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Abstract:

Participative leadership is increasingly recognized as an effective approach in universities, where
collaboration, shared decision-making, and employee empowerment are crucial for organizational
success. This study examines the relationship between participative leadership style and employee
performance within a South African university. It explores how leaders who actively involve employees
in decision-making processes influence motivation, job satisfaction, commitment, and overall work
performance. Using a quantitative research approach, data were collected from academic and
administrative staff through structured questionnaires that measured perceptions of participative
leadership practices and various indicators of employee performance. A convenient sample of n=400
was considered for the study. Statistical analyses were then conducted to assess the strength and
significance of the relationship between participative leadership behaviors and employee outcomes. The
findings indicate a positive and significant relationship between participative leadership and employee
performance. The results further suggest that participative leadership fosters a sense of ownership and
accountability among employees, thereby enhancing their performance. This study contributes to the
literature on leadership and organizational behavior within the higher education sector in South Africa
by highlighting the importance of leadership practices that promote collaboration and shared

responsibility.
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Introduction

Leadership is a crucial factor in determining organizational effectiveness, especially in higher education
institutions that operate in complex and resource-constrained environments (Mukwawaya, 2026). In
South African universities, leadership practices significantly influence employee attitudes, behaviors,
and, ultimately, performance outcomes. Among contemporary leadership approaches, participative
leadership also known as democratic leadership has gained prominence due to its focus on employee
involvement in decision-making processes and collaborative problem-solving (Khassawneh & Elrehail,
2022).

Participative leadership is characterized by the inclusion of subordinates in organizational decisions,
fostering shared responsibility, open communication, and mutual trust between leaders and employees.
This style contrasts with traditional autocratic approaches, where authority is centralized and employee
input is limited. In higher education institutions, where knowledge work, innovation, and intellectual
engagement are vital, participative leadership is particularly relevant as it cultivates a sense of
ownership and commitment among academic and administrative staff (Ngo & Van der Westhuizen,
2023).

Research has extensively explored the relationship between participative leadership and employee
performance. Empirical evidence indicates that participative leadership positively impacts employee
performance by enhancing motivation, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment. For example, a
recent study by Mpuangnan, Govender, Mhlongo, & Osei (2024) found that participative leadership
significantly improves employee performance in university settings, with job satisfaction serving as a
mediating variable. This suggests that when employees are actively involved in decision-making, they
are likely to experience greater satisfaction, which in turn leads to improved performance (Khassawneh
& Elrehail, 2022).

In the South African context, higher education institutions face unique challenges, including pressures
for transformation, funding constraints, and the need to enhance institutional performance and global
competitiveness (Mukwawaya, 2025). These challenges call for leadership approaches that are
inclusive and adaptive. Participative leadership has been identified as a critical mechanism for boosting
team effectiveness, innovation, and employee engagement within South African organizations (Smit,
Bam & Zincume, 2023). By empowering employees and valuing their contributions, leaders can foster

a supportive organizational culture that promotes high performance.

Moreover, participative leadership aligns with broader organizational theories, such as social exchange
theory and empowerment theory, which suggest that employees reciprocate supportive leadership

behaviors with increased effort and commitment. In this way, leadership that encourages participation
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can strengthen trust and improve leader-member relationships, thereby enhancing performance
outcomes. Studies conducted in South Africa also emphasize that leadership competencies and styles
significantly impact employee performance, particularly in public sector and institutional environments

where service delivery and efficiency are critical concerns (Smit, 2022).

Despite the growing body of literature, there is still a need for more context-specific research focusing
on South African universities. Much of the existing research has been conducted in corporate settings
or outside of Africa, limiting its applicability to the unique socio-economic and institutional dynamics of
South Africa. Additionally, while participative leadership has been linked to positive outcomes, some
studies warn that it may also lead to slower decision-making processes and potential conflicts if not

effectively managed (Keino & Eng’airo, 2025).

Therefore, examining the relationship between participative leadership style and employee performance
in the context of South African universities is both timely and necessary. Such research would contribute
to a deeper understanding of how leadership practices can be utilized to enhance employee productivity,

engagement, and organizational effectiveness in higher education institutions.

Literature Review

Conceptualising Participative Leadership

Participative leadership, also known as democratic leadership, involves including subordinates in the
decision-making process. This approach encourages shared influence and collaborative problem-
solving (Khassawneh & Elrehail, 2022). It emphasizes empowerment, trust, and the decentralization of
authority, allowing employees to make meaningful contributions to organizational outcomes (Ugoani,
2023).

In university settings, participative leadership is particularly effective within collegial governance

structures, where academic staff expect autonomy and want to be involved in institutional decisions.
Participative or Democratic Leadership Style

The democratic leadership style emphasizes collaboration and information sharing between the leader
and employees. In this approach, both the leader and followers participate equally in decision-making,
though the leader ultimately retains the authority to consider employee inputs when making the final
choice. Khassawneh and Elrehail (2022) noted that this leadership style fosters creativity and innovation
by allowing followers to contribute to decisions. Mpuangnan et al. (2024) added that participative
leadership motivates employees to perform well since their opinions and contributions are valued in the
decision-making process. This style particularly benefits employees with unique skills, as it fosters team
cohesion (Khassawneh & Elrehail, 2022).
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However, Olayisade and Awolusi (2021) warned that the participative leadership style may not be
suitable for large teams or situations requiring quick decision-making. Additionally, there is a risk of weak
scope execution and subpar decisions arising from this leadership approach. Mpuangnan et al. (2024)
also pointed out that a potential challenge of participative leadership is that followers might mistakenly

believe that everyone involved in the decision-making process has an equal stake.
Overview of Participative Leadership in South Africa

Participative leadership, often referred to as democratic leadership, has increasingly become a focal
point in organisational and higher education research due to its emphasis on inclusivity, shared decision-
making, and employee empowerment. In contemporary organisations, particularly within higher
education institutions, leadership is no longer viewed as a top-down function but rather as a collaborative
process that involves multiple stakeholders. This shift is especially relevant in the South African
university context, where institutions are navigating complex challenges such as transformation,
resource limitations, and increasing demands for accountability and performance (Mukwawaya, 2026).
As such, understanding how participative leadership influences employee performance is critical for

improving institutional effectiveness.

Participative leadership is generally conceptualised as a leadership style in which leaders actively
involve subordinates in decision-making processes, encourage the sharing of ideas, and promote joint
problem-solving. According to Khassawneh and Elrehail (2022), participative leadership fosters a sense
of ownership among employees, enhances transparency, and strengthens trust between leaders and
subordinates. These elements are essential in knowledge-based organisations such as universities,
where employees particularly academic staff value autonomy and intellectual contribution. By creating
an environment where employees feel heard and valued, participative leadership is believed to enhance

both individual and organisational outcomes.

The theoretical underpinnings of the relationship between participative leadership and employee
performance can be explained through several frameworks. Social Exchange Theory provides a useful
lens, suggesting that when leaders demonstrate trust and inclusivity, employees are likely to reciprocate
with positive attitudes and behaviours, including improved performance. In this context, participative
leadership can be seen as an investment in the employee—employer relationship, which yields returns
in the form of increased productivity and commitment. Similarly, motivation theories, particularly those
relating to intrinsic motivation, suggest that employees who are involved in decision-making processes
experience a greater sense of autonomy and competence, which in turn enhances their motivation to
perform effectively. Institutional Theory also plays a role in explaining how organisational structures and

norms may either facilitate or constrain participative leadership practices. In highly bureaucratic

WOHLLEBE & ROSS

Discover publication opportunities:
www.wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.729
http://www.wr-publishing.org/

International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983)
Volume: 07 Issue: 07 Year: 2026
https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.729

environments, such as universities, rigid structures may limit the extent to which participative leadership

can be effectively implemented.

Literature consistently demonstrates a positive relationship between participative leadership and
employee performance. Khassawneh and Elrehail (2022) found that participative leadership significantly
improves employee performance and loyalty, although the strength of this relationship is influenced by
the level of institutional complexity. In less rigid organisational environments, participative leadership
tends to have a stronger positive effect, whereas in highly structured settings, its impact may be
diminished. This finding is particularly relevant for universities, which often operate within hierarchical

governance frameworks that may restrict participatory practices.

One of the most significant mediators identified in the literature is job satisfaction. Mpuangnan et al.
(2024) argue that when employees are given the opportunity to contribute to decision-making, they
experience higher levels of job satisfaction, which in turn leads to improved performance outcomes. Job
satisfaction is closely linked to feelings of recognition, fairness, and belonging, all of which are reinforced
by participative leadership practices (Mukwawaya, 2025). In addition to job satisfaction, motivation has
also been identified as a key mediator. Participative leadership fosters intrinsic motivation by allowing
employees to take ownership of their work and by recognising their contributions, thereby encouraging

them to perform at higher levels.

An important aspect of the relationship between participative leadership and employee performance is
employee engagement and voice behavior. Fatoki (2024) emphasizes that leadership styles that
encourage participation foster an environment where employees feel psychologically safe to express
their ideas and concerns. This sense of psychological safety promotes innovation and proactive
behavior, both of which are critical for organizational performance. In higher education, where innovation
and knowledge creation are vital for institutional success, participative leadership's ability to empower

employee voice is particularly beneficial.

Despite generally positive findings, existing literature acknowledges that the effectiveness of
participative leadership depends on various contextual factors. For instance, institutional complexity can
influence the relationship between participative leadership and employee performance. Universities
often face multiple layers of governance, formal procedures, and competing stakeholder interests, which
can limit the implementation of participative practices. Khassawneh and Elrehail (2022) note that in such
complex environments, the benefits of participative leadership may not be as significant. Additionally,
organizational culture plays a critical role, with cultures that value openness, collaboration, and trust
fostering participative leadership, while cultures emphasizing hierarchy and control may obstruct its

effectiveness.
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In the South African context, university leadership is further shaped by socio-economic and historical
factors, including the need for transformation and equity (Mukwawaya, 2026). Haricharan (2023)
emphasizes that leadership approaches in South African public institutions directly affect employee well-
being and performance. Participative leadership, with its focus on inclusivity and shared decision-
making, aligns well with transformation goals and can contribute to a more equitable and supportive
work environment. Similarly, Mtilwa (2022) found that participative leadership positively influences
worker performance in South African organizations, underscoring the importance of involving employees

in organizational processes.

However, the literature also identifies certain limitations and gaps. While participative leadership is
generally linked to positive outcomes, it may not always lead to immediate performance improvements.
In some cases, involving employees in decision-making can be a time-consuming process that slows
down organizational operations. Moreover, there is a relative lack of empirical studies specifically
focusing on participative leadership within South African universities. Much of the existing research has
been conducted in broader organizational contexts or in other regions, indicating a need for more

context-specific studies.

In summarizing the available literature, it's clear that participative leadership has significant potential to
enhance employee performance, particularly when supported by favorable organizational conditions.
The relationship is complex and often mediated by factors such as job satisfaction, motivation, and
employee engagement, while also being influenced by contextual variables like institutional structure
and organizational culture. For South African universities, adopting participative leadership practices
may not only improve employee performance but also support broader institutional goals related to

transformation, inclusivity, and innovation.

Literature provides strong evidence of a positive relationship between participative leadership and
employee performance, although this relationship comes with complexities. The effectiveness of
participative leadership relies on various mediating and moderating factors, as well as the specific
organizational context in which it is applied. Given the unique challenges faced by South African
universities, further research is needed to explore how participative leadership can be effectively
implemented to maximize employee performance and institutional success. Leadership style remains a
crucial determinant of organizational effectiveness, especially in higher education institutions where
knowledge work, collaboration, and innovation are essential. Participative leadership characterized by
shared decision-making and employee involvement has gained prominence as universities address
complex institutional challenges in South Africa, including resource constraints, demands for
transformation, and performance pressures (Venter et al., 2024). This review synthesizes recent
literature on participative leadership and its relationship with employee performance, focusing

specifically on higher education in the South African context.
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Performance Management in South African Higher Education

Performance management in higher education has evolved into a complex and multidimensional
practice influenced by institutional demands for accountability, efficiency, and transformation. In the
South African context, these pressures are heightened by historical inequalities, funding constraints,
and the necessity to remain globally competitive. Literature shows a growing recognition that
performance management systems (PMS) in universities need to extend beyond mere administrative
compliance. They should be integrated, strategic, and development-oriented frameworks that support

both institutional and individual performance.

At a conceptual level, performance management in higher education differs significantly from traditional
corporate models. Universities operate within a knowledge-driven environment where outputs such as
teaching quality, research productivity, and community engagement are not easily quantifiable. Dudycz
(2025) argue that higher education institutions require intelligent management control systems that
incorporate both qualitative and quantitative indicators. This approach allows for a more holistic
evaluation of performance. Aguinis and Burgi-Tian (2023) further emphasize the importance of balancing
global standardization with contextual adaptation. In South Africa, this balance is particularly crucial
since universities must align with international benchmarks while also addressing local socio-economic

and transformation imperatives.

The implementation of performance management systems in South African higher education institutions
has been extensively examined in recent literature, yielding mixed findings regarding effectiveness.
Literature highlights that many institutions struggle to align their performance management practices
with broader strategic objectives. This misalignment often results in fragmented systems where
performance evaluations are conducted as isolated administrative exercises rather than as cohesive
parts of an institutional strategy. Consequently, performance management fails to significantly influence
teaching quality, research output, or institutional development. Additionally, issues related to staff
resistance and a lack of trust in appraisal systems are prevalent. These challenges are not new and

continue to indicate systemic weaknesses in the design and implementation of PMS frameworks.

Another recurring issue in the literature is the perception of performance management as punitive rather
than developmental. Earlier studies by Seyama and Smith are still referenced in recent research
because they effectively explain staff dissatisfaction with performance rewards and incentives.
Contemporary studies confirm that many academics view performance evaluation systems as unfair or
overly bureaucratic, which undermines motivation and engagement. This suggests that despite policy
reforms, institutions have not yet succeeded in creating performance management cultures that are

supportive and growth-oriented.
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Universities are adopting data-driven systems that enable real-time monitoring of performance
indicators such as student throughput, graduation rates, and research outputs. These systems enhance
transparency and accountability, allowing institutional leaders to make evidence-based decisions.
However, literature also warns that adopting digital tools must be accompanied by adequate training
and change management processes to ensure effective utilization. Without these, technological

advancements may fail to translate into meaningful improvements in performance outcomes.

Strategic alignment has emerged as a central theme in recent discussions on performance
management. Sengendo and Eduan (2024) highlight the increasing use of the balanced scorecard
approach in higher education. This framework allows institutions to evaluate performance across
multiple dimensions, including financial sustainability, internal processes, stakeholder satisfaction, and
learning and growth. In the South African context, the balanced scorecard is particularly useful, as it
enables universities to incorporate transformation goals, such as equity and inclusivity, into their
performance measurement systems. This reflects a broader shift toward more comprehensive and

context-sensitive approaches to performance evaluation.

Performance management in higher education has evolved into a complex and multidimensional
practice influenced by institutional demands for accountability, efficiency, and transformation. In the
South African context, these pressures are heightened by historical inequalities, funding constraints,
and the necessity to remain globally competitive. Literature shows a growing recognition that
performance management systems (PMS) in universities need to extend beyond mere administrative
compliance. They should be integrated, strategic, and development-oriented frameworks that support

both institutional and individual performance.

At a conceptual level, performance management in higher education differs significantly from traditional
corporate models. Universities operate within a knowledge-driven environment where outputs such as
teaching quality, research productivity, and community engagement are not easily quantifiable. Dudycz
(2025) argue that higher education institutions require intelligent management control systems that
incorporate both qualitative and quantitative indicators. This approach allows for a more holistic
evaluation of performance. Aguinis and Burgi-Tian (2023) further emphasize the importance of balancing
global standardization with contextual adaptation. In South Africa, this balance is particularly crucial
since universities must align with international benchmarks while also addressing local socio-economic

and transformation imperatives.

The implementation of performance management systems in South African higher education institutions
has been extensively examined in recent literature, yielding mixed findings regarding effectiveness.
Literature highlighst that many institutions struggle to align their performance management practices

with broader strategic objectives. This misalignment often results in fragmented systems where
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performance evaluations are conducted as isolated administrative exercises rather than as cohesive
parts of an institutional strategy. Consequently, performance management fails to significantly influence
teaching quality, research output, or institutional development. Additionally, issues related to staff
resistance and a lack of trust in appraisal systems are prevalent. These challenges are not new and

continue to indicate systemic weaknesses in the design and implementation of PMS frameworks.

Another recurring issue in the literature is the perception of performance management as punitive rather
than developmental. Contemporary studies confirm that many academics view performance evaluation
systems as unfair or overly bureaucratic, which undermines motivation and engagement. This suggests
that despite policy reforms, institutions have not yet succeeded in creating performance management

cultures that are supportive and growth oriented.

Universities are adopting data-driven systems that enable real-time monitoring of performance
indicators such as student throughput, graduation rates, and research outputs. These systems enhance
transparency and accountability, allowing institutional leaders to make evidence-based decisions.
However, literature also warns that adopting digital tools must be accompanied by adequate training
and change management processes to ensure effective utilization. Without these, technological

advancements may fail to translate into meaningful improvements in performance outcomes.

Strategic alignment has become a central theme in recent discussions on performance management in
higher education. Sengendo and Eduan (2024) highlight the increasing adoption of the balanced
scorecard approach within institutions. This framework enables universities to evaluate their
performance across multiple dimensions, such as financial sustainability, internal processes,
stakeholder satisfaction, and learning and growth. In the South African context, the balanced scorecard
is particularly beneficial, as it allows universities to integrate transformation goals like equity and
inclusivity into their performance measurement systems. This reflects a broader shift towards more

comprehensive and context-sensitive approaches to performance evaluation.

Human resource development is another crucial aspect of performance management in higher
education. Recent studies emphasize that effective performance management systems (PMS) must
prioritize staff development, continuous learning, and capacity building. Ogunbayo and Mhlanga (2022)
contend that academic performance is closely tied to the availability of professional development
opportunities and institutional support. Leadership is also critical in shaping performance outcomes;
strong leadership can foster better alignment between institutional goals and individual performance as
well as enhance staff motivation and engagement. Conversely, weak leadership may exacerbate

existing challenges and impede the successful implementation of performance management systems.

A distinctive feature of performance management in South African higher education is the emphasis on

transformation and decolonization. Chimbunde and Brown (2026) argue that traditional performance
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metrics often fail to capture the social and cultural dimensions of academic work. Consequently, there
is a growing demand for performance management systems that include indicators related to social
justice, inclusivity, and community impact. This marks a significant shift from purely quantitative
measures toward more holistic frameworks that are better suited to the unique context of South African
universities. Integrating transformation objectives into performance management is not only a policy

requirement but also a moral imperative, given the country's historical legacy.

Despite these advancements, several challenges continue to impede the effectiveness of performance
management systems in South African higher education. Institutional constraints, such as limited
funding and increasing student enrollments, place substantial pressure on universities and complicate
performance management efforts. Administrative inefficiencies further exacerbate these challenges,
making it difficult to implement cohesive and effective systems. Additionally, cultural and behavioral
barriers such as resistance to change and a lack of trust in management remain significant obstacles.
Literature also identify policy gaps that affect both staff and student well-being, indirectly influencing

performance outcomes.

Looking ahead, the literature suggests that performance management in higher education will continue
to evolve in response to technological advancements and changing societal expectations. The
incorporation of artificial intelligence and advanced analytics into performance management systems is
expected to enhance predictive capabilities and improve decision-making processes. There is also a
growing focus on student success as a key performance indicator, reflecting a shift toward more student-
centered approaches in higher education. Furthermore, the need for adaptive and contextually relevant
performance management frameworks is increasingly recognized, particularly in developing countries
like South Africa.

In conclusion, literature demonstrates that performance management in South African higher education
is undergoing significant transformation. While progress has been made in adopting strategic, data-
driven, and inclusive approaches, persistent challenges related to implementation, staff engagement,
and institutional constraints remain. Addressing these challenges will require a more integrated and
context-sensitive approach to performance management, as well as a stronger focus on development,

transformation, and stakeholder engagement.

Methods and Data

Research Design

This study employed a descriptive quantitative research design to investigate the relationships between
participative leadership style and employee performance in a South African University. A quantitative

approach was chosen because it allows for the collection of numerical data and the statistical analysis
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of relationships between participative leadership style and employee performance in a South African
university. Utilizing quantitative methods enhances the objectivity, reliability, and generalizability of the
research findings (Babbie, 2021). Inferential statistics in the form of Pearson correlation used in this
study aims to examine and analyze the relationship between participative leadership style and employee

performance within HElIs.
Research Approach

This study employed a survey research approach to gather data from participants working within a
higher education institution (HEI). The survey method is commonly used in human resource
management (HRM) research because it allows researchers to collect standardized information from a
relatively large group of respondents in a systematic and structured way. By utilizing a survey, the study
collected comparable responses regarding the relationship between participative leadership style and
employee performance in a South African University. This approach also facilitates quantitative analysis
of the data enabling the identification of patterns and relationships between participative leadership style

and employee performance in a South African University.
Population of the Study

The target population for this study included academic and administrative employees working within
higher education institutions (HEIls). These individuals were deemed appropriate for the study as they
are either directly involved in staffing processes or are impacted by practices such as recruitment,
selection, and placement within their institutions. Their experiences and perceptions offer valuable
insights into the relationships between participative leadership style and employee performance in a

South African University.
Sampling Technique and Sample Size

A convinient sampling technique was employed to select participants from the target population.
Because of practical constraints, such as limited time and accessibility, the study utilized a non-
probability sampling method, specifically convenience sampling (Babbie, 2021). This approach involved
choosing respondents who were readily available and willing to take part in the study. The sample
comprised academic and administrative staff members from the higher education institution (HEI) being
studied. These groups were considered appropriate participants due to their relevant knowledge and
experience the leadership style employees and the impact on employee performance. The chosen
sample size was deemed sufficient to generate meaningful data for statistical analysis and to support

the study's objectives.
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Data Collection Methods

Primary data for this study were collected using a structured questionnaire, a method commonly used
in human resource management research due to its effectiveness in generating standardized and
comparable data across a relatively large group of respondents. The questionnaire was designed to
capture employees' perceptions of the relationships between participative leadership style and

employee performance in a South African University.

Closed-ended questions were used to enhance consistency in responses and facilitate quantitative
analysis, while a Likert scale measured the degree of agreement with specific statements (Babbie,
2021). This approach allowed for the systematic quantification of attitudes and perceptions, improving
the reliability and objectivity of the collected data. Additionally, the structured nature of the instrument
ensured that all respondents were presented with uniform questions, enabling meaningful comparisons
of responses and supporting the statistical analysis of relationships between participative leadership

style and employee performance outcomes.
Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using various statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics, including
frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, summarized the participants' responses.
These statistics provided a clear overview of the respondents’ characteristics and offered insights into
the relationships between participative leadership style and employee performance in a South African

University.
Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were strictly upheld throughout the research process. Participation in the study
was voluntary, and respondents were informed about the research's purpose before completing the
questionnaire. We ensured the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, and all collected

information was used exclusively for academic purposes.
Results

The results of the study are presented below:

Variable Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 156 39%
Female 244 61%

Age 30 years and below 49 12.3%
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31-40 years 143 35.7%
41-50 years 103 25.8%
51years and above 105 26.3%
Race Black African 317 79.3%
Coloured 8 2.0%
Indian 9 2.3%
White 66 16.5%
Marital Status Divorced 25 6.3%
Married 204 51%
Re-Married 13 3.3%
Single 158 40%
Work strata Academic 204 51%
Support 47 11.8%
Administration 149 37.3%

Table 1: Demographical Details of Respondents
Participative Leadership Style and Employee Performance

Participants were invited to indicate the extent to which they identified with various statements about
democratic leadership styles to understand their influence on employee performance. Table 2 below

presents the responses to each statement.

No Participative Leadership Items Mean Standard
Deviation
1 Employees can contribute freely to decisions affecting | 3.66 1.157

their careers

2 The head does not take credit for my achievements 3.25 1.234
3 The head is suppotive and believes employees are | 4.05 1.153
capable
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4 There is clear and constant communication from the | 3.81 1.232

head to employess

5 The head allows employees to contribute to how the | 3.88 1.190

work must be done

6 The head encourages employees to be the best they | 4.11 1.074
can be

7 Decisions are made with the buy-in from all employees | 3.40 1.127
Average 3.736 0.817

Table 2: Partcipative Leadership Style Aspects

Most respondents agreed with the statements pertaining to the democratic leadership style, with an
average mean of 3.736 and a standard deviation of 0.817. Participants generally felt that leaders
encourage employees to reach their full potential (mean = 4.11, SD = 1.074) and that these leaders are

supportive, believing in their employees' capabilities (mean = 4.05, SD = 1.153).

These results align with the views expressed by Mardianah and Hidayat (2020), who suggested that
when senior management provides support and guidance to subordinates, these employees are

encouraged to excel in their work, as they feel a sense of comfort.

There were mixed responses regarding whether regional heads take credit for their subordinates'
achievements (mean = 3.25, SD = 1.234) and whether decisions are made with input from all employees
(mean = 3.40, SD = 1.127). These findings underscore an important point noted by Al Khajeh (2018),
who argued that democratic leadership motivates employees to perform well because their inputs and

opinions are valued before decisions are made.
Employee Performance

The mean (average) scores are used to determine the average number of responses each participant
gave to the statements in the questionnaire. The standard deviation indicates how the responses vary
in relation to the mean. Each participant was asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with

various statements about employee performance. Table 3 below summarizes the responses to each

statement.
No Employee Performance items Mean Standard
Deviation
1 | receive feedback on my performance from my head 3.62 1.049
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2 | have enough resources to perform my duties well 2.93 1.284

3 My performance is restricted by the lack of resources 3.18 1.229

4 There is sufficient training and development opportunities 3.00 1.225

5 | am satisfied with the performance management system in the | 2.95 1.235
department

6 | take part in performance appraisals 3.89 0.843

7 | am given freedom to make decisions about my work and | 3.86 1.045
career

8 There are clear roles and responsibility in the institution 4.05 0.941

9 | receive coaching and mentorship in the execution of my | 3.52 1.119
duties

10 There are clear goals and expectations from my head 3.99 0.950

11 There is a positive culture that boosts employee morale 3.29 1.172

12 The organisational structure enables me to execute my duties | 3.25 1.140
well

13 | receive adequate support and guidance from the head 3.96 1.047

14 | receive rewards and recognition when perform my duties well | 3.16 1.143

15 | motivate my colleagues to improve our performance 4.22 0.692

16 | offer support to fellow colleagues in need 4.47 0.689
Average 3.583 0.644

Table 3: Employee Performance Items

Most respondents agreed with several employee performance statements, reflected in the average
mean value of 3.583 (SD = 0.644). Notably, participants strongly agreed that they offer support to
colleagues in need (M = 447, SD = 0.689) and that they motivate their colleagues to improve
performance (M = 4.22, SD = 0.692). Additionally, most participants agreed that clear roles and
responsibilities exist within their regions and academic institutions (M = 4.05, SD = 0.941). These results
emphasize the significance of teamwork and defined roles in enhancing employee performance, which
aligns with Levi's (2014) assertion that teamwork fosters employees relations and boosts overall

performance.
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However, respondents had mixed feelings about whether they had enough resources to perform their
duties effectively (M = 2.93, SD = 1.284), their satisfaction with the performance management system
in the department (M = 2.95, SD = 1.235), and the availability of sufficient training and development
opportunities in the health maintenance branch (M = 3.00, SD = 1.225). These discrepancies can be
attributed to the fact that each region and academic institution is responsible for submitting resource
requests and training needs. Some regions or institutions submit their requests promptly, while others
do so late. Late submissions are only expedited if budget availability permits. Additionally, varying
reactions to the performance management system may stem from employees who recently received
higher scores during performance appraisals feeling satisfied with the system, while those who received

lower scores may express dissatisfaction.

Correlations Analysis Between Participative Leadership Style and Employee
Performance

A Pearson correlation test was conducted to determine if a correlation exists between employee
performance and an autocratic leadership style. If a correlation is found, the test will also assess its

strength whether it is strong, moderate, or weak and evaluate its statistical significance. The results are

presented in Table 4 below.

Participative Leadership
Style
Employee Performance Pearson Correlation 0.515
Sg. (1-Tailed) <0.001

Table 4: Correlation Between Autocratic Leadership Style and Employee Performance

According to Table 4 above, the participative leadership style shows a positive correlation with employee
performance, with a correlation coefficient (r) of 0.515. This correlation is considered strong (r > 0.5) and

is statistically significant (p < 0.001).
Discussion

The findings of the research study indicated a positive relationship between the democratic leadership
style and employee performance. Results show that head of departments within the university under
study can support their employees and encourage them to consistently deliver good results. This support
comes in the form of coaching and mentoring, which helps improve performance. When employees

have a leader who believes in them and their abilities, they tend to perform better.
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The study revealed that employees can actively influence how their jobs are executed. Leaders who
grant employees the autonomy to develop solutions to workplace problems boost morale, making

employees feel appreciated and trusted. This, in turn, leads to improved performance.

Creativity is fostered when leaders and employees collaborate, leading to better planning for unforeseen
challenges. Clear and effective communication between leaders and employees becomes more natural

when leaders exhibit democratic leadership traits.

The research found that most employees at university under study agree that communication between
heads of departments and employees is clear and consistent. This strong communication allows heads

of departments to effectively engage employees with their vision.

Previous studies have shown that when leaders adopt a democratic leadership style, employees feel
valued and appreciated within the organization. This is because their contributions contribute to
organizational success, which in turn increases motivation levels. Literature emphasized that when
leaders and employees collaborate, their relationship improves, allowing tasks to be completed more
efficiently, often at a reduced cost. Employees are even willing to put in extra hours to finish outstanding

tasks.

The research study concluded that regional heads who possess a democratic leadership style positively
influence employee performance at the university under study; however, the extent of this impact is not

significant.
Recommendations for Policy Implications

Heads of departments should implement regular feedback sessions with employees to provide updates
on organizational performance while also offering employees an opportunity to express their concerns.
It's important that employee concerns are addressed promptly to build trust between employees and

their leaders, encouraging them to contribute more, even beyond regular working hours.

Additionally, heads of departments should conduct one-on-one sessions with employees to discuss
career development. This includes developing a training matrix to track progress made on training

interventions.

When problems arise at work, regional heads should hold brainstorming sessions with relevant
employees. This approach enables employees to propose possible solutions, allowing the team to
collaborate and agree on the best course of action. The heads of departments should offer support and

guidance until the issue is resolved.
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Conclusion

The findings regarding the relationship between participative leadership style and employee
performance within South African universities emphasize the significant value of inclusive and
collaborative management approaches in higher education. Participative leadership, which involves
shared decision-making, open communication, and employee involvement, fosters a sense of ownership
and psychological empowerment among staff. This, in turn, enhances motivation, job satisfaction, and

commitment key drivers of improved employee performance.

In the dynamic and often resource-constrained environment of South African universities, where
transformation, equity, and institutional effectiveness are central priorities, participative leadership is
particularly relevant. It not only supports enhanced individual and team performance but also contributes

to a more positive organizational culture, where innovation, trust, and accountability can thrive.

However, the effectiveness of participative leadership is influenced by contextual factors such as
organizational structure, leadership competencies, and employee readiness to engage in decision-
making processes. While this approach offers clear benefits, successful implementation requires leaders

to balance inclusivity with efficiency and to ensure that participation is meaningful rather than symbolic.

Overall, this study reinforces that participative leadership is a critical factor for enhancing employee
performance in South African universities. Institutions that invest in developing participative leadership
capabilities are more likely to experience improved staff outcomes and, ultimately, greater institutional

effectiveness and sustainability.
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