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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to determine if the perceived leadership effectiveness of 
heads of departments in Malaysian polytechnics mediates the relationship between their 
leadership orientation and the work commitment of lecturers. Leadership orientation was 
defined in its structural, human resource, political, cultural, and educational dimensions, 
based on Bolman and Deal’s leadership frame and Sergiovanni’s leadership model. A total 
of 841 lecturers and 76 department heads from Malaysian polytechnics participated in this 
study. Hierarchical Linear Modelling was used to determine the department heads’ 
perception of the impact of their leadership effectiveness on the relationship between their 
leadership orientation and lecturers’ work commitment. The study proved that the heads of 
department practised multidimensional leadership, and that the effect of this on lecturers’ 
work commitment was mediated by lecturers’ perception of department heads’ leadership 
effectiveness. 
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commitment 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In order to achieve its goal of becoming a developed nation by 2020, Malaysia needs to 
create a better educated and more highly skilled population. It is the objective of higher 
education to produce professionals that meet the nation’s demand for human resources, 
who can acquire and apply their knowledge in the context of contemporary society and also 
provide facilities for research and consultant services (National Higher Education Action 
Plan, 2007). Malaysian higher education is responsible for developing human capital with the 
capability to compete in the global economy (Mohamed Khaled, 2008); and the success of 
higher education is directly related to the competence of its workforce. Accordingly, 
educational leaders must apply effective leadership skills and create an environment that 
fosters a culture of excellence to attract the most able, and to motivate existing staff. 
Leadership in Malaysian higher education is challenged on how to best approach 
educational reform, in order to deal with the changing nature of a fast-paced, technology-
rich, competitive, and globalized world. This is particularly pertinent to educational leaders in 
polytechnics. As a tertiary education provider, polytechnics contribute significantly to the 
development of first-class mentality human capital, and therefore must embrace changes in 
educational leadership (Imran, 2009). Polytechnic leaders articulate the strategic intent of 
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the organization, and achieve success through the leadership and management of others. 
They determine values, culture, change tolerance, and employee motivation, through the 
shaping of institutional strategies, including their execution and effectiveness. The success 
of polytechnic education in this complex and competitive environment depends largely on 
leadership practices that drive human capital towards optimal performance, increased 
productivity, creative innovation, and a committed work force.  
 
The academic department is the basic decision-making unit responsible for the institutional 
missions of teaching, research, and public services (Bragg, 2000). Hence, academic heads 
of department play a critical role (Coats, 2000) in leading their departments towards greater 
efficiency, functionality, and excellence (Rosser, 2003), through fiscal and resources 
administration, as well as in ensuring the quality of the academic curriculum (Rodd, 2001). In 
polytechnics, heads of department are charged with creating a shared vision for their 
departments, and are responsible for developing a climate conducive to the development, 
sustainability, and transfer of knowledge. The new reality requires polytechnic heads of 
department to focus on leadership behaviours that suit our consumer-driven environment 
(Wergin, 2004; National Higher Education Plan, 2007). 
 
The concern to optimize leadership orientation springs from the need for leaders who will not 
only set goals and direct organizational resources towards these goals, but will also 
stimulate positive attitudes and behaviours among workers, enhancing their commitment to 
high performances and values. As earlier studies have suggested, commitment to an 
organization is reflected in how employees feel about their leaders and the behaviours they 
exhibit (Lok & Crawford, 2001). The strength and quality of leadership skills and the 
effectiveness of educational leaders play a vital role in influencing the characteristics of 
educational organizations (Sasnett & Ross, 2007), and has been shown to have significant 
impact on the commitment of lecturers to their educational institution (Brown & Moshavi, 
2002; Cheng, 2005; Gabbidon, 2005; Shirbagi, 2007; Zaharah, 2002). Effective leadership 
behaviours will influence employees to remain employed, and will increase their productivity 
(McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 2002).  
 
A paradigm shift in leadership roles in today’s complex and dynamic environment requires 
flexible and multiple leaderships skills to fulfil the needs of clients (Avolio & Bass, 1998; 
Abdul Shukor, 2004). Academic leaders are required to adopt a multidimensional leadership 
orientation, as no individual leadership model is without its shortcomings, or appropriate for 
every context and situation (Cheng, 2005). A flexible and multidimensional leadership 
orientation leads to effective leadership (Abdul Shukor, 2004; Bolman & Deal, 1991; 1997; 
Cheng, 2005; Thompson, 2000). The ability of a leader to switch between multiple 
leadership orientations demonstrates a high degree of cognition. Leaders who incorporate 
elements of several leadership orientation models are more flexible in carrying out multiple 
administrative tasks (Bolman & Deal, 1991; 1997) and more competent in fulfilling the 
expectations of their subordinates.  
 
Understanding how lecturers become satisfied and committed to their institutions, and to 
what degree different factors contribute to their level of commitment, is crucial to boosting 
their performance. Thus, it is important to identify leadership orientations and practices that 
enhance lecturers’ commitment, so that academic heads of department can work to 
maximize the productivity of lecturers. Although a substantial quantity of research focusing 
on organizational commitment and leadership behaviour in business organizations has 
accumulated, comparatively little data has been employed to address the impact of the 
leadership orientations of academic heads of department on faculty members’ commitment 
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in higher education settings. There is particularly little information to be found regarding 
these concepts within Malaysian polytechnics. 
 
 
RESEARCH AIMS & OBJECTIVES 
 
The aims of this study were to investigate the role of academic department heads’ 
leadership orientations as predictors of lecturers’ commitment, and to examine the extent to 
which perceived leadership effectiveness mediated the relationship between the leadership 
orientations of academic department heads and lecturers’ work commitment. The objectives 
of this study were as follows:  
 

1. To identify the leadership orientations of heads of academic departments in the 
following aspects: structural, human resource, political, cultural, and educational 
leadership. 

2. To explore the mediating effect of leadership effectiveness between the practice of 
multidimensional leadership as practised by academic heads of department and 
lecturers’ work commitment. 

 
 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Despite the differences between the leadership theories and models that have been 
proposed, scholars generally agree that the multidimensional leadership theory is most 
appropriate for understanding educational leadership (Bolman & Deal, 1997; Thompson, 
2000; Cheng, 2005; DelFavero, 2006). This theoretical approach is more comprehensive, 
incorporating broader leadership knowledge, and more practical for developing a cognitive 
understanding of the leadership perspective (Bolman & Deal, 1997). Bolman and Deal’s 
theory of leadership combines existing research and theories about organizations, 
leadership, and management, categorizing this information into four leadership frames: 
structural leadership, human resource leadership, political leadership, and cultural or 
symbolic leadership (Bolman & Deal, 1991). Structural leadership emphasizes analytical 
skills and organizational management; human resource leadership refers to leadership 
characteristics that are supportive and participative; political leadership refers to strengths 
that are related to power and political sensitivity; and cultural or symbolic leadership is based 
on the leader’s inspirational and charismatic qualities. 
 
Sergiovanni's Hierarchy of Leadership Forces model (1984) shares some similarities with 
Bolman and Deal’s leadership frame (1991; 1997). It describes leadership in its technical, 
human, educational, symbolic, and cultural aspects. Such models help to explain the 
variations in leaders’ perspectives when defining organizational realities (Bensimon, 1989). 
 
The different leadership frames each have their own viewpoint and capture important parts 
of organizational reality, but they are not independent of each other (Bolman & Deal, 1997; 
Sergiovanni, 1984). A leader’s ability to use more than one frame should increase their 
ability to act effectively and make clear judgments (Bolman & Deal, 1997; Cheng, 2005; 
Sergiovanni, 1984). 
 
In this study, Bolman and Deal’s leadership frames (1991; 1997) and Sergiovanni's 
Hierarchy of Leadership Forces model (1984) were used to explore the leadership 
orientations of the heads of academic departments in polytechnics, based on five leadership 



 

 

36 

 

dimensions: structural leadership, human resource leadership, political leadership, cultural 
leadership, and educational leadership. 
 
The leadership practice and effectiveness of department heads in performing their various 
roles were shown to be strongly related to lecturers’ performance, job satisfaction, and 
commitment (Cheng, 2005; Shirbagi, 2007). An effective department head, whose sense 
of achievement is based in part on lecturers’ perceptions (Rosser, 2003), is a person with 
the ability to influence the activities of the lecturer toward goal achievement (Addison, 
2006), and to enjoy their confidence and respect. They are constantly evaluated in terms 
of their actions and reactions to the problems, opportunities, and challenges they face 
(Tucker & Bryan, 1991). Gmelch and Miskin (2004) have identified four comprehensive 
roles of academic department heads that are critical to lecturers’ performance and 
productivity (Gmelch & Miskin, 2004): managers, leaders, faculty developers, scholars, and 
students affairs managers (Gmelch & Miskin, 2004; Tucker 1992). In this study, therefore, 
the leadership effectiveness of academic department heads as perceived by the lecturers, 
and as it stands in relation to the quality of their performance in these roles, was predicted 
to have a significant influence on the relationship between their leadership orientation and 
lecturers’ work commitment. 
 
Lecturers are the central element in the polytechnic educational system, and hold various 
important responsibilities. Their commitment is closely connected to their work 
performance and their ability to innovate and integrate new ideas into their own practices, 
and further has an important influence on students’ achievement and attitude toward 
school (Tsui & Cheng, 1999). 
 
Lecturer commitment is viewed here on the basis of social exchange theory. Social 
exchange is a mechanism that eases social interaction and group structure, encouraging a 
sense of personnel responsibility, appreciation, and trust (Blau, 1964). It is employed in this 
study to determine lecturers’ commitment towards their institution, their students, and their 
profession. The exchange process begins with the leadership orientation of department 
heads in performing their roles effectively, thereby enhancing the lecturers’ skills and ability 
to achieve organizational goals. The process culminates in the lecturers’ demonstration of 
their sense of community, affiliation, and personal care toward their institution (Louis, 1998), 
student learning, and social and intellectual development (Dannetta, 2002; Hoy & Sabo, 
1998), and their sense of the relevance of the teaching profession (Firestone & Rosenblum, 
1998). 

 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Research Design  

 
This study used a questionnaire survey to gather data. Multistage cluster sampling and 
proportional stratified sampling were used to determine the size of each department cluster, 
and respondents were randomly selected for each cluster. A sample of 96 department heads 
and 1044 lecturers from 24 polytechnics were selected to participate in this study. A total of 
76 department heads, representing 11 academic department clusters, and 841 lecturers 
completed the questionnaires, giving an overall response rate of 83%. 
 
Researchers have agreed that multilevel structures in the data need to be considered when 
studying educational phenomena (Coryn, 2011; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Wang, 1999). 
This study encountered multilevel issues, involving organizational and individual levels of 
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analysis. It was determined that the lecturers and the department heads were the 
appropriate unit for analysis. Lecturers’ work commitment was nested within the structure of 
the department and the department heads’ characteristics. The work commitment of 
individual lecturers is a function of the department heads’ leadership orientations. Therefore, 
multilevel modelling analysis, using the Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM; Raudenbush et al., 
2004), was adopted as the analytical approach to examine the relationship between 
academic department heads’ leadership orientations (level 2 predictor), their perceived 
leadership effectiveness (level 1 predictor), and lecturers' work commitment (level 1 outcome 
variable). Raudenbush et al. (2004) and Hoffman (1997) have argued that HLM is the best 
approach when dealing with multilevel issues, suggesting that it overcomes the weakness of 
disaggregation and aggregation methods, and accounts for individual and group variances, 
while assessing predictors at individual and group levels. In sum, HLM measures within and 
between group variances for more meaningful results, providing a higher to lower outcome 
at the correct analysis level (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Hoffman, 1997) 
 
Research Instrument  
 
The perceptions of the department heads’ leadership orientations were obtained using 35 
items adapted from the Leadership Orientation Survey (LOS; Bolman & Deal, 1991) and 
Sergiovanni's Transformational Leadership Forces Model (1984). Respondents indicated the 
extent to which their department head exhibited each of the 35 behaviours, using a 5-point 
Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = always). The score for each leadership dimension was compared 
to the mean of all scores, to analyse the department heads’ employment of each leadership 
dimension. 
 
The leadership effectiveness of the department heads was measured through their role 
performance as perceived by the lecturers, through an integration of the Department Chair 
Role Orientation Instrument (Gmelch & Miskin, 2004) with various questionnaires related to 
department heads’ roles and leadership effectiveness, based on the job scope of department 
heads in Malaysian polytechnics. Thirty-seven items were used to obtain lecturers’ 
perceptions of their department heads’ effectiveness in their roles as department managers, 
leaders, faculty developers, scholars, and student affairs managers, based on a 5-point 
Likert scale (1 = low performance; 5 = excellence). 
 
Lecturers’ work commitment was measured using 27 items related to commitment towards 
both their polytechnic and their students. The Organizational Commitment Questionnaire 
(OCQ; Mowday et al., 1979) was used to obtain lecturers’ perceptions of their own 
commitment to the polytechnic. Respondents indicated the extent to which they exhibited 
each of the 10 behaviours, using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly 
agree). Lecturers’ commitment to students was measured using a combination of nine items 
adapted from Kanungo’s Job Involvement Questionnaire (1982), and from studies into 
committed behaviours (Hoy & Sabo, 1998) and lecturer interactions with students (Blackburn 
& Lawrence, 1995), based on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = always). Lecturers’ 
commitment to their profession was measured using eight items adapted from professions, 
careers, and occupation questionnaires (Blau, 1985). The lecturers evaluated their 
commitment to their profession based on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = 
strongly agree). 
 
Cronbach’s Alpha was used to test the reliability of the instruments. The result of the data 
analysis showed that the instruments had a high degree of validity and a consistent 
reliability. The reliability for the leadership dimensions scale ranged from 0.90 to 0.94, and 
the corrected item-total correlation scores ranged from 0.60 to 0.82. The reliability for the 
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scales measuring organizational commitment, student commitment, and commitment to 
profession was 0.93, 0.91, and 0.90 respectively, with corrected item-total correlation 
ranging from 0.52 to 0.84. The reliability for the leadership effectiveness scales was between 
0.89 and 0.94, and the corrected item-total correlation scores ranged from 0.61 to 0.87. 
 
 
RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
Academic Department Heads’ Multidimensional Leadership Orientations 
 
The department heads’ leadership orientations were categorized into three leadership types, 
which indicate the degree to which perceptions of their behaviours reflect their balanced (or 
unbalanced) use of the five leadership dimensions, as shown in Table 1. Department heads 
were perceived to have balanced leadership orientations if they scored above the overall 
mean in at least four leadership dimensions, and as having a moderately balanced 
leadership orientation if they scored above the overall mean in three leadership dimensions. 
Department heads who scored above the overall mean in two or fewer leadership 
dimensions were deemed to have an unbalanced leadership orientation. 
 
 

Table 1  Leadership types of department heads 
 

Types or Leadership Details 

 
a) Balanced leadership 

 
 

b) Moderately balanced leadership 
 
 

c)  Unbalanced leadership 

 
Leaders in this category scored above the 
overall mean at least four leadership 
dimensions 
 
Leaders in this category scored above the 
overall mean on any three leadership 
dimensions 
 
Leaders in this category scored above the 
overall mean on not more than two 
leadership dimensions 

Source: Thompson, M. D. (2000) 
 
Table 2 presents the mean and standard deviations for respondents’ ratings of their 
department head’s leadership orientation. The overall mean for each leadership dimension 
as evaluated by the department heads and the lecturers was between 4.18 and 4.39, and 
between 3.79 and 3.88 respectively. Analysis of the mean scores for each leadership 
dimension shows that human resource leadership obtained the highest overall mean score, 
from both department heads (4.39) and lecturers (3.88), indicating that it was the 
predominant leadership orientation among the heads of department. The second highest 
rating was obtained for educational and structural leadership. The political and cultural 
leadership orientations were the least dominant leadership dimension, as perceived by both 
groups. The standard deviation for each leadership dimension for the two groups of 
respondents ranged from 0.56 to 0.65 for the lecturers, and from 0.40 to 0.46 for the 
department heads respectively, showing that lecturers and department heads generally 
agreed in their perceptions of the leadership orientations of department heads. 
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Table 2  Mean score and standard deviation for each leadership dimension 
 

Leadership Orientation Lecturers (n = 841) 
 

 Overall Mean       Standard 
       Score             Deviation 

Department Heads (n = 76) 
 

  Overall Mean        Standard 
         Score             Deviation 

Structural 
Human Resource 
Political 
Cultural 
Educational 

         3.84                 0.65 
         3.88                 0.56 
         3.80                 0.61 
         3.79                 0.63 
         3.85                 0.61 

          4.25                  0.42 
          4.39                  0.40 
          4.18                  0.46 
          4.19                  0.43 
          4.32                  0.45 

 
The details of how respondents perceived department heads’ leadership orientations, in 
terms of single or multidimensional leadership, are displayed in Table 3. According to these 
results, both lecturers and department heads agreed that the heads of department in 
polytechnics used at least one leadership dimension in their leadership practice, with the 
majority of them perceiving department heads to practice a multidimensional leadership 
orientation, using at least three leadership dimensions. 
 
Of the 386 (45.9%) lecturers who perceived the department heads as having an unbalanced 
leadership orientation, a total of 31.7% agreed that department heads did not practice any 
leadership dimension, while 5.4% of lecturers indicated that their department heads 
employed two leadership dimensions, and 8.8% only one. Human resource leadership was 
perceived by the lecturers as the predominant leadership orientation among the department 
heads who employed only one leadership dimension. A combination of structural/cultural 
leadership and human resource/political leadership was perceived as the most common 
leadership orientation for department heads who practiced two leadership dimensions. 
 
The department heads were perceived by the majority of lecturers as using multiple 
leadership dimensions in their leadership practice. A total of 37.1% of lecturers perceived 
that their department heads integrated all five dimensions into their leadership orientation. 
Human resource, political, and cultural leadership were most frequently employed by 
department heads who exhibited three leadership dimensions, whereas department heads 
who used four leadership dimensions most frequently showed a combination of human 
resource, political, cultural, and educational leadership. 
 
To focus on the heads of department, the majority (31.6%) perceived themselves as using 
all five leadership dimensions, although this was followed by 25% who did not use any 
leadership dimensions. 
 
It can be summarized that in the aspect of multidimensional leadership, structural, human 
resource, political, and cultural leadership dimensions obtained higher ratings from lecturers, 
whereas heads of departments seemed to prefer structural, educational, political, human 
resource, and cultural leadership dimensions. 
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Table 3  Department heads’ leadership orientations, as perceived by lecturers and heads  
of department 

 

Types of 
Leadership 

Combination of Leadership Dimensions Used  
Lecturers 

Department 
Heads 

Freq. (%) Freq. (%) 

Unbalanced   386 45.9 36 47.4 

 No Dimension 267 31.7 19 25.0 

One dimension 74 8.8 11 14.5 
 Structural 15  2  
 Human Resource 33  5  
 Political 8  0  
 Cultural 9  1  
 Educational 9  3  

 
 
 

Two Dimensions 45 5.4 6 7.9 

 Structural/Human Resource 3  0  

 Structural/Political 2  0  

 Structural/Cultural 7  0  

 Structural/Educational 3  2  

 Human Resource/Political 7  0  

 Human Resource/Cultural 6  0  

 Human Resource/Educational 5  1  

 Political/Cultural 6  2  

 Political/Educational 4  0  

 Cultural/Educational 2  1  
Moderately 
Balanced 

 79 9.4 7 9.2 

Three Dimensions 79 9.4 7 9.2 

 Structural/Human Resource/Political 12  0  

 Structural/Human Resource/Cultural 2  1  

 Structural/Human Resource/Educational 5  1  

 Structural/Political/Cultural 7  1  

 Structural/Political/Educational 3  3  

 Structural/Cultural/Educational 6  0  

 Human Resource/Political/Cultural 24  0  

 Human Resource/Political/Educational 5  0  

 Human Resource/Cultural/Educational 6  1  

 Political/Cultural/Educational 9  0  
Balanced  376 44.7 33 43.4 
 Four Dimensions 64 7.6 9 11.8 

 Structural/Human 
Resource/Political/Cultural 

18  
0  

 Structural/Human 
Resource/Political/Educational 

8  
2  

 Structural/Human 
Resource/Cultural/Educational 

4  
3  

 Structural/Political/Cultural/Educational 9  2  
 Human 

Resource/Political/Cultural/Educational 
25  

2  

Five (All) Dimensions 312 37.1 24 31.6 
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Hierarchical Linear Modelling 
 

The first step in applying a hierarchical linear model was to estimate the variance 
components and test the significance of the within-group and between-group variance in 
lecturers’ work commitment. This mode is known as a null model, because no predictor is 
used. The associated variance components were then used to calculate the intraclass 
correlation coefficient (ICC), which indexed the ratio between department heads’ variance in 
work commitment to the total variance. The ICC specified the percentage of the total 

variance residing between groups, and consequently can be calculated as 00 / ( 00 + 2), 

where 00 represents the between-group variance and 2 represents the within-group 
variance. The presence of a larger ICC (10% or more) warrants use of multilevel methods 
(Bliese, 2000; Lee, 2000). The second step involved applying the coefficient regression 
model and the intercept as outcome model, for which the level 2 predictor is entered into the 
equation. The level 2 predictor is the grand mean, centred to produce a comparative result 
(Hofmann & Gavin, 1998). 
 

Table 4  Within-group and between-group variance component in lecturers’ work  
commitment 

 

Dependent Variables 00 
2 ICC 2 

Commitment to Polytechnic 3.71 28.37 0.11 186.15*** 

Commitment to Students 8.88 18.99 0.32 466.01*** 

Commitment to Profession 1.36 32.28 0.04 142.88*** 

Notes: *** p < 0.001; ICC = [ 00/(
2 + 00)] 

 

The results indicate that the between-group variance ( 00) for the lecturers’ work commitment 
variables was significantly different from zero (Table 4). An ICC of more than 10% indicates 
that majority of the variance in lecturers’ work commitment variables resided between 
groups, showing that the level of lecturer commitment to polytechnics, their students, and 
their profession varied significantly between department heads. The ICC for commitment to 
polytechnic was 0.116 [ICC = 3.71/(28.37 + 3.71)], indicating that 11.6% of the variance 
resided between groups, and thus that the level of lecturers’ commitment to polytechnics 
varied significantly between department heads. Thirty-two percent of the variance in 
lecturers’ commitment to their students [ICC = 8.88/(18.99 + 8.8) = 0.32] also resided 
between groups, again indicating a significant variation in lecturers’ level of commitment to 
their students between department heads. However, the result of ICC analysis with regard to 
lecturers’ commitment to their profession showed that only 4% of the variance was caused 
by group-level characteristics. This finding indicates that there was no significant difference 
in lecturers’ commitment to the teaching profession between academic department heads. 
 
Identifying Mediation: Department Heads’ Leadership Effectiveness as a Mediator in 
the Relationship between Leadership Orientations and Lecturers’ Work Commitment  

 
To examine the effect of leadership effectiveness on the relationship between department 
heads’ leadership orientations and lecturers’ work commitment variables, the researcher 
followed the recommendations of Kenny et al. (2003) and Krull and MacKinnon (2001). 
Based on Kenny et al. (2003), department heads’ leadership effectiveness (M) mediates the 
relationship between their leadership orientation (X) and lecturers’ work commitment 
variables (Y), if (1) leadership orientation is significantly related to lecturers’ work 
commitment in the absence of M; (2) leadership orientation is significantly related to 
department heads’ leadership effectiveness; (3) department heads’ leadership effectiveness 
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is significantly related to lecturers’ work commitment; and (4) there is a change in the X-Y 
relationship, after controlling for leadership effectiveness. 
 
Department Heads’ Leadership Orientations and Lecturers’ Commitment to 
Polytechnics  
 
The results for the coefficient regression model indicate that political leadership and cultural 
leadership were the only predictors that significantly related to lecturers’ commitment to 

polytechnics. Political leadership showed a significant negative relationship [ 03: = -0.39; p < 

0.05], whereas cultural leadership had a significant positive relationship [ 04 = 0.31, p < 0.10] 
with lecturers’ commitment to polytechnics. Collectively, the two predictors account for 9% 
[R2 = (3.71–3.39)/3.71 = 0.09] of the between-group variance in lecturers’ commitment to 
polytechnics (Model 2 of Table 5). 
 
Department Heads’ Leadership Orientations and Lecturers’ Commitment to Students 
 
The findings showed that the between-group variance for lecturers’ commitment to students 

was significantly different from zero [ 2 = 66.01; p < 0.001]. Results for the group-level model 
indicated that none of the leadership dimensions (level 2 predictors) were positively related 
to lecturers’ commitment to students (Model 5 of Table 5). Structural leadership exhibited a 

marginally significant negative relation to lecturers’ commitment to students, [ 01 = -0.32; p < 
0.10]. The results indicate that the leadership orientation of department heads was not 
positively associated with lecturers’ commitment to their students, and therefore does not 
explain the large between-group variance component in lecturers’ commitment to students.  
  
 
Department Heads’ Leadership Orientations and Lecturers’ Commitment to 
Profession 
 
The results of the coefficient regression model (Model 8 of Table 5) indicate that all of the 

department heads’ leadership dimensions, with the exception of educational leadership [ 05 = 
0.06; p = 0.710], were significantly related to lecturers’ commitment to their profession. 

Human resource [ 02 = 0.19; p < 0.10] and cultural leadership [ 04 = 0.24; p < 0.05] showed a 
significant positive relationship with lecturers’ commitment to their profession, whereas 

structural leadership [ 01 = -0.31; p < 0.01] and political leadership [ 03 = -0.24; p < 0.05] 
showed a significant negative relationship. Collectively, all four predictors accounted for 25% 
[R2 = (1.36–1.02)/1.36 = 0.25] of the between-group variance in lecturer commitment to 
profession. 
 
The results of the analysis of the coefficient regression model demonstrate that different 
aspects of lecturers’ work commitment were influenced by different leadership orientations 
practised by department heads.  
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Table 5  The relationships between department heads’ leadership orientations, leadership effectiveness, and lecturers’ work commitment 
 

 Commitment to Polytechnic Commitment to Students Commitment to Profession 

Variables  Model 1 
Model 

2 
Model 3 

Model 
4 

Model 
5 

Model 6 
Model 

7 
Model 

8 
Model 

9 

Level  1          

Intercept ( 00) 39.28*** 
39.28**

* 
39.25*** 

36.59**
* 

36.72**
* 

36.60*** 
32.23**

* 
32.29**

* 
32.24**

* 

Manager ( 10)   0.09 0.16**  0.16** 0.11*  0.11* 

Leader ( 20)   0.17** 0.001  0.002 -0.01  -0.02 

Faculty Developer ( 30)   0.11 0.23**  0.23** 0.14*  0.14* 

Scholar ( 40)   0.12 0.08  0.08 0.14*  0.14* 

Student affairs ( 50)   0.14+ 0.11  0.11 -0.01  -0.003 

          

Level  2          

Structural ( 01) -0.22    -0.32+ -0.16  -0.31** -0.14 

Human Resource ( 02) 0.06    0.36 0.23  0.19+ 0.07 

Political ( 03) -0.39* -0.41*   -0.43 -0.12  -0.24* -0.11 

Cultural ( 04) 0.31+ 0.29*   0.19 0.17  0.24* 0.18+ 

Educational ( 05) 0.16    0.04 -0.30  0.06 -0.16 

          
Within-Group Variance 

( 2)  
28.38 28.38 18.42 13.88 19.00 13.91 13.53 17.4 13.60 

Between-Group Variance 

( 00)  
3.52 3.39 2.10 9.31 8.38 9.26 0.93 1.06 0.76 

          

Variance of Intercept          

Chi-Squared ( 2) 167.55***  89.42+ 
227.99**

* 
406.96**

* 
223.16*** 90.58+ 

119.56**
* 

83.32 

    
    Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; + p < 0.1; ns = not significant 
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Department Heads’ Leadership Orientation, Leadership Effectiveness, and Lecturers’ 
Work Commitment 
 
The study predicted that the positive effect of leadership orientation on lecturers’ work 
commitment was primarily mediated by the perceived leadership effectiveness of department 
heads in performing their roles. The statistics in Table 6 shows that the various dimensions 
of leadership orientation are either significant or slightly significant to department heads’ 
leadership effectiveness in performing their roles as managers, leaders, faculty developers, 
and student affairs managers, thus meeting the second requirement for mediation, as 
outlined above. Structural leadership orientation showed a significant positive relationship 

with department heads’ effectiveness as leaders [ 01 = 0,36; p < 0.05] and student affairs 

managers [ 01 = 0.72; p < 0.01], but had a significant negative relationship with their 

effectiveness in the role of department managers [ 01 = -0.34; p < 0.05] and faculty 

developers [ 01 = 0.55; p < 0.05]. Human resource leadership showed a significant positive 

relationship with the department heads’ perceived effectiveness as leaders [ 02 = 0.46; p < 

0.05], but a weak relationship in their effectiveness as department managers [ 02 = -0.44; p < 

0.10] and student affairs managers [ 02 = 0.58; p < 0.10]. The political leadership orientation 
had a significant positive relationship only with the perceived effectiveness of department 

heads in the role of leader [ 03 = 0.28; p < 0.01], whereas the educational leadership 
orientation showed a significant positive relationship with their perceived effectiveness both 

as leaders [ 05 = 0.25; p < 0.05] and as student affairs managers [ 05 = 0.40; p < 0.05]. 
However, cultural leadership showed only a weak relationship with the perceived 

effectiveness of department heads as leaders [ 04 = 0.21; p < 0.1] and student affairs 

managers [ 04 = 0.37; p < 0.1], and a significant negative relationship with their perceived 

effectiveness as department managers [ 04 = -0.26; p < 0.05]. 
 

Table 6  The relationships between department heads’ leadership orientation 
 and leadership effectiveness 

 

Predictor Variables  
(Level 2) 

Outcome Variables (Level 1) 

Manager Leader 
Faculty 

Developer 
Scholar 

Student 
Affairs 
Manag

er 

Structural ( 01) -0.34* 0.36* -0.55* 0.17 0.72** 

Human Resource ( 02) -0.44+ 0.46* -0.59 0.36 0.58+ 

Political ( 03) -0.20 0.28** -0.29 0.14 0.32 

Cultural ( 04) -0.26+ 0.21+ -0.30 0.19 0.37+ 

Educational ( 05) -0.17 0.25* -0.34 0.07 0.40* 

       Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; + p < 0.1; ns = not significant  
 

As shown in Table 5, the cultural and political leadership dimensions practiced by 
department heads (Model 1), together with their effectiveness in their roles as leaders and 
student affairs managers (Model 2), are significant to lecturers’ commitment towards their 
polytechnic institution, thus meeting the first and third requirements for mediation. The 

results also showed that the effect of cultural [ 04 = 0.26; p < 0.05] and political leadership [ 03 

= -0.20; p = ns] on lecturers’ commitment to their polytechnic, after controlling the dimension 
of perceived leadership effectiveness, was slightly reduced (Model 3). This indicates that the 
relationship between the cultural and political leadership practiced by department heads, and 
lecturers’ commitment to their polytechnic was mediated by the department heads’ perceived 
effectiveness as leaders and student affairs managers.  
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The results also indicate that structural leadership was slightly negatively significant to 
lecturers’ commitment towards their students (Model 5), thus partially meeting the first 
requirement for mediation. The department heads’ perceived leadership effectiveness in 
performing the roles of manager and faculty developer was positively related to lecturers’ 
commitment to the students (Model 4), thus meeting the third requirement for mediation. 
Their perceived leadership effectiveness as managers and faculty developers mediated the 
relationship between department heads’ structural leadership and lecturers’ commitment to 

the students, as structural leadership became insignificant [ 01 = -0.16; p = ns] (Model 6) 
after controlling the leadership effectiveness variables.  
 
As Table 5 demonstrates, structural, human resource, political, and cultural leadership were 
significant to lecturers’ commitment to their profession (Model 8), and thus the first 
requirement for mediation was met. The department heads’ perceived leadership 
effectiveness in their roles as managers, faculty developers, and scholars were each 
positively related to lecturers’ commitment to their profession (Model 7), thus meeting the 

third requirement for mediation. Structural leadership [ 01 = -0.14; p = ns], human resource 

leadership [ 02 = 0.07; p = ns], and political leadership [ 03 = -0.11; p = ns] became 
insignificant to lecturers’ commitment to their profession, while the effect of cultural 

leadership [ 04 = 0.18; p < 0.10] became less significant (Model 9), after controlling the 
leadership effectiveness variables. The results indicate that the effect of leadership 
orientation on lecturers’ commitment to their profession was mediated by their perceptions of 
leadership effectiveness.  
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Lecturers and academic heads of department in Malaysian polytechnics agreed that 
department heads used the multidimensional leadership orientations proposed by Bolman 
and Deal (1991, 1997) and Sergiovanni (1984), comprising structural, human resource, 
political, cultural, and educational dimensions. The results indicate that department heads in 
Malaysian polytechnics practise multiple leadership orientations in their administrative 
duties. This proved the capability of academic department heads to adapt their leadership 
orientations to the needs and demands of the current educational environment, which is 
constantly changing and becoming more complex. Lecturers and academic department 
heads generally agreed that department heads were more inclined to incorporate human 
resource, educational, and structural leadership dimensions into their leadership 
orientations. These leadership orientations create a conducive and harmonious environment 
for the teaching and learning process to take place.  
 
As mid-level leaders, department heads are responsible for their professional roles in the 
academic curriculum and co-curriculum activities, as well as for their functional roles, 
including the organizational and administrative aspects of their departments. In carrying out 
these roles, department heads employed structural leadership to ensure that lecturers and 
support staff discharged the daily work and responsibilities assigned to them. Structural 
leadership was also employed when department heads set the direction or pathway of their 
department and enforced rules among the lecturers and students. Through the use of human 
resource leadership, department heads were seen as acting considerately and sensitively 
towards the problems and welfare of their lecturers and students. Department heads also 
employed human resource leadership to increase the productivity, performance, and 
commitment of lecturers. As educational leaders, department heads are responsible for the 
development of the curriculum and the planning of academic programmes to improve the 
performance quality of their students. Thus, department heads employed educational 
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leadership in that they showed sensitivity and monitored the academic development of the 
polytechnics, providing the stimulus for the professional and intellectual growth of their 
lecturers and of themselves. 
 
The political and cultural dimensions of leadership were, in contrast, rarely employed by 
department heads when managing their departments. Department heads used cultural 
leadership in their capacity as sources of inspiration and role models for their lecturers and 
students. Through departmental events and activities, department heads are able to instil 
among the lecturers and students the mission and aims of their organizations, making the 
students a part of the culture of the departments and institutions. As for political leadership, it 
was used by department heads to build a network or relationship between departments and 
other units within the polytechnic, or with other organizations, such as businesses, local 
communities, and politicians. 
 
The leadership of academic heads of department is not only crucial in determining the 
success of the department, its mission, and its programmes, but also in nurturing quality 
performances and commitment in their lecturers. The outcomes of this research further 
showed that only the cultural leadership dimension led to an increase in lecturer commitment 
to polytechnics, while political leadership even showed a negative relationship. The 
relationship of these leadership dimensions was mediated by the perceived leadership 
effectiveness of department heads in their roles as leaders and student affairs managers. 
This finding demonstrated that activities and programmes carried out by department heads 
affected lecturers’ commitment and encouraged lecturers to work towards achieving the 
aims of the polytechnic. The ability of department heads to create a quality learning 
environment and a committed work force was balanced by the power and authority they 
used in gaining lecturers’ trust and support. 
 
The effect of department heads’ structural leadership on lecturers’ commitment towards the 
quality of the learning and teaching process and to student achievement was influenced by 
department heads’ effectiveness in performing the roles of manager and faculty developer. 
This finding suggests that structural leadership is negatively associated with lecturer 
commitment to students within a dynamic, competitive environment. Beside the economic 
exchange of the relationship between leadership and lecturers’ commitment, the use of 
structural leadership, which involves authoritarianism, is not conducive to improving 
lecturers’ commitment. This indicates that a high level of authoritarianism on the part of 
heads of department can be destructive to lecturers’ psychological states and work 
commitment. In order to manage lecturers more efficiently and effectively, it is critically 
important for department heads to demonstrate appropriate leadership behaviours. The 
effectiveness of department heads in administrating the department, and in supporting and 
encouraging lecturers’ professional development and growth enhance the lecturers’ 
motivation and commitment towards their students. 
 
The relationship between department heads’ human resource and cultural leadership and 
lecturers’ commitment towards their profession was affected by the perceived effectiveness 
of department heads in performing the roles of manager, faculty developer, and scholar. The 
effectiveness of these leaderships dimensions may stimulate a sense of relationship in 
teaching career among the lecturers, by enhancing their career development and 
professionalism, and helping them to achieve their potential in teaching, research, and 
service. The department heads’ ability to provide a clear vision and objectives may also 
influence the lecturers’ views about their values and self-achievement, which will further 
motivate and inspire them to devote their energy and loyalty to their profession. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
This research was able to identify the multidimensional leadership orientations employed by 
department heads in Malaysian polytechnics, from the perspectives of lecturers and 
academic department heads. The findings confirmed that department heads employed 
multidimensional leadership orientations in at least four leadership dimensions, with human 
resource, political, cultural, and educational dimensions perceived as the leadership 
combination frequently used by department heads.  
 
In analysing the relationship between department heads’ multidimensional leadership 
orientations and lecturers’ commitment, it was found that the level of lecturers’ work 
commitment varied significantly between department heads, and furthermore that the 
variance in the lecturers’ level of work commitment was largely determined by the 
department heads’ leadership orientations. Specifically, the findings of this research proved 
that activities and programmes carried out by department heads affected lecturers’ 
commitment and encouraged the lecturers to work towards achieving the aims of the 
polytechnic, enhancing their commitment to their profession, and encouraging them to fulfil 
their responsibilities to their students. However, there was different feedback from the 
lecturers regarding their commitment to students. Lecturers stated that their commitment to 
students was not influenced by the leadership orientations of their department heads. This 
indicates that the leadership orientations of department heads neither significantly influenced 
nor contributed directly to lecturers’ commitment to students. 
 
The outcome of the study also showed that the department heads’ leadership effectiveness 
in performing their various roles, as perceived by the lecturers, mediated the effects of their 
leadership orientations on the lecturers’ work commitment. Therefore, as educational leaders 
of the 21st century, academic heads of department should instil strong beliefs and 
commitments among the lecturers to push forward in transforming higher education.  
 
Further scientific studies and research, using a larger population, are needed to validate the 
findings of this research. Future studies may wish to rely on other measures of effectiveness. 
The perceptions of the superior would provide a broader assessment of effectiveness and 
the ability to obtain multiple perspectives on the performance of academic heads of 
department, rather than relying on the single interpretation resulting from the assessment of 
lecturers. It is also suggested that future studies should pursue more objective measures of 
effectiveness, such as lecturer turnover, programme growth (number of students, size of 
budget), and the rates of student achievement. These types of measures speak directly to 
the duties of academic heads of department in maintaining operations and developing their 
programmes and departments. 
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