical
positions.
illustrative dimension It is a reflection of the requirement for allocation of tasks of
responsibility to others by expanding leadership teams and
sharing of responsibilities.
descriptive dimension It is concerned with finding out what distributed leadership
‘looks like’. This dimension is a challenge to those seeking
a simple formula and programmes that verge on the idea of
nominated leaders as distributors. Instead, the formula
becomes ‘seek and ye shall find’, within departments,
teams, groups, projects and learning programmes, such as
action learning sets.
predictive dimension This dimension concerns way to improve outcomes and
enhance an organization’s capacity for development and
change.
Table 2.3 DL dimensions (Harris, 2006).

Within the same normative approach, Thorpe et al. (2011) identified four dimensions which

provide a framework for DL

Dimensions Description
classical distributed In this distribution a top-down traditional hierarchical
leadership approach is planned
mis-planned distributed This distribution characterizes those organizations which
leadership intend to apply distributed leadership but the existing

structures for this intent are not appropriate, or the
individuals in these structures look at these movements
with doubt and prefer to pursue their own goals in their
own positions
emergent distributed In this distribution, spontaneous and informal

leadership configurations of leadership emerge yet are still aligned to
organizational direction; and
chaotic distributed leadership | Leadership may be occurring within some teams but in a

distributed haphazard manner with no benefit to the organization at a

wider level
Table 2.4. DL dimensions (Thorpe et al., 2011)
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In another manner, Leithwood et al. (2007) established a DL framework that was highly
normative. By adopting the criterion of how certain forms of DL are more likely to contribute
towards organizational productivity, the researchers identified four patterns of DL which are
listed from the most to least preferable,

1) planful alignment

2) spontaneous alignment,

3) spontaneous misalignment,

4) anarchic misalignment
Specifically, planful and spontaneous alignment are most likely to contribute towards short-term
organizational productivity. Planful alignment is most likely to contribute significantly more
than other patterns of alignment towards long-term organizational productivity. Spontaneous
misalignment and anarchic alignment are likely to have a negative effect on short and long-term
organizational productivity (Bolden, 2011; Leithwood, et al., 2007).
As Bolden (2011) noted, the work by Leithwood and colleagues “gives some indication of the
potential benefit of a carefully implemented approach to DL, as well as the dangers of a poorly
conceived approach” (259). In this sense, this study indicates that DL per se is not necessarily
beneficial or as Harris noted is inherently a “good or a bad thing” (Harris, 2013, 61), but how
leadership is distributed is important since DL, as with any form of power, can be used, abused
or misused (Youngs, 2009, Harris, 2013). However, although this note of caution is from a list
of naive prescriptions or checklists, research in the specific context of school has generally
showed that there is increasing evidence of the relationship between DL, organizational
improvement and student achievement (Heck and Hallinger, 2009; Harris, 2009; McBeth, 2008;
Leithwood and Mascall, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2007, Leithwood et al., 2017; Liljenberg, 2015),
between distributed forms of leadership and teacher satisfaction (Hulpia et al., 2009), teachers’
organizational commitment (Hulpia et al., 2012; Ross et al., 2016), positive organisational
change (Harris et al., 2007) and educational innovation (Rikkerink et al., 2016).
In the business sector, recent organizational psychological models promoting employee
involvement in organizational leadership (EIOL) are built on theories focusing on organizational
participation, shared leadership, and organizational democracy (Wegge et al., 2010). In this

sense, Kempster et al. (2014) examine how DL can help to promote organizational change, while
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many studies (Bolden, 2011; Fausing et al., 2015; Fitzgerald et al., 2013) indicated a positive
relationship between DL and relevant dimensions of organizational performance. For example,
research shows the positive impact of DL on team performance and team effectiveness (D'
Innocenzo et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2014) or customer services (Carson et al., 2007).

Overall, the empirical evidence about DL effectiveness is encouraging but far from conclusive
(Harris, 2008). In fact, it may not be rational to believe that any form of DL is inherently
effective and inconsistent evidence on the impact of DL on organizational performance has been
identified. For example, an empirical study by Mehra et al. (2006) fails to find support for a
linear relationship between DL and team performance. Taken together, some patterns of
leadership distribution seem more effective than others and different patterns of DL were
associated with different organizational contexts (Leithwood et al., 2008) Hence, according to
Bolden (2011), future research needs to understand configurations of DL and how these may be

related to outcomes variables in different settings.

2.5 Conclusion

Most of studies included in this chapter have demonstrated the widespread interest of the DL
model. However, attempts at defining DL may be problematic due to the overlapping meaning
with other related concepts and the lack of empirical studies. In fact, though the DL general
theoretical framework may be well investigated i.e. through normative and descriptive
approaches, the field lacks clear concepts. Moreover, providing a distinct definition of DL is not
a straightforward task and the various attempts to grasp the nature of DL through taxonomies or
models have highlighted its complexity and problematic nature. Despite this conceptual
confusion, a main feature of DL literature is that DL is opposed to the basic idea that leadership
is a property of a solo leader. In this sense, DL generally describes leadership that is shared
within, between and across the organizations (Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016). Furthermore, while
most studies have been carried out in the educational sector and DL research abounds with
qualitative case studies, there is also a need for more empirical work across different
organizational contexts. In this sense, cross-sector comparisons may add to our understanding
of the DL and offer an opportunity to investigate the DL phenomena. In addition, the current

research investigated DL in middle management. In fact, current thinking in systems which
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favour distributed educational leadership finds middle leadership indispensable (Bush, 2014).
In this sense, there is the conviction that schools are more effective especially when the school
leader is not the only leader but when different members of staff are willing to hold different
roles of leadership and when power and authority are shared amongst different members of the
organization, especially the middle tier (Harris, 2013; Harris and Jones, 2017). Also, in the
business sector, this layer of management is described as a form of link between upper and lower
levels in the organisation, and it plays a strategic role in strategy implementation and in
improving operational performance (e.g. Van Rensburg et al., 2014). Given the above
considerations, the international literature on the roles and duties of middle managers will be
analysed in more details in the following chapter and it will be discussed in the relation to the
DL model.
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Chapter 3. Middle manager’s roles, functions and Distributed leadership

3.1 Introduction

Much research has focused on the behaviour and the role of top leaders in organizations, while
less effort has been invested in front-line and middle managers, despite recognition of their
crucial role in organizational performance (Wooldridge et al., 2008; Marichal and Segers, 2012).
Therefore, in this section, | will explore the contribution of middle management — the layer of
management under investigation - and its strategic role within school and private organizations.
In fact, within DL in schools (Harris, 2013; 2014; Hartley, 2016), there is a growing realization
of the centrality of middle-level managers and, in particular, of assistant heads and deputy heads
in implementing education reforms and in making a vital contribution to school improvement
(Fullan, 2015). However, the literature on school leadership is criticized for apparently
overlooking important functions of middle leadership (i.e. its contribution to strategy and staff
development (Gunter, 2001) and its ambiguity (Blandford, 2006). In the same way, in business
management studies, middle managers appear to be an under-represented group in research so
far, although the job of this managerial category is complex due to the interconnectedness of
their jobs with choices of actors inside and outside their organization (Raes et al., 2011).

By referring to educational and business management studies, in this chapter | will explore the
literature for definitions on the roles and duties of middle managers as well as their relevance to
the DL model respectively in both public and private sectors. In effect, middle managers
maintain a central position in organizational hierarchies, and they can be considered as an
important expression of DL. However, the purpose of this chapter is not to present a detailed
literature review on middle managers and only those studies that contribute to knowledge about

middle management and DL have been included.

3.2 Middle Management and Middle Leadership

A starting point for a consideration of the literature on middle management was to define and
clarify the terms ‘leadership’ and ‘management’ which are frequently used interchangeably and
are considered practically overlapping concepts. However, they are not the same thing since
they have quite distinct meanings (Kotterman, 2006).
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The relationship of management and leadership has been a set piece in the literature for decades
now (Northouse, 2018; Daniéls et al., 2019). The trajectory of that debate moves through their
essential differences between the two concepts (Zaleznik, 1977), their complementarity (Kotter,
1990), or their interdependence (Yukl and Lepsinger, 2005).

In both business and educational sectors, the assumption shared by most definitions is that
‘leadership’ is a process of influencing in which an individual exerts intentional influence over
others to structure activities and relationships in a group or organisation (Yukl et al., 2002). In
this sense, leadership can be understood as a process of influence based on clear values and
beliefs leading to a vision for the organization (Bush and Glover, 2003).

This is to be distinguished from coordination activities that rely upon formalised control
processes, which have more to do with management. ‘Management’ is about maintaining
efficiently and effectively current organisational arrangements (Bush, 2007). Hence,
management activity maintains, efficiently and effectively, current organizational arrangements
and ways of doing business; it centers on maintenance. Leadership activity, in contrast, involves
influencing others to achieve new desirable, ends; it frequently involves initiating changes
designed to achieve existing or new goal (Spillane and Diamond, 2007).

Having acknowledged the differences between management and leadership in current literature,
terminology, and the phenomenon under study, is particularly problematic in this space given
the comparative nature of this study. In fact, to complicate things, this study uses sources from
both business and educational sectors which have different traditions and schools of thoughts.
According to Locke (2003, 282): “It should not be assumed that the requirements of leadership
and management in different domains are the same”. In fact, in education, there has been a shift
in terminology from ‘middle managers’ to ‘middle leaders’ since the early 2000s (De Nobile,
2018). Given, the dominant discourse about leadership (not management) and DL (Burton et al.
2014; Earley and Weindling, 2004) this shift reflects an apparent evolution of the roles
individuals in these positions are asked to perform, from mainly mundane administrative tasks
to increasingly dynamic strategic and staff development-oriented activities (Bennett et al.,
2007a; De Nobile and Ridden, 2014). The term ‘middle leaders’ tries to capture this positioning,
but also to highlight that these leaders practice their leading from ‘among’ their teaching

colleagues. It is not the same construct as ‘middle manager’, which highlights more the
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managerial rather than the leading dimension (Harris and Jones, 2017). A quick look at the
contemporary educational leadership literature suggests that the more diverse set of middle
leadership positions have emerged in the literature in more recent years e.g. co-ordinators, team
leaders, network leaders, professional learning leaders (Harris and Jones, 2017). To date,
however, the majority of empirical contributions using the term ‘middle leadership’ has been
located in the educational sector (Harris et al., 2019)

Instead, in business management, while is it acknowledged the differences between the two
terms, there is still a strong emphasis on management. Middle management is defined as a
position in organizational hierarchies between the operating core and the apex which are is
responsible for implementing senior management strategies, and exercise control over
subordinates (Harding et al., 2014). In this sense, unlike the education sector, management
journals refer to middle managers instead of middle leaders.

Given these premises, the concern raised here is that an overreliance on one sector as the
principal source of conceptualization may be conceptually limiting this study.

To avoid confusion and to provide a common ground for the distinct sectors, for the sake of the
present study with the term ‘middle management’ or ‘middle manager’ | refer to the actual job
title of middle managers who can be identified by their location in the organizational hierarchy
and in the organizational structure. In other words, | refer to the actual position of the
professionals who are formally appointed to this position in the organizational structure. This
also explains the title of the thesis “DL in middle management” that concerns how DL operate

in this actual layer of management.

3.3 Middle Management and DL in education

There is a growing realization of the centrality of middle-level leaders in making a vital
contribution to school improvement and implementing education reform (Harris and Jones,
2017; Shaked and Schechter, 2018). Contemporary middle leadership literature - which is far
from being extensive- offers empirical accounts of middle leadership practises in schools across
a range of different countries, by including a variety of roles, positions and perspectives (Bennett
et al., 2007; Brown et al., 1999; Irvine and Brundrett, 2016; Kiat et al., 2016; Mercer and Ri,
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2006; Rhodes et al., 2008; Thorpe and Bennett-Powell, 2014). With regards to the Maltese
context, research on middle management in schools seems to be non-existent (Vella, 2015).
The definition of an educational middle managers is variable and largely related to the
hierarchical organizational structure of schools; however, in general, “middle managers in
schools constitute a layer of management between the senior management team and those at the
chalk face” (Fleming, 2013, 2). In this sense, they can function as faculty leaders, key stage
managers, heads of departments, teachers in charge of subjects, and team Leaders (Piggot-Irvine
and Locke, 1999). In a study of school leaders in Australia and New Zealand, Cranston (2006)
included deputy principals as middle managers. Others, however, have conceptualised deputies
as part of the senior leadership group (Gurr and Drysdale, 2013). In any case, middle managers
can be thought of as providing the bridge between the teaching staff and the executive staff
within their school (White, 2000). According to Cardno (2005, 17) since they “work at the
interface between teaching and managing the resources of teaching”. In the UK, research found
that the present middle leaders have a number of major formal and informal roles which include
both management and pedagogical responsibilities (Muijs et al., 2013). Apart from the UK,
middle managers in other countries like China are holding two roles, that of an administrator
and of a teacher (Lin et al., 2011). Wong et al., (2010, 63) define middle leaders in Hong Kong
“as teachers with formal administrative responsibilities”, and in Australia, Gurr and Drysdale
(2013) define them as leaders with “significant responsibility” (57).

Middle managers are key resources that promote school effectiveness (Brown and Rutherford,
1998). As Blandford (2006) suggests, the key function of middle managers is to maintain and
to develop conditions that enable effective learning to take place. Within this scenario, middle
managers’ roles in the UK and in other countries have become increasingly more complex,
varied, demanding (Briggs, 2003; Blandford, 2006; Fitzgerald et al., 2006), and intense
(Dinham, 2007). Their tasks include but are not limited to: monitoring student achievement;
evaluating programmes and plans; coordinating staff and programmes; monitoring student
achievement; teaching designated classes; developing and implementing plans; appointing and
appraising staff; developing staff, procedures and programmes; running meetings,
communicating and monitoring procedures (Cardno, 1995). Although middle managers may

have different roles and responsibilities in different countries i.e., in New Zealand (Bassett,
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2016) in Malaysia (Javadi et al., 2017), in Australia, (Gurr and Drysdale, 2013), in Italy
(Bufalino, 2018), just to name a few, it can be argued that they function in a similar manner and
experience the same challenge to being in the middle.

In this sense, middle managers literally seem to be putting on different hats and although they
might be leaders, they are, as Fitzgerald (2009) noted through a research project in three New
Zealand secondary schools, also “led and managed by those who occupy a higher level in the
hierarchy” (55). In fact, their role implies having direct contact with members of the senior
leadership team (Mercer and Ri, 2006) but also being responsible for the work of other teachers
(Middlewood and Lumby, 2007). As a consequence, middle managers are also viewed as
“hybrid characters attempting to juggle multiple identities” (Thomas-Gregory, 2014, 620) while
role conflict, role ambiguity and tensions are frequently observed characteristics of this duality
in the work role (Bennett et al., 2003a; Geer, 2014; Han et al., 2014; Yulan et al., 2014; Wise,
2001). Apart from the increase in workload, middle managers have also to face a heavy teaching
load (Dunham, 1995). This is not only the case in European countries but was also found in a
case study with teachers and heads in Chinese secondary schools (Mercer and Ri, 2006).

An awareness of the importance of middle managers within a school’s organizational structure
is on the rise (White, 2000) and the influence of middle management positions needs to be
considered, especially in relation to whole-school development. In fact, middle managers can
play a vital role in whole school planning and decision-making (Brown et al., 1999). In this
sense, Weller (2001) asserted that department heads, as middle leaders, have the potential to be
the most influential people in a school’s organizational structure.

It also appears that their contribution depends mostly on the support and facilitation of formal
leaders (school principal) (Crowther and Boyne, 2016; Day et al., 2009: Day et al., 2016; Harris,
2013), the organizational school culture (Woods et al., 2004) and to the extent they are involved
in the decision-making process (Muijs and Harris, 2006). Thus, such conditions include the
redistribution of power and authority as well as the building of trust relationship (Hopkins and
Jackson, 2003), since formal leaders should be considered as gate keepers by encouraging or
discouraging others from leading. Further, Harris’ study (2001) assumed that if middle
managers are to be the co-producers of leadership, so principals need to provide empowerment

and encouragement of teachers to become leaders and opportunities for continuous professional
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development (Mujis and Harris, 2003). Also, Dinham” s (2007) study indicates that heads of
departments can make a difference, but the important point is the support and the high
expectations from the leaders of the school (particularly the principal), and the capacity and
aptitude to be leaders.

However, the extent to which collegial and distributed management models can promote more
effective teaching and learning has been questioned. In this sense, as indicated by Harris (2013),
DL is not a friend or foe, but as it refers to the complex interplay of dynamics of power and
authority it can be used or misused (Lumby, 2013) showing the dark side of leadership (Harris,
2014).

For example, Kirkham (2005, 160) suggests that collegiality is often an aspiration rather than a
reality. In fact, formal managers could be of impediment when they tend to choose or encourage
only those who support their particular agenda: this selective inauthentic attempt to distribute
will prove to be counterproductive (Harris, 2013). Also, to distribute leadership does not mean
adopting a laissez-fair approach, or abdicating to responsibilities: in effect, as pointed in a
Belgian study, leaving teacher teams to work alone, without the principal’s regular supervision
may lead to low effectiveness (Hulpia et al., 2012). In the same vein, rather than DL, Youngs
(2009) assume the existence of a “distributed pain” (7), where DL equates with work
intensification. As Jarvis (2012) pointed out, the major issue is that collegiality is too often
viewed as a model of leadership and management, rather than as a power relationship; in fact,
true collegiality must occur within the context of an organization that is hierarchical and
asymmetrical in its distribution of power (Busher, 2006). In Jarvis’ research (2012) in the UK,
the participating subject leaders, by lacking essential power, were mostly forced to work in
situations that were not always susceptible of direction or control; thus, they were forced to
mobilize whatever power resources were available to them to assert some measure of authority
and influence.

Further, the current focus on DL seems unhelpful and may indeed be exacerbating the problems
as people who do not want to be managers, nor who have the skills, attitudes or aptitudes to be
leaders, are being forced into roles that have leadership as an expectation. For example, an
analysis of middle managers’ perceptions of leadership in further education in England (Gleeson

and Knights, 2008) showed how some of them are reluctant to become leaders because they
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wanted to preserve their autonomy to stay in touch with their subject, their students, their own
pedagogic values, identities and family commitments. In another case, as Hammersley-Fletcher
and Brundrett (2008) reported, many middle managers feel more secure within the structures of
a hierarchical organization in which their individual roles are clearly delineated than they would

in the ‘free-for-all’ of a fully collegial system.

3.4 Middle Management and DL in the private sector

There is no comprehensive and accepted definition of a middle manager (Ouakouak et al., 2014).
For example, Floyd and Wooldridge (1994) define a middle manager as “the coordinator
between daily activities of the units and the strategic activities of the hierarchy” (48). To Currie
(2001) middle managers are those between the highest and lowest levels who, in the words of
Floyd and Wooldridge (1997) “mediate, negotiate and interpret the connections between the
organization’s institutional (strategic) and technical (operational) levels” (466). In a similar
vein, they are also defined as those positioned two or three levels below the CEO (Dutton and
Ashford, 1993) and one level above the operational level (Huy, 2001), in the middle of the
corporate hierarchy. Although there is no valid demarcation among ‘low-level’, ‘middle-level’
and ‘top-level” management (Staehle and Schirmer, 1992), the reality is that many managers in
today’s large organizations are middle managers and they can include at least top managers,
middle managers and operational managers (Hales, 2006). As key members of the organization,
they act as mediator between the top layer of management and the rest of the work community
(Mantere, 2008) forming also a point of intersection between their organization, customers,
suppliers, and other stakeholders (Floyd and Wooldridge, 1997). However, the debatable role
of the middle manager leads some scholars to not only foresees a decline, but also a devaluation
of middle managers (Gratton, 2011). For example, new organizational changes such as
downsizing, restructuring, cost-cutting are pointing to one demised, neglected and sometimes
even accused group in the organization, namely middle management (Balogun, 2003). In the
organisational process of delayering, middle management positions were targeted as redundant
(McCann et al., 2008). In this view, they may represent a blockage between the organization’s

strategy and operations, rather an efficient linking function: “Middle managers are costly,
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resistant to change, a block to communication both upwards and downward” (Scarbrough and
Burrell, 1996, cited in Balogun, 2003, 70). However, the apparent durability of the middle
management group suggests that they continue to play an important role in organizations and
exercise significant influence.
Nevertheless, as far as many are concerned, middle managers are invisible; they barely exist
(Osterman, 2009). Little is known about actual middle management practices (Rouleau, 2005),
and this group has so far received limited attention in the Human Resources literature
(Kuyvenhoven and Buss, 2011; Marichal and Segers, 2012). In addition, research on middle
managers in medium-sized firms remaining scarce (Mair and Thurner, 2005).
As organizations have increasingly replaced their traditional hierarchical organizational
structures with modular and decentralized configurations (Bass and Riggio, 2006), middle
leaders play an increasing leadership role in implementing change programs (Kuyvenhoven and
Buss, 2011; Ahearne et., 2014) and in strategy implementation (Salih and Doll, 2013), while
their efforts in balancing both efficiency and adaptation deserve more attention (Farjoun, 2010).
In the private sector literature, middle managers have been viewed as:

1) implementers of top- management defined strategic chances (e.g. O’ Shannassy, 2003);

2) relationship managers in strategic change management (Floyd and Wooldridge, 1994;

1997) and;

3) key strategic actors in the emergence of the strategic change (e.g. Engle et al., 2017)
In the attempt to identify the different tasks that middle managers take on strategy
implementation, Floyd and Wooldridge (1992) classify four middle manager roles:
championing alternatives; synthesizing information; facilitating adaptability; implementing
deliberate strategy, while Schilit (1987) also describes three characteristics of their involvement:
exercising influence mainly in less risky issues; more involvement in implementation than in
formulation; using rational argument to convince top managers of their views. By investigating
the impact of middle management on company performance in the iGaming industry, Mollick
(2012) found the middle managers are necessary to facilitate firm performance in creative,
innovative, and knowledge-intensive industries.
Middle management is increasingly responsible at corporate level for the success of the

company and for the well-being of their subordinates (Heames and Harvey, 2006). In fact, they
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are accountable for achieving organizational goals, managing change, creating optimal working
environments, ensuring smooth running of operations, building teams and motivating
subordinates, and so on (Delmestri and Walgenbach, 2005; Floyd and Wooldridge, 1997; Huy,
2002; Zhang et al., 2008). In this sense, as organizations become flatter and more flexible, new
leadership and development priorities arise in middle management from such a devolution of a
broad range of responsibilities (Accenture 2007; Boston Consulting Group, 2010; Hales, 2006).
Hence, the strength of leadership capability at the mid-level is a primary determinant of an
organization’s ability to execute its business strategy.

Within this context, the phenomenon of DL and its occurrence among middle-level managers is
a crucial element since they deal with different layers of management. For example, the
interaction between middle managers and the top management team is central to the effective
strategy formulation and implementation and since it can lead to a better performance and higher
organizational effectiveness (D’ Innocenzo et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2014). However,
researchers have remained notably silent on the actual nature of this interaction and how DL
practises might look like in practice (Bolden, 2011).

Given their position in an organizational hierarchy, middle managers deal not only with top
managers but also with employees who report to them. In this sense, since organizational
practices are becoming increasingly employee and customer oriented (Ellinger et al., 2003), new
non-positional, team-based, and empowering leadership models requires soft competencies for
middle managers, such as coaching and developing employees. In effect, managers are expected
to be coaches for their people (e.g. Bartlett and Goshal, 1997). For example, a study in Dutch
organizations showed that because of a distributed model of leadership, middle managers
experienced a major shift in responsibilities, with an increase in tasks that concern employees
(Stoker, 2006).

From a psychological perspective, sharing organizational resources with employees and giving
them real power though the use of participative management techniques, fosters development
of self- efficacy at work (Conger and Kanungo, 1988). In effect, taking active part in leadership
tasks can also be perceived as a job enrichment (i.e. higher responsibility) and job enlargement
(i.e. more variation of job task). In addition, as showed by Jain and Jeppensen (2014) in the

Indian work context, involving middle managers in DL practises is related to greater self-
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efficacy, job satisfaction and innovative behaviour. This study showed also the importance of
exploring the employee’s attitude towards DL practices, and how it is related with
implementation issues. The findings of this study are empirically consistent with other research
undertaken in schools and hospitals (Muijs and Harris, 2006). In fact, Indian managers believe
that DL practices can help in developing the attribute of taking initiatives, in improving
efficiency and effectiveness of organizations, in promoting work commitment, accountability,
and mutual respect among employees.

However, involving middle managers in DL practise could lead also to significant issues. For
example, in another two-year study of middle management in 50 organizations across both the
public and private sectors, Thomas and Dunkeley, (1999) showed, paradoxically, whilst middle
managers report feelings of greater job satisfaction from increased empowerment over their
roles, this was in tandem with working in intensified work regimes with increased pressured and
stress. Among other things, their study highlighted the importance of the context in
understanding middle managers’ experiences. In fact, there were clear differences between the
public and the private-sectors: while managers from both sectors reported feelings of greater job
satisfaction from empowered work roles, those in the public sector were far more critical of the
changes.

In addition, the paradox is that while the importance of middle managers has grown in recent
years, so has their sense of personal insecurity. For example, according to a recent analysis
(Zenger and Folkman, 2014) those ‘stuck in the middle of everything’ could best be described
as the unhappiest among workers, while according to a 2012 UK study by business performance
consultants Lane4, 91% of all the surveyed UK workers believe the majority of workplace stress
is falling on middle management (Lane4, 2012).

In addition to personal characteristics, certain conditions also contribute for DL to occur. For
example, findings of a UK study in healthcare organizations highlighted difficulties with
accounts of leadership as something to be distributed across organizations; in fact, established
institutional structures and norms may render this approach problematic (Martin and Waring,
2013).

Also, DL has a contextual meaning and managers need to take some precautions to implement

it: i.e. the nature of business, the nature of task and other contextual factors etc. For example,
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DL is likely to be alien in both concept and underlying belief of good or effective leadership, in
particular at start-up level. As Ensley et al. (2006) emphasize, vertical leadership may be
especially important during the early stage of the new venture as it is the entrepreneur who
frames a vision, reflecting heroic notions of individualistic leadership. In the same vein,
Vecchio (2003) states that for many people in small firms - the opportunity to interact with the
top person in a firm represents a significant possibility to receive approval or affirmation from
an “authority figure” (Vecchio, 2003, 316).

3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter | explored the international and the limited local literature for definitions on the
roles and duties of middle managers from both public and private sectors. Leadership scholars
considered this layer of management as central in the management of an educational institution
or a private enterprise, in order to raise the standards of every organization. In fact, given that
middle managers are described as a form of link between the upper and lower levels of an
organizations, they are considered as key agents in delivering the strategic goals of the
organization. Whilst the literature acknowledges the complex and demanding positions that
middle managers occupy in both sectors, this particular layer of management operate in a
hierarchical structure. In addition, middle managers literally seem to be putting on different hats.
In fact, their role implies having direct contact with members of the senior leadership team
(Mercer and Ri, 2006) but also having relationship with other colleagues, while leading and
managing staff.

While DL is being promoted at international and at local Maltese level, middle management can
be considered as a means of implementing this model in both public and private organizations.
In such a context it is critical that there is a clear understanding of how DL is enacted and
experienced by middle managers with the aim of gaining a fuller view of their roles and
responsibilities, on which an organisation rely for its advancement. Hence, this current research
has placed the middle managers at the core of DL in order to explore to what extent they are
actively engaged and participate in organizational processes. In doing so, it will specifically
explore middle managers’ s DL forms of relationship with three different layers of management
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with which a middle manager usually interacts within an organization (i.e. top managers, other
middle managers, or other team members). This research also intends to show how middle
managers experience their leadership practice from an individual perspective (i.e. How far
middle managers are actively engaged in leadership process in both schools and iGaming
companies? How is DL actually practiced by middle managers?). In this sense, the importance
of the context in understanding middle managers’ experiences is highlighted so that it may be
valid to investigate whether middle in state schools differ from business managers in terms of
DL.
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Chapter 4. Conceptualizing and Defining Distributed Leadership in
Middle Management

4.1 Introduction

Contested and vaguely defined concepts constitute a widespread issue in the fields of study of
business management and education and, in general, in social sciences (Podsakoff et al., 2016).
In this sense, as reported in the previous chapters, leadership scholars have acknowledged that
the DL model is no exception (Bolden, 2011; Mayrowetz, 2008; Tian et al., 2016). For example,
Harris and DeFlaminis (2016) pointed out that pioneers within the DL studies initially adopted
the concept as an analytical framework rather than a set theory. Hence, conceptual debates and
attempts at identifying, defining and describing dimensions have flourished, which have been
termed the descriptive approach within the field of DL (e.g. Gronn, 2000). Other scholars have
perceived and applied the framework as a set of practice forms that deliver desirable outcomes,
to empirically investigate DL patterns that seems to exert positive impacts on school or business
improvement. By trying to provide norms and prescriptions to guide practice (e.g. Harris, 2004;
2006; 2013; 2014; Leithwood et al., 2009), the latter group of researchers notably use mostly
qualitative studies of practice in various contexts (Bolden, 2011).

However, both types of approaches rely on broad theoretical notions, rather than clear concepts.
In fact, attempts to conceptualise DL or empirically outline its application have been mostly
unsuccessful, while several literature reviews on DL (e.g. Bennett et al., 2003b; Woods et al.,
2004; Bolden, 2011, Tian et al., 2016) have noticed a lack of a consensual definition of DL. As
a consequence, in the absence of a solid theoretical foundation, the lack of empirical evidence
of the effects of DL has been identified as a research gap in DL studies. Thus, along with clearer
concepts and theoretical models, more precise methodological operationalisations are required,
and | foresee such endeavours as the next stage of research on DL. The process of
operationalization refers to specifying a set of operations or behaviours that can be measured,
addressed or manipulated (Cohen et al., 2007) and it is critical for effective research.

In this chapter, | investigate the DL model in the attempt to provide a better source of its
theoretical development and consequentially of its methodological understanding. Given this

premise, | want to make an original contribution to the further development of concepts and
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sub-concepts within the DL framework, in the attempt to specify central conceptual elements
and dimensions of DL and thus to operationalize it in order to measure middle managers’ DL in
a comparative setting, i.e. the public and private sectors in Malta. To promote consistency in
theoretical and methodological choices in DL, linking theory and method requires developing
an intentional effort to match underlying assumptions and theoretical lenses to methodologies
and to research design and implementation decisions (Fairhurst and Antonakis, 2012).

To this end, in the following sections, | will present the chosen structure - agency perspective

and 1 will focus on essential theoretical DL leadership properties.

4.2 The agency- structure framework: DL as structure and agency

Different approaches are possible in the research and theorizations of DL. Though not pursued
systematically within subsequent dominant DL research, pioneering scholars positioned DL
explicitly within a structure-agency approach (Gronn, 2002; Woods et al., 2004; Tian et al.,
2016). In this sense, following Tian et al.’s (2016) recent recommendation for future research,
DL should be defined and studied in terms of leadership processes that comprises of both
organizational (structural) and individual (agentic) aspects. In this sense, a coherent theoretical
framework developed from a structure-agency perspective (Archer, 1995, 2000; 2003)
synthetised with the concept of human agency and efficacy (Bandura, 1989; 2006) provides a
strong theoretical alignment throughout the current research project. It has served as a
theoretical lens to examine the phenomenon of DL in middle management.

Generally speaking, the agency-structure argument has been central across a range of social
sciences, and in particular, in sociological studies (e.g. Giddens 1979; Sewell, 1992; Ritzer and
Stepnisky, 2017). This debate has led to the development of different theoretical perspectives,
either assuming supremacy of the structure (e.g., Parsons, 1937; 1951; Althusser, 2005) or the
agency (Auberon, 1908; Berger and Luckmann, 1966), or to emphasize dialectic and relational
accounts to structure and agency (see for example Giddens, 1979). The aim of this section is not
to outline the duality of the structure and agency debate. Hence, | will limit my discussion to
the social interplay between the structural processes, vis-a vis the individual agentic dimensions,

as a mean to provide a framework within which to explain DL. More specifically, the interplay
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between context and activity, as the driving force behind the DL perspective was investigated
from the structure - agency perspective rooted in Archer’s analytic dualism approach (1995;
2000; 2003).

Scholars such as Berger, Giddens and Bourdieu have made attempts to overcome the dualism
between structure and agency; however, they have been criticized for conflating the two
dimensions, thus losing the distinctiveness of each and the relationship between them (Reed,
1997; Woods, 2000). In contrast, Archer rebuffs the theorem of the duality of agency and
structure, and instead of diminishing the differences between both, she acknowledges that
structure and agency are capable of independent variation, as each is constituted by emergent
properties that have relative autonomy from one another, and therefore are able to “exert
independent causal influence in their own right” (Archer, 1995, 14). In the leadership field, this
theoretical articulation can be linked to Gronn’s acknowledgement that any individual or
structural view of leadership rests on a false ontological dualism, since the relationship between
structure and agency “is always one of interplay through time: each element is analytically
distinct from, but is ontologically intertwined with, the other” (Gronn, 2000, 318). Hence, in
Archer’s (1995; 2002) critical realist, morphogenetic approach, the dualism is to be understood
as an analytic dualism, which means that in the real world, structure and agency are

ontologically connected in a reciprocal, dynamical causal interplay.

4.2.1 Structure
For purpose of clarity, | define structure, drawing on Woods’ (2000; 2004) formulation in light

of Archer (1995), as emergent properties which exert “powers of constraint and enablement by
shaping the situations in which people find themselves” (Archer, 2000, 307). Similarly,
according to Spillane et al. (2004) structure refers to the various elements, which individuals
must contend with when forming action. In particular, according to Woods et al. (2000),

structure is thus comprised of the following elements:
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Element of structure Definition
Institutional duties of roles, distribution of power and
resources
Cultural systems and patterns of knowledge, ideas and
values);
Social patterns of relationships and interactions,
along with the climate of these

Table 4.1 Elements of structure (Woods et al., 2000)

Structures are the product of prior agency and the condition of current agency, the latter in turn
possibly modifying structural properties, which then form the conditions for future agency.

From different viewpoints, both Bandura (2000; 2006) and Archer (2003) inquire into the
dynamic, reciprocal developments of agency and social structure. In both views, real reflective
and intentional activity with intrinsic real properties of the natural, practical and social world

mediates social structure and person.

4.2.2 Agency
Agency concerns the action of the individual within the context of (and, in fact, through)

structure. This implies self-consciousness, which enables “people to reflect upon their social
context, and to act reflexively towards it” (Archer, 2000, 308), as well as the ability to envisage
alternatives creatively, and to collaborate with others to bring about change. In effect, agency
emerges from active, self-reflective practice intentionally aimed towards self-prioritized
motives. An agentic property is to prioritize motives and roles, balance and decide upon goals
and values to pursue. In this sense, agents have the ability to recognize and apply emotions as
reflective feedback from the real-world interaction about the effects of practice.

From a psychological perspective, in 1989 Bandura defined agency as “the capacity to exercise
control over one’s own thought processes, motivation, and action” (1175). In this sense, agents
are active, reflexive and creative and have powers to self-monitor and mediate social and
cultural structures, which results and shapes a temporal, dialectical development.

More specifically, Bandura (2006) assumes a triadic reciprocal causation model in structure-
agency:

1) the environment (structure), which provides conditions and resources;

2) intrapersonal phenomena such as beliefs, motives and capacities (agent), and
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3) behavior (actions).

The term causation is used to mean functional dependence between events. In this model of
reciprocal causality, internal personal factors in the form of cognitive, affective and biological
events; behavioral patterns; and environmental events all operate as interacting determinants
that influence one another bi-directionally.

The agent chooses and acts towards realizing his or her intentions, seizes structural opportunities
and avoids structural hindrances, and by the action, he or she reinforces or changes the
environmental structure. In this way, the three elements affect each other over time.
Furthermore, the amount of agentic power a person has depends of the employment of agentic
resources in the specific behaviors vis-a-vis the constraints and opportunities of the structure.
Agentic resources involve human properties such as proactivity, competencies, self-influence
and self-regulatory skills, and efficacy cognitions. In Bandura’s theory, agency can be exercised
individually, in a collective or by proxy via competent and powerful others. As such, Bandura
identified personal agency as foundational to engagement (e.g., Bandura, 1989, 2000, 2006;
Schunk, 2008). Individuals who perceive themselves as having a meaningful voice or role in an
activity are more likely to participate. In the same vein, Deci and Ryan (2000) conceive of
agency in terms of self-determination and emphasize autonomy for shaping one’s own
intentions. In this sense, agency is related to an active, sentient state of mind that may be
described as psychologically engaged, committed, or involved.

This assumption represents one the main grounds for the DL agency (Jgnsson et al., 2016)
approach, which I will briefly elaborate on in the following sections, and which represents, from
an agentic perspective, one of the main contributions to the operationalization of DL with regard

to middle management.

71



ORGANIZATIONAL PERSPECTIVE INDIVIDUAL PERSPECTIVE

Leadership Leadership
As STRUCTUR as AGENCY

SOCIO CULTURAL CONTEXT

Fig. 4.1 DL as structure and agency

Within a broader perspective, by applying this analytical approach, DL can be therefore seen as
the complex interplay that bridges agency and structure (Gronn, 2002). In fact, as suggested by
Woods et al. (2004), it should be understood both in relation to structural indicators and evidence
of agency, given “their interplay requires them to be understood in combination” (450) and that
in practice, these two dimensions would often interact. In addition, throughout the DL process,
the socio-cultural context of the organisation largely determines the creation and distribution of
resources as well as regulates the socio-cultural boundaries within which individuals can
exercise their agency.

Given this theoretical premise, | argue that the essential core of DL is enshrined in the duality
of structure and agency. Furthermore, considering the different contextual differences between
the public and private sectors (the research contexts of this study) | have also chosen the
structure-agency analytic dualism as a theoretical lens that recognizes the complementarity of
the individuals, i.e. human agents (middle managers from both sectors) and the contextual
factors i.e. structure within which they are enacted to engage in DL. Applied to DL, structure
designates all existing environmental constraints, resources, values for the agent (middle

manager), who participates in leadership functions with (reciprocal) influence. Thus, DL agency
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refers to a person’s capacities for and experiences with actions intended towards leading others
to act towards common, organizational goals.
In the following sections, in order to have a better understanding of the whole research project,
I will elaborate on DL agency in middle management by specifying central and conceptual
elements of DL which are repeatedly mentioned throughout the thesis. Specifically, by
establishing the reciprocal influence as a defining feature of DL, | will then point out theoretical
elements of

- DL agency;

- DL configurations with specific reference to middle management;

- DL functions in middle management;

- DLA (Distributed Leadership Agency).

4.3 Distributed Leadership and influence

As Lumby (2013) and others (e.g. Bolden, 2011) before her notes, processes of power and
influence in DL have mainly been outside the attention of DL researchers. Given that in the
early conceptual framework Gronn defines influence at the core of leadership per se (2000;
2002), the tendency to neglect influence as an inherent part of DL is unfortunate. Early in the
history of DL, Gronn (2000) explicitly treats DL and influence as the same, conflated concept,
basing much of the concept of DL on mechanisms of social influence. Another group of seminal
DL researchers also noticed that influence is a significant aspect of leadership relations, an
element that is extended in DL (Spillane et al., 2004) and in a more recent article, Ho et al.
(2015) explicitly mentions social influence as an element within the DL activity system. In this
sense, the most elaborate theoretical development is only recent. Woods (2016) meets the
critique of a lack of emphasis on power in DL and he furthers the power/influence perspective
on DL by applying a Weberian approach to social authority in a powerful theoretical analysis
of DL. Woods’ (2016) approach is in line with Gronn’s (2002) original view of leadership as a
voluntarily ascribed status of influence to individuals, groups or organizational units. Woods
draws on the distinction between domination/‘power over’ and production/ ‘power to’ but

elaborates the latter to include power ‘though and with others.” While the former provides a lens
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suitable for explaining tensions and struggles in DL practice, it is antithetic to the theoretical
conception of leadership as a shared property. Moreover, authority through and with others
resonates very well with the original theory outlined by Gronn (2000; 2002). In these works, he
stresses that reciprocally influential processes are at the core of DL practice. In fact, processes
of reciprocal influence amongst members initiate and organize individuals work efforts into a
well-orchestrated and conjoint action (Gronn, 2000). Also, processes of reciprocal influence
facilitate each person’s formation of and commitments to the collective goal of an action and
that the individual efforts are synergistically coordinated. Influence processes emerge, rotate,
vanish or institutionalize into a more fixed patterns of distributed formal or informal leaders
(Gronn, 2000; 2002).

By implication, reciprocal influence is a defining element of DL, and concepts and

operationalisations should therefore include reciprocal influence.

4.4 Distributed Leadership configurations and Middle management

A primary point in the literature is that DL is opposed to the basic idea that leadership is merely
a property of an individual. In this sense, it is a “fluid or emergent property” rather than a “fixed
phenomenon” (Gronn, 2000, 24), “stretched over the work of a number of individuals where the
leadership task is accomplished thought the interaction of multiple leaders” (Spillane et al.,
2001, 20). For leadership to be distributed in this way, it must be a property of a group or dyad
of cooperating persons organized into a division of labor (for example, an organizational unit or
a department). As such, DL operates through relations between people or groups (Gronn, 2000;
2002; 2008a; 2008b). Specifically, by framing leadership as a process of social influence (Yukl
et al., 2002), Gronn’s concept of leadership configuration might be considered as a
representational vehicle comprising “a mixture of various focused and holistically distributed
elements” (Gronn, 2010, 424). In fact, Gronn (2009) advocates for extending the concept of DL
by explicitly including formal leaders into DL units, and thereby viewing configurations of DL
as ‘hybrid forms’. Gronn (2008a) reviews DL studies and finds that formal leaders exerting
formal top-down influence, and peers exerting interpersonal influence form prevalent and

typical DL relationships. By introducing the concept of hybrid leadership, Gronn (2008a)
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emphasizes that formal leaders can- and often will join collectives exerting DL, hence
hybridizing formal and informal (employee) leaders in a collaboration about leadership
functions. By this extension, Gronn (2009) recognizes that in real life, formal and informal,
focused and dispersed leadership co-exist and interact in DL leadership processes. With these
notions, formal leaders and their interactions with other organizational agents become a central
focus of inquiry in DL literature.

By implication, middle management - the layer of management under investigation - takes a
position of theoretical and practical interest for understanding hybrids of DL, because middle
managers are in the ‘middle’ of leadership processes with direct interaction with employees,
managers at the same level and a superior manager. In this sense, middle managers may be
regarded as “agents of control, subjects of control, objects of resistance and resisters to those
very controls” (Harding et al., 2014) since they deal with different sources of influences

(different layers of management), thus configuring different levels of leadership distribution.

4.5 Leadership functions in Middle Management

Following Gibb (1954), Gronn (2000) construes leadership as a group function, which may vary
on a continuum between focused and distributed. From this angle, DL denotes a function that
multiple persons fill to enable a collective to perform a concertive action. Most DL literature is
not clear about what specific functions leadership serve, though Gronn (2000; 2010) mentions
that leadership is generally understood as to initiate and coordinate individual efforts within the
acting collective. However, Jansson et al. (2016) elaborate the notions of leadership functions
by applying Yukl et al.’s (2002) analysis of leadership functions to the DL framework. In fact,
Yukl et al. (2012) provides a parsimonious and meaningful conceptual framework that includes
most of the specific behaviors found to be relevant for effective leadership. Drawing on findings
from prior leadership research, the authors identified three broadly-defined categories, namely
meta- categories. Each category includes specific behaviour dimensions that are observable by
others and may be potentially applicable to all types of leaders (formal and informal) within an

organization, namely 1) leading tasks; 2) relations; and 3) change in organizations.

75



Task leadership encompasses initiating, planning, allocating responsibilities and monitoring the
progress of the work and in general making sure that the collective performs their tasks
efficiently. Within DL literature, task performance is a classic motive and argument for
enhancing DL practice (Harris, 2004; Mayrowetz, 2008).

The second meta category includes relation-oriented leadership functions and deals with the
human resource side of work. In fact, relation-oriented leadership functions entail care for the
well-being and growth of the human beings who inhabit the organization. The purpose of
relation-oriented leadership is to support others and enabling skill development to strengthen
human capital within an organization. This forms a prevalent stream of DL research, which
Mayrowetz (2008) denotes as DL as human capacity building.

The third category deals with change and encompasses monitoring the environment as well as
stimulation and the support of innovation. The three leadership categories have a distributable
nature because they represent different functions that can be distributed amongst several persons
(Jansson et al., 2016). DL in organizational change has also been a prevalent theme within DL
literature (Buchanan et., 2007; Harris et al., 2007; Chreim et al., 2010; Currie and Lockett, 2011,
Spillane and Coldren, 2015). For example, with respect to the school context, Leithwood et al.
(2007) note that DL functions includes setting a direction by envisioning change and changing
school culture and structure.

For the present purpose, based on the above-mentioned analysis and a review of literature on
middle managers’ roles in both sectors, applying Yukl et al.’s (2002) categorization,
conceptualization and methodological operationalization should treat DL in middle
management as being comprised of three main categories of leadership functions, namely tasks,
people and change leadership as follows:
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Meta-category Primary objective Leadership behaviors
(1) short term planning,
Task High efficiency in the use of resources (2) clarifying
and personnel, and high reliability of responsibilities and
operations, products, and services performance objectives,
(3) monitoring operations
and performance.
(1) supporting, (2)
Strong commitment to the unit and its developing, (3)
Relation mission, and a high level of mutual trust | recognizing, (4)
and cooperation among consulting, and (5)
members. empowering.
(1) external monitoring,
Change Major innovative improvements (in (2) envisioning change,
processes, products, or services), and (3) encouraging
adaptation to external changes. innovative thinking, and
(4) taking
personal risks to
implement change.

Table 4.2 Meta categories of leadership functions (Yukl et al., 2002)

4.6 Distributed Leadership Agency (DLA)

In the structure-agency duality model, individuals’ agency is a central element (Tian et. al, 2016)
and the exercise of agency in the present research project takes place at both individual and
collective levels. As mentioned earlier, Woods et al. (2004) drew on the connection between
agency and DL in their structure-agency model, by claiming that institutional, cultural, and
social structures could transform into resources for agency. In return, agency, in many ways,
also affects and alters structures (Woods et al., 2004). Hence, the release of agency will be
viewed as realizable through its incarnation as a dialogic structure based on interpersonal
interactions and sociality.

Following this line of reasoning, | regard agency as one pivotal element to theorise DL for
middle managers. Moreover, the timeliness of the present study is underlined by a meta-analysis
by Tian et al. (2016) who suggested that DL field lacks important research on “leadership from
the viewpoint of the individual as an agency” (159). Drawing on Jgnsson et al. ’s (2016; 2017)
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research on DL in the health context, | define Distributed Leadership Agency (DLA) as a
construct that is theoretically based on the conception of DL applying an activity theory
approach (Groon, 2002). In particular, DLA refers to the degree to which middle managers
individually experience being actively engaged in leadership activities within 1) organizational
change, 2) managing tasks and 3) strengthening social relations at work (Jgnsson et al., 2016,
applying Yukl et al.” s (2002) three meta-categories of leadership functions). In this sense, DLA
refers to a person’s capacities for, and experiences with, actions intended toward leading others
to act toward common, organizational goals (within tasks, relation and change functions). This
definition encompasses that all organizational members - with and without formal leadership
function - can execute leadership tasks and it focusses on the perspective of the individual as an
agency. In other words, DLA represents an approach to leadership in which leadership functions
are distributed to all members who are willing to undertake such tasks and responsibilities,
individually or collectively. However, the original Jgnsson’s research (2016) was developed in
the health sector (not in the educational or in a comparative setting) with employees (not middle
managers with formal leadership positions) and in another national context (Denmark) in which

culture and labour market tradition incorporate participative value (see Hofstede, 2001)

4.7 Applying the structural-agentic framework to DL in Middle Management

By applying the structure-agency duality model of DL to middle management, | argue that from
a structural perspective, DL refers to ‘distributedness’ of roles and influence across the
organizational structure. From this viewpoint, Gronn’s (2008a, 2008b; 2009; 2016; 2017)
descriptions of hybrids of leadership, and collective leadership configurations could also be an
example of structural concepts. In fact, with the concept of hybrid leadership, Gronn (2008a)
emphasizes that formal leaders can and often will join collectives exerting DL, hence
hybridizing formal and informal (employee) leaders as well as professional and managerial
expertise. In this sense, leadership configurations designate particular relational constellations
of a collective DL structure. As indicated earlier, Gronn (2008a; 2008b; 2017) reviews studies
and finds formal leaders exerting formal top-down influence and peers exerting interpersonal

influence form typical DL relationships. Hence, DL and influence processes may take both
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vertical (i.e. upwards and downwards) and horizontal organizational directions. By
conceptualizing hybrid leadership and distinguishing between different constellations, these
later theoretical developments provide a conceptual lens for acknowledging the de facto
working agreements, processes and different level of relationships form DL practice. This is an
insight that includes and transcends processes prescribed by a formal organizational structure.
In addition, drawing on Wood et al.’s (2004) definition of structure, I acknowledge that a
structure may include myriads of possible actions determining features, and that with respect to
DL, there can be many different structural constraints and resources. In particular, with respect
to the Maltese context it would be worthwhile to explore values, cultural and relational elements
together with forms and formats of DL that middle managers have adopted in both sectors.

In line with this structural-agentic distinction (Archer, 1995; 2000), Tian et al.’s (2016) recent
meta-analysis of DL studies shows that leadership as a resource (the structural view) from an
organizational perspective have dominated studies on DL (Leithwood et al., 2007; Murphy et
al., 2009; Woods et al., 2004) while the agentic perspective is missing. It must be recognized
that the individual agency is “a vital presupposition for the ability to have ownership,
empowerment, self-efficacy, and well-being in the organization” (Tian et al., 2016, 157). In fact,
this may help create ideal circumstances for DL to be realized in schools and private
organizations (the research context of study).

With respect to the agentic dimension, | have chosen to conduct an analytical reduction and
focus on middle manager’s DL configurations with:

1) direct managers (designating upward distributed leadership and reciprocal influence
processes);

2) peer managers or colleagues of similar status (horizontal processes) and;

3) employees who report to them (downward processes).

A reason behind this choice is that these configurations may be the most prevalent relationships
that allows a middle manager to act formally or informally as a leader within a relationship with
another person or a group. This concept departs from Gronn’ descriptions of leadership
configurations (2008a; 2008b; 2011; 2017), i.e. constellations of people between DL-
participating persons in leading specific collective actions. In other words, the more a middle

manager should be involved in leadership functions, such as tasks, relations or change leadership
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and reciprocally sharing influence, the more could the person can act intentionally and goal-
oriented, thus shaping the formal and informal structural elements of a workplace. In fact,
according to the structure- agency theoretical notions, structural properties reciprocally shape
agentic properties.

By implication, | operationalize DLA as an individual’s sum of involvements in DL
configurations. The difference between DL configurations and DLA is that DL configurations
denotes distribution of leadership functions and reciprocal influence, and as such, I must
comprehend DL configurations at relational and/or collective levels of analyses. In contrast to
this, DLA belongs to an individual level of analysis as the experiential impact of the totality of
leadership actions within leadership configurations. Subscribing to Bandura’s (2001, 2006)
triadic reciprocal determinist theory, concrete DL actions are founded upon and reinforce or
change the DL agent and structural DL configurations. The DL agent develops as an agent by
successful DL actions, and the resulting psychological state of DLA provide the person’s basis
of future actions constrained and promoted by the structure.

To summarise, for the purposes of measurement and operationalization, middle managers” DL
relationships will be measured as a middle manager’s participation in task, people and change
leadership in a reciprocal influence with his or her manager, peers and employees. | will also
argue that different configurations (Gronn, 2008a; 2008b) of structure and agency enable (or
constrain) influence on the way in which DL is enacted. In the same way, | can also argue that
employee participation in leadership responsibilities is not a prescriptive task and cannot be
forced upon employees, and the leadership distribution, to a large extent, depends on the
employee’s own initiative and culture of the workplace (Jgnsson, et al., 2016). Finally, agential
evidence includes different aspects to do with people as social actors responding to, utilizing

and shaping these structural properties (Woods et al., 2004).

4.8 Conclusion

As | have shown in these chapters, leadership researchers have constructed different research

frameworks to define and explain the phenomenon of DL. In fact, scholars have either applied
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a descriptive or a normative approach to the study of leadership. Moreover, the problematic
nature of DL has been discussed in relation to different typologies, models, forms and formats.
Whereas leading theorists (Gronn, 2008; 2017; Spillane et al., 2007) construe DL predominantly
as a frame of analysis, other scholars take a more practical or applied view. In both cases, there
is little agreement on the meaning of the term, and very few empirical studies of DL in action
in both sectors. To fill this gap, according to recent literature. (Crawford, 2012; Hatcher, 2005;
Mayrowetz, 2008; Tian et al., 2016) | have chosen the structure-agency perspective rooted in
Archer’s analytic dualism approach (1995; 2000) as the theoretical lens through which DL can
be studied and understood. Following this approach, structure and agency can be analyzed
individually but not comprehended separately. This perspective provides a strong
methodological alignment throughout the research process and it serves to operationalize DL in
middle management. In this sense, with respect to middle management, | have explored mostly
the international literature for definitions on the roles and duties of middle leaders, by
highlighting how middle leadership is considered indispensable for the implementation of DL.
Following this structure-agency approach and given a lack of a clear definition of DL, from this
literature review, emerged some fundamental research questions related to my study in order to
improve the foundation for new theoretical developments about DL in middle management (i.e.
the operationalization of the DLA):

1) from a structural perspective: which forms, values, rationales and formats of DL have schools
and iGaming companies adopted in Malta and are there any difference or similarities in both
organizational contexts (schools and private iGaming companies)?;

2) from an agentic perspective, are there differences/similarities in DLA between middle
managers in both public and private sectors and do these differences/similarities relate
differently with outcome variables?

The above two core points which have emerged out of a review of the literature on this topic
informed the following Research questions according to the structural and agentic distinction of
DL:

Structural dimension

1) What are the structural manifestations of DL in state schools and private iGaming enterprises

in Malta? Are there any difference/similarities?
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Agentic dimension

2) How do middle managers from both the public and private sectors enact DLA (Distributed
Leadership Agency)?

3) How does DLA relate to outcome variables (performance, innovation, commitment and job
satisfaction)? Are there differences in DLA in middle managers from the public and private
sectors?
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Chapter 5. Researching Distributed Leadership in Middle Management:
methodological choices and issues

Two roads diverged in a wood, and ... | took the one less travelled by, and
that has made all the difference."  Robert Frost (1916)

5.1 Introduction

This study used a mixed method design and encompassed two sub-studies with the aim of
exploring the structural dimension (Study 1) and the agentic dimension of DL (Study 2) in
middle management in Malta. In this chapter, | introduce the research project as whole. More
specifically, | examine the different methodological issues and the theoretical and philosophical
position that underpinned and influenced the research design choices and strategies.

First, I explain the arguments around research paradigms and the paradigm of this research, by
problematizing the notion of ‘paradigm’ (Paragraph 5.2). Next, | continue with a discussion of
the epistemological perspective of my research with a focus on my choice of the ‘dialectical
pluralism’ (Paragraph 5.3). Then, | provide a justification for using mixed method research
(Paragraph 5.4) and a description of its core characteristics (Paragraph 5.5.). Finally, | discuss

validity, reliability and ethical issues related to the two studies as a whole.

5.2 In search of the Philosophical underpinning

The “paradigmatic foundations” (Teddle and Tashakkori, 2003, 4) of reality are critical to
explain how researchers construe the shape of the social world and consequently how they
acquire, interpret and communicate knowledge relating to that reality (Cohen et al., 2000;
Morrison, 2007). It is therefore important to engage in discussions about what characterizes or
can be considered a paradigm. In this study, I conceptualize ‘paradigms’ based on Morgan ’s
(2007) definition: ‘‘systems of beliefs and practices that influence how researchers select both
the questions they study and methods that they use to study them’” (49). The term paradigm
gained its popularity thanks to Thomas Kuhn’s landmark book, The Structure of Scientific

Revolutions (1962/ 1996). However, since then social scientists talk about ‘paradigms’ and
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mean entirely different things (Patton 1982; Schwandt, 1989). In effect, by sorting out the
multiple meanings and uses of the word ‘paradigm’, Morgan (2007) identified four versions of
the paradigm concepts, which are distinguished according to their level of generality of that
belief system: 1) paradigms as worldviews; 2) paradigm as epistemological stances; 3)
paradigms as shared beliefs among members of a specialty area; 4) paradigms as model
examples of research. In all the cases, these are treated as shared belief systems that influence
the kinds of knowledge the researchers seek and how they interpret the evidence they collect.
Freshwater and Cahill (2013) argue for conceptualizing paradigms not as static perspectives but
as ‘constructed entities’ that are more fluid (see Morgan, 2007). In fact, the term paradigm is
not a singular concept with full agreement on definition, and there never will be a single correct
definition of paradigm that ‘carves nature at its joints’. A key point is here that researchers define
paradigms differently and use the term in multiple way (Johnson, 2011).
According to Shannon-Baker (2016), I still argue that the conscious use of paradigms can offer
a framework for researchers to help guide their decisions during the inquiry process. However,
paradigms should not be seen as exclusive tools (Biesta, 2010) or unchanging entities, which
restrict all aspects of the research process. Instead, paradigms can help frame one’s approach to
a research problem and offer suggestions for how to address it given certain beliefs about the
world. Thus, | see paradigms as a guide that the researcher can use to ground their research
(Shannon- Baker, 2016).

| deliberately do not intend to engage with the typical and recurrent discussions relating to the
‘paradigm wars’ in social research (Gage, 1989; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2003) and that, in the
worst scenario, have contended that “accommodation between paradigms is impossible” (Guba,
1990, 81) (i.e. the incompatibility thesis, Howe, 1988; Greene, 2007; Mertens, 2012;
Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009).

Traditionally, quantitative purists believe that social observations should be treated as entities
in much the same way that physical scientists treat physical phenomena. Quantitative purists
maintain that social science inquiry should be objective. Instead, qualitative purists (also called
constructivists and interpretivists) reject what they call positivism. They argue for the
superiority of constructivism, idealism, relativism, humanism, hermeneutics, and, sometimes,

postmodernism, contending that multiple-constructed realities abound and that time- and
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context-free generalizations are neither desirable nor possible (Cohen et al., 2007). The notion
of a paradigm war involving fundamental incompatibilities between quantitative (QUAN) and
qualitative (QUAL) paradigms (Reichhardt and Rallis, 1994; Denzin, 2010).

Rather than see myself in the lineage of some -ism perspectives, | want to point out the elusive
nature of ‘conceptualizing the concept of paradigms’, in other words, of what constitutes a
paradigm (Freshwater and Cahill, 2013). In light of this, my approach is not honouring one
paradigm as better than another, or, on the other hand, taking an ‘a paradigmatic’ approach.
Rather, 1 would like to grant myself a greater degree of plurality in considerations of what
constitutes paradigms. In this sense, the ontology that informs this work is founded in an
orientation that views reality as being multiple, ambiguous and variable (O’ Leary, 2004). In
general, the stand taken here is similar to Shannon Baker’s perspective (2016) who approaches
the issue asking, “not whether paradigms are useful but how paradigm can be intentionally used”
(321). In this sense, paradigms should not be considered as Kantian categorical imperatives that
I must always follow, despite any natural desires or inclinations I may have to the contrary. In
fact, humans have a tendency to attempt to simplify concepts such as paradigms as a way to deal
with societal complexities. Labels and categories may be appropriate tools to facilitate
communication, but when categories that are used for grouping are conceived as rigid and
lawlike, they have a tendency to promote an either or stance (Christ, 2013).

This approach will allow me to engage with difference through “the possibility of mixing at
multiple levels (methods, methodologies, and paradigms)” (Molina et al., 2017, 180). In effect,
in the face of past calls for each researcher to operate within a single paradigm, it turns out that
some researchers/practitioners find many positive features in more than one paradigm, by
adopting a ‘multi-paradigmatic perspective’ (Johnson, 2017).

Hence, | posit myself within that group of researchers that see the world with more pragmatic
and ecumenical eyes, since multiple lenses are needed to attain more valid, adequate, in-depth
knowledge of the phenomena we study (Maxwell, 2011). In this sense, it is assumed that reality
and social phenomena can be observed both objectively and subjectively, resulting in different
yet valid insights of reality (Klingner and Boardman, 2011). This approach follows Johnson and

Gray (2010)’s position who characterize what they consider the mixed methods position on this
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issue as ontological pluralism or multiple realism, which “fully acknowledges the ‘realities’
discussed in mixed method research ... rejects singular reductionisms and dogmatisms” (72)

In addition, within an increased acknowledgment that lines between epistemologies have been
blurred with some scholars questioning if the term ‘paradigm’ could be a useful concept, (i.e.
Johnson, 2011), | still argue that the paradigm (or philosophical perspectives) offers a
framework to guide the research inquiry and the research design (Mertens, 2012; Shannon-
Baker, 2016).

With respect to leadership studies, this debate has some significance because it often cuts across
different paradigms. For example, leadership research has been strongly dominated by
positivistic/neo-positivistic assumptions together with an emphasis on rules and procedures for
the securing of objectivity in practice and results (Alvesson, 1996). In addition, quantitative
methods are dominant in management studies and has been a reasonably unquestioned approach
for exploring social and behavioural sciences since the twentieth century (Jogulu and Pansiri,
2011). Without rejecting this perspective completely, | would like to preserve myself from the
tendency to reify the concept of leadership, by complementing this presumed objectivistic
approach with another perspective that can influence my epistemological and ontological
position. My intention here is also to avoid the marginalization of the social that can arise from
an excessive focus on the individual (Archer, 1996). This perspective could have therefore as a
corollary to subvert what might be termed as ‘normative leadership advocacy’ and the
longstanding tradition of adjectivism (as ‘strategic’, ‘servant’, ‘authentic’, ‘visionary’,
‘charismatic’) which can be conceived within traits theories and positivist approaches. In the
same vein, | share with other anti-positivists the view that multiple interpretations of events and
different concepts and classificatory schemes can be used to describe the leadership
phenomenon.

Overall, 1 do not aim to solve the metaphysical, epistemological, axiological (e.g., ethical,
normative), and methodological differences between the purist positions, rather, as | showed
above, | want to critically engage with each position, taking a dialectical approach so that
differences and similarities between philosophical perspectives (paradigms) can be represented
and honoured. To support this view, in the case of mixed methods designs, Greene and Caracelli

(1997, 2003) and Greene and Hall (2010) stated that researchers can use multiple paradigms to
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explore differences throughout the social world and obtain better a understanding of the inherent

complexities and multi-faces of human phenomena.

5.3 A dialectical approach to paradigms

To deal with this problem a range of alternative approaches have been developed (Tashakkori
and Teddlie, 2003; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007). These approaches can be classified into
three basic categories: a- paradigmatic stance, multiple paradigm approach and the single
paradigm approach. The first of these simply ignores paradigmatic issues altogether; the second
asserts that alternative paradigms are not incompatible and can be used in the one research
project and the third claims that both quantitative and qualitative research can be accommodated
under a single paradigm (Hall, 2013). In this sense, there has been much debate about the role
of paradigms in mixed methods research. As indicated earlier, in the face of past calls for each
researcher to operate within a single paradigm, it turns out that some researchers/practitioners
find many positive features in more than one paradigm. (Johnson, 2017). Although a typological
approach of mixed-methods research could help researchers select a particular design for their
study (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2003), mixed-methods studies have a far greater diversity than
any single typology can actually capture (Greene and Caracelli, 1997; Tashakkori and Teddlie,
2003). In particular, the existence of more than two paradigms (e.g., positivist, critical realist,
postpositivist), the diversity of qualitative and quantitative approaches that one can employ, the
wide range of purposes of mixed-methods research, and differences with respect to time
orientation have made actually using a mixed-methods design far more complicated than simply
fitting it in a typology framework (Maxwell and Loomis, 2003). Consistent with Maxwell and
Loomis (2003), I believe that one can use a more flexible approach to mixed-methods research
designs to address the limitations of the typology approach.

From an epistemological perspective, one can conduct mixed-methods research using a single
paradigm or multiple paradigms. A single paradigm perspective proposes that one can
accommodate both quantitative and qualitative research under the same paradigm (e.g.,
positivist, realist) (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998). A multiple paradigm perspective claims that
alternative paradigms are compatible and can be used in one research project (Teddlie and
Tashakkori, 2003). Greene (2007) has repeatedly voiced the opinion that there is value in
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recognizing various philosophical perspectives including pragmatism but advocates for a
dialectical approach opening dialogue about alternative paradigmatic stances when conducting
mixed methods research.

Given these premises, | would like to take the recent challenge suggested by Given (2017): “as
a qualitative research there is one other significant step that we - and other, non-qualitative
researchers—need to take. We need to stop using the term mixed method study and start talking
about the design of a ‘mixed paradigm’ study’. | use a range of qualitative methodologies and
methods in my interdisciplinary research, but | also incorporate quantitative designs, where
appropriate. In doing so, | know that | am embracing different paradigms and | understand the
limitation and benefits of that decision which allows me to articulate a way to listen to multiple
paradigms” (2). This view seems to align with the so-called dialectical pluralism, (Johnson,
2017)

Mixed method research is traditionally defined as requiring (necessarily) the use of both
qualitative and quantitative methods or data. The ‘traditional’ definition, however, if taken in a
rigid and reductionist manner, may serve to exclude some important researchers and
practitioners. I envision, therefore, a mixed method research and inquiry that includes ‘multiple
and mixed’ research projects that facilitate and reside at the intersections of multiple methods,
purposes, kinds of data, and levels of analysis, and in other words, a range of paradigms (Hesse-
Bibber and Johnson, 2013).

Following that, instead of conceptualizing another ‘paradigm or perspective entirely, dialectics
argues for using two or more paradigms together. According to Greene and Hall (2010), a
dialectic perspective brings together two or more paradigms in ‘‘respectful dialogue’” with one
another throughout the research process (124). Finally, what makes dialectical pluralism
different is that it recommends that one concurrently and equally value multiple perspectives
and paradigms. (Greene, 2007; Greene 2008; Johnson, 2017).

To adopt a dialectical position required researchers to reach out across their own “methods
comfort zone” to think outside their normal everyday methods routine. Instead, this intellectual
process consists of interacting with multiple epistemologies and consequently it requires
epistemological listening (i.e., dialogue with multiple epistemologies). As Johnson (2017)

points out “this broad dialecticism will enable people to continually interact with different
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ontologies, epistemologies, ethical principles/systems, disciplines, methodologies, and methods
in order to produce useful wholes” (158). As a result, the kinds of knowledge produced will
often be broader, deeper, more complex, and holistic yet multifaceted. As a result, one of the
methodological principles that this study will follow is: “Researchers and stakeholders should
dialectically listen and consider multiple methodological concepts, issues, inquiry logics, and
particular research methods and construct the appropriate mix for each research study”
(Johnson, 2017, 167).

In terms of the research process, the dialectic perspective believes that the methods used should
depend on the study at hand. In this sense, | follow Shannon- Baker (2016)’suggestions
according to which the researchers should collect, analyze, and report data in ways that promotes
dialogue, particularly between the quantitative and qualitative data sets (Greene and Hall, 2010).
For example, in the Discussion Chapter | present comparative data by bringing together both

the qualitative and quantitative strands (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011).

5.4 Research design: the rationale

Harris and DeFlaminis (2016) notice that DL pioneers initially used the concept as an analytical
framework, rather than a set theory. As a result, conceptual debates and attempts at identifying
defining dimensions have flourished, which have been termed the descriptive approach within
the field of DL. Other scholars have perceived and applied the framework as a set of forms of
practices that delivers desirable outcomes, notably efficiency (typically student learning in
schools) combined with a democratic ethos. This latter approach has been termed normative,
and it is typically recommended for future research in the field (Bolden, 2011; Mayrowetz,
2008). Both types of approaches rely on broad theoretical notions, rather than clear concepts
and explanatory models. As emerged from the literature reported in the previous chapters, the
DL field of study needs to proceed in developing clearer concepts and theoretical models, hence
affording more precise methodological operationalisations. | comprehend such endeavour to be
the next stage of research on DL, to which | am contributing. In terms of research methods, the
DL field is ripe with and by far dominated by qualitative case research (Bolden, 2011; Harris
and DeFlaminis, 2016) and has only scarcely been approached using quantitative methods.
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Hence, based on my earlier stated pluralist viewpoint, according to which, different ways of
investigating a phenomenon will provide a better source of theoretical development, | intend to
contribute to the field of DL by exploring respectively its structural and an agentic dimension.
In fact, taking a non-purist position allows me to mix and match design components that offer
the best chance of answering my specific research questions. (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
My position is similar to Greene’s (2007) approach according to whom “to mix methods in
social inquiry is to set a large table, to invite diverse ways of thinking and valuing to have a seat
at the table, and to dialogue across such differences respectfully and generatively toward deeper
and enhanced understanding (14). In effect, the very nature of leadership as a complex, multi-
level, and socially constructed process (Dinh et al., 2014; Fairhurst and Grant, 2010) requires
research approaches able to embrace this complexity (Stentz et al., 2012). For example, Bass
and Bass (2008) argues that methodological and substantive issues in leadership research are
likely to broaden by presenting the possibility of a new paradigm for leadership that combines
the use of both objectivist and subjectivist views toward better understanding of leadership as a
complex phenomenon.

In line with a dialectical approach to the paradigm discussion, | accept the standpoint of different
research paradigms since this research project aspires to maintain congruence between
philosophical assumptions and choice of method(s). Hence in the following sections I will
present each distinct paradigm as my theoretical perspective of looking at the world (Lincoln
and Guba, 2000) which are suitable for this mixed method design.

This perspective makes possible a strong methodological alignment with my coherent
theoretical framework developed from the structure-agency dualism perspective (Archer, 1995;
2000) in DL and the concept of human agency. In fact, distribution of leadership in the private
and public sectors may appear in different forms and patterns (Woods et al., 2004; Mayrowetz,
2008) which constitute the structure in which agency displays.

The phenomenon of DL is neither entirely objective, nor entirely subjective, but concurrently
objective and subjective. On the one hand, there are objective realities of DL discerned by the
middle managers both in schools and in private enterprises, which are shaped by, for instance,
school/company organizational structures, educational/company policies, social expectations

and cultural norms. On the other hand, such objective realities also constantly shape middle
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managers’ subjective perceptions and experience of DL. This assumption has led me to view
DL and the research subjects (i.e. middle managers in schools and iGaming companies) as
inseparable and non-dualistic (Marton, 2000). Thus, framed by the structure agency perspective,
this research needed a comprehensive view and more data about how DL can be applied in
middle management than either the qualitative or the quantitative approach. For this reason,
given the exploratory nature of the project and to address the research questions which emerged
after carrying out the literature review, a mixed study design had been chosen (Creswell, 2009;
Creswell et al., 2007; Mertens, 2014; Morse, 2016). In fact, the central premise in this research
design is that the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches in combination provides a better
understanding of research problems than either approach alone (Crewsell et al., 2007). Creswell
and Plano Clark (2007) offered a definition of mixed methods research which they saw as
(emphasis is added):

“a research design with philosophical assumptions as well as methods of inquiry. As a
methodology, it involves philosophical assumptions that guide the direction of the
collection and analysis and the mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches in
many phases of the research process. As a method, it focuses on collecting, analyzing,
and mixing both quantitative and qualitative data in a single study or series of studies.
Its central premise is that the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches, in
combination, provides a better understanding of research problems than either approach
alone” (Creswell and Plano Clark 2007, 5).

This definition emphasizes that the philosophical assumptions of this research project are

informing and supporting the development of mixed methods.

More specifically, | have identified four reasons for choosing a mixed method design over

traditional research designs:

1) The exploratory purpose of this research and the identified research questions required a
combination of qualitative and quantitative approach to overcome some of the inadequacies
of the earlier DL research, by far dominated by qualitative research. In addition, this
combination has contributed to define a clearer theoretical and empirical DL framework,
thus providing stronger evidence for a conclusion and corroboration of findings.

2) Following the analytical distinction of the structure-agency model, research questions in this

research project required:
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2.1. the investigation of the structural element of DL in middle management together with a
clearer theoretical framework on DL (Study 1, qualitative phase)
2.2 the empirical investigation of the agentic dimension in DL through a sequential
explanatory mixed methods design (see further details in the following section) in which the
exploratory quantitative phase is followed by the explanatory qualitative phase, followed by
the integration of the two findings (Study 2, quantitative and qualitative phase).

In fact, my aim was to collect multiple data using different strategies, approaches, and methods

in such a way that the resulting mixture is most likely to result in complementary strengths and

no overlapping weaknesses (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). In this sense, findings can be

broader and more comprehensive because the researcher is not focused on a single approach.

3) There are insufficient studies available in the current literature in terms of the agentic
perspective of DL (Tian et al., 2016). Hence, with respect to Study 2 a combination of
qualitative and quantitative methods enabled me to obtain a detailed understanding of the
phenomena to enhance the validity of the findings (Greene, 2007). In fact, mixed methods
provide a “more complete picture by noting trends and generalizations as well as in-depth
knowledge of participants’ perspectives” (Creswell and Plano, 2007, 33)

4) Mixed methods advocate the use of both inductive and deductive research logics which
represent a strength point in itself. Having an inductive-deductive cycle enabled me to
equally undertake theory generation and hypothesis testing in a single research project

without compromising one for the other (Jogulu and Pansiri, 2011).

Furthermore, to achieve these objectives, this mixed study design included a comparative
strategy between the two different organizational contexts, that is the different research contexts
of study. In fact, | investigated DL elements by comparing findings from the traditionally
investigated DL context of school organizations with a maximal diverse context, namely
iGaming companies. The rationale of this research design strategy is that if I can apply the
structure-agency framework to investigate the DL phenomena in both public (schools) and a
maximally different organizational context (iGaming companies), this model and its
methodological implications (operationalization) can be applied in many other contexts, thus

adding to the generalizability of the study. This falsification inspired strategy was inspired by
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rationales described in Flyvbjerg’s (2006) critical case sampling strategy. In fact, critical case
sampling involves selecting a small number of important cases to “yield the most information
and have the greatest impact on the development of knowledge” (Patton, 2015, 276). In this
case, | have investigated rationales and relationships with variables existing in case study

organizations i.e. state schools as well as iGaming private companies.

5.5 The Mixed method design and its characteristics

Before discussing and inspecting more closely each distinct phase of the research, it is useful to
consider several aspects that have influenced the design of procedures for this study. In line with
the mixed method literature, several aspects have been addressed in this research study, as
follows): a) Typology; b) Timing; 2) Weighting; 3) Mixing type; 4) Theoretical perspective
(Creswell, 2009; Creswell, et al., 2003; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998; Teddlie and Tashakkori,
2009).

Typology. Single or multiplies studies. Mixed methods studies may involve collecting and
analysing qualitative and quantitative data within a single study or within multiple studies in a
program of inquiry. In this case, by using the analytical distinction of structure and agency, this
research project compromised of two studies to gain a better understanding of the structural and
agentic dimensions of DL in Middle management. Each project is reported separately as a

distinct study, but overall, they both intend to address the general aims of the research.
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DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP IN MIDDLE MANAGEMENT

STRUCTURAL DIMENSION

AGENTIC DIMENSION

Study 1 - qualitative empirical phase

Study 2- mixed method study (quantitative
followed by qualitative)

The objectives of this study are:

a) to explore structural elements of DL in
middle management in Malta

b) to develop a framework for further the
empirical investigation of the agentic
dimension

c) to guide research instruments
development.

In effect, once gained (deeper) greater
insights from qualitative documentary
research and from a further literature
review, DL variables and other constructs
have been determined to develop the
theoretical framework for the Study 2;

In Study 2, the theoretical framework
identified in Study 1, guided the design of the
empirical study (Study 2) which used follow-
up explanations variant of the explanatory
sequential design of mixed methods (Creswell
and Plano Clark, 2011) in which the
exploratory quantitative phase (survey) is
followed by the explanatory qualitative phase
by qualitative methods (interviews) with the
aim of;

a) exploring the agentic dimension of DL in
middle management

b) investigating the relationship between DL
and identified variables

Table 5.1 The overall structure of the project
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Timing refers to the collection or generation of data sets in either a sequential or a concurrent
format. In this research project, each stage of data collection and analysis informed the

subsequent phase, guiding its design and execution.

TIMEFRAME STUDY
May- December 2016 Documentary research (Studyl)
February — September 2017 Survey research (Study 2)
November — February 2018 Interview (Study 2)

Table 5.2 General timeline of the research

Weighting of the design concerns the relationship between quantitative and qualitative elements
of the study where priority must be determined. Since both structural and agentic dimensions
have been analytically studied, the approach taken in this work is one of almost equal weighting
or equal status (Creswell, 2009; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998) since the overall approach
adopted a combined inductive-deductive approach in which the researcher is involved in a back-
and-forth process of induction (from observation to hypothesis) and deduction (from hypothesis
to implications) (Mouly 1978; Cohen et al., 2007). For example, deductive thinking has been
incorporated to a large extent in the application of the operational DL model and in the
explanations of the findings of the quantitative phase of Study 2. Other scholars (Johnson et al.,
2007; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998), maintain than an equal weighting of the two orientations
is possible when no one method or worldview is seen to predominate or to be superior. This is
in line with the dialectical approach to the paradigm discussion which brings together two or
more paradigms in “respectful dialogue” (Greene and Hall, 2010, 124) with one other
throughout the whole research project. Generally speaking, two of the most common paradigms
are positivism/postpositivism and constructivism (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). For
clarification, Gall et al. (2007) employed the terms quantitative and qualitative research to refer
to positivism/postposit