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Abstract 

Distributed leadership has been widely adopted as an apolitical leadership model with little attention paid 

to its political dimension and its attendant implications. This study explored the inherent dynamics of the 

grossly overlooked micro-politics within the distributed leadership framework. It offers a novel perspective 

on conflict resolution anchored in Ubuntu principles. Grounded in the interpretive paradigm, the study 

employs qualitative methods and draws primarily from secondary data sources. The Ubuntu Theory serves 

as our conceptual lens with emphasis on its principles of interconnectedness, collective responsibility, and 

conflict resolution. Rodger’s Concept Analysis Research Design (CARD) was employed to depict 

distributed leadership's fluid and dynamic nature with emphasis on contextual variability. The design also 

enables us to make sense of the data from academic literature, pertinent texts and theory. The study proposed 

a framework that can be harnessed to counteract the effects of micro-politics distributed leadership practice. 

This we believe will empower educational leaders to foster inclusivity, equity and collaborative 

decision-making. This study contributes to the evolving discourse on distributed leadership by offering a 

fresh perspective anchored in African philosophy with global implications for educational leadership 

practices. 

Keywords: Distributed leadership, educational leadership, micro-politics, Ubuntu perspective, conceptual 

analysis. 

1. Introduction

Over the last three decades, distributed leadership model has garnered significant attention as a 
transformative framework among scholars, policy makers and education practitioners. The model 
challenges the conventional hierarchical structures that were prevalent in educational institutions (Spillane, 
2006; Joslyn, 2018; Potter, 2023). Central to distributed leadership is decentralising leadership practices 
across stakeholders deemed capable of holding leadership positions rather- than ascribing authority to the 
school principal or administrative leader. The model has been applauded for its attribute to cultivating an 
inclusive, participatory, and dynamically responsive school system. However, the normative proponents of 
the model depict it as apolitical- showcasing it as immune from the entanglements of micro politics (Harris, 
2008; Berkovich, 2020; Or & Berkovich, 2023). The apolitical perspective overlooks the complexities of 
distributed leadership, especially in educational settings characterised by power relations, networks of 
influence, and subtle political manoeuvres. Regardless of their magnitude of influence, such micro-political 
forces shape distributed leadership practices in schools (Gronn, 2000; Bush, 2022). Therefore, ignoring 
these political implications in distributed leadership may undermine its objectives (Piot & Kelchtermans, 
2016). 

This study attempt to fill the identified in previous studies by examining the overlooked roles of 
micro-politics in distributed school leadership. The study utilised Ubuntu Theory principles to counteract 
the adverse effects of micro-politics with a view to enhance school leadership effectiveness cum inclusivity. 
It is our hope that this exploration will not only expand theoretical understanding but also offer practical 
insights. Thus, we propose a framework that leverages Ubuntu's philosophy to mitigate the potential 
negative impact of micro politics within the distributed leadership model. This we believe will be beneficial 
to educational practitioners and policy makers. 

Research Questions 
The study sought to answer the following questions: 

1. How do micro-political dynamics manifest within distributed leadership structures in educational
settings?
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2. What are the implications of these micro-political influences on decision-making and leadership 
effectiveness within distributed leadership models? 

3. How can the principles of Ubuntu Philosophy be leveraged to mitigate the negative impact of 
micro-politics and enhance the functioning of distributed leadership structures? 

 

2. Theoretical underpinning 
 

2.1. Distributed leadership theory: An overview 
Distributed leadership theory is a perspective that views leadership as a collective phenomenon 

that is distributed among multiple actors in an organisation rather than a role or position that is assigned to 

a single individual (Spillane, 2006; Bush, 2023; Sasere & Makhasane, 2023). It is a leadership model that 

challenges the traditional assumptions of hierarchical, top-down, and individualistic models of leadership 

by emphasising the importance of collaboration, interaction and shared decision-making among leaders and 

followers (Harris & Lambert, 2003; Leithwood et. al., 2006).  However, distributed leadership theory also 

faces some challenges and criticisms, such as the lack of clarity and consistency in its definition and 

measurement, the potential for role confusion and conflict among leaders and followers, and the difficulty 

of balancing distributed and formal authority in schools (Göksoy, 2015). Specifically, the challenge of role 

confusion and balancing formal authority gave room for micro-politics to manifest within a distributed 

leadership structure. Therefore, distributed leadership theory requires further empirical and conceptual 

development to address these issues and to enhance its relevance and applicability for educational 

institutions. 
 

2.2. Ubuntu theory 
Ubuntu is an humanistic philosophy from African tradition that emphasises the value of 

community, compassion, and respect for others. (Rasweswe, 2024). It is encapsulated by the aphorism that 

states “I am because we are," meaning personal identity is formed through communal relationships (Tutu, 

2011; Paulson, 2019; Chigangaidze et al., 2021). It is worth noting that Ubuntu was instrumental in fostering 

social transformation and justice in post-apartheid South Africa – a politically polarised country in the past 

(Tutu, 2011). Ubuntu is enshrined in the principles of interconnectedness, collective responsibility, respect 

and dignity as well as conflict resolution and reconciliation. Interconnectedness: This principle 

underscores the consciousness of connection that exists among community members. It holds that 

individual well-being is inextricably linked to and depicts communal health. By extension, the tenet holds 

that the connection transcends human-to-human relations to include the relationship between humans and 

nature (Poovan et al., 2006; Gade, 2012). Drawing from interconnectedness principle, individual derive 

their relevance from others. Hence, people should be kind and compassionate while dealing with others. 

Collective Responsibility: Given that Ubuntu is characterised with a sense of community togetherness, this 

principle promotes joint responsibility among community members. It encourages individuals to contribute 

to the common good and support one another. This ethos fosters solidarity and generosity especially towards 

the needy and vulnerable (Poovan et al., 2006; Richard, 2009). Respect and Dignity: Ubuntu places 

emphasis on the respect and dignity of community members in addition to the principles mentioned earlier. 

Through this principle, Ubuntu promotes empathy, compassion, and concern for others' well-being while 

also valuing diversity, tolerance and inclusion across different cultures (Paulson, 2019; Thompson, 2023). 

Conflict Resolution and Reconciliation: Noting that conflict is inevitable where protection of interests are 

involved, Ubuntu advocates open dialogue, forgiveness, and reconciliation with a view to heal divisions 

and strengthen community ties. Additionally, the principle emphasis restorative justice rather than punitive 

measures (Paulson, 2019; Tutu, 2011). 
 

3. Methodology  
 

3.1. Concept analysis research design 
The study adopts a Concept Analysis Research Design (CARD) to bridge the gap in the normative 

apolitical distributed leadership perspective. Concept analysis, as proposed by Rodgers (1989), is a 
systematic approach used to clarify and provide a deeper understanding of complex concepts within a 
specific context. It involves developing and clarifying concepts (Tofthagen & Fagerstrøm, 2010). The 
design assumes that concepts are dynamic and change over time which indicates the evolution of knowledge 
and practice. In the context of the present study, the normative distributed leadership model has gained 
global momentum as an ideal leadership framework that is apolitical. Essentially, CARD offers a structured 
and thorough comprehension of a concept and its interconnections with other concepts. Its purpose extends 
to guiding research, education, and practical applications. This design is particularly suitable for unpacking 
the intertwined nature of distributed leadership and politics in educational institutions. In addition, during 
analysis, we adhere to Laurence & Margolis (2003) principles of logical induction, deductions, and critical 
arguments within the existing literature. 
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4. Literature review  
 

This section presents the literature review with a view to locating this study within the body of 

knowledge in the domain of education leadership with a special focus on micro-politics and distributed 

leadership. 

 

4.1. Distributed leadership: The revelation of its political dimension 
Distributed Leadership Theory is one of the leadership models used in contemporary contexts to 

understand and improve educational leadership. It advocates for a collective and collaborative approach to 

decision-making, where leadership roles and responsibilities are shared among multiple actors. However, 

some scholars question the political nature of distributed leadership and whether it is truly apolitical or 

neutral. Hence, we examine some of the scholarly debates on this topic and explore the implications and 

limitations of the prevailing normative and prescriptive distributed leadership theory from a political 

perspective. This we do first by asking a pertinent question: Is distributed leadership truly apolitical? We 

also examined the intricacies of balancing collaboration with authority, the inadequacy and variability of 

empirical evidence, contextual variations and the decision-making process vis-a-vis leadership 

effectiveness.  

 

4.2. Is distributed leadership truly apolitical? 
One of the main debates on the political nature of distributed leadership is whether it is possible 

to distribute leadership without introducing political elements. Some scholars contend that the very act of 

distributing leadership inherently involves negotiations, power dynamics, and the potential for conflict 

(Hangartner & Svaton, 2022). They argue that decision-making, regardless of the structure, is influenced 

by different actors' interests, values, and agendas.  For instance, Maxcy and Nguyen (2006) explored the 

intricate political dimension of distributed leadership within the education system. They contend that these 

frameworks often adopt a traditional and depoliticised approach to the concept of leadership distribution. 

Literature indicates the challenge of balancing collaboration with authority and contextual variability as a 

basis for micro politic as indicators of miro politics that characterised distributed leadership. The challenge 

of balancing collaboration with Authority: According to Spillane (2006), leadership responsibility could 

be conferred on a staff member who demonstrates competency in a given area, even if such staff have no 

formal leadership portfolio. However, distributing leadership responsibilities to individuals with no 

formal/official portfolio often results in difficulty in balancing collaboration with authority in leadership. 

This situation raises questions of legitimacy in exercising authority by those conferred with such 

responsibility. This view was shared by Atencio and Herbst (2022), who noted that maintaining the balance 

between collaboration and authority within distributed leadership could be challenging. Additionally, the 

challenges of collaboration with authority in distributed leadership include difficulty, lack of  

follow-through, lack of efficiency, lack of acceptance, and dealing with immature team members. In a recent 

study, Hangartner and Svaton (2022) explored power relations between headteachers and teachers in the 

context of distributed leadership in Switzerland. The study reveals that New Public Management reforms 

(which subscribe to distributed leadership) lead to tensions between headteachers and teachers due to 

conflicting expectations. Contextual Variability as a Basis for Micro Politics: The apolitical perspective 

of distributed leadership models acknowledged the role of institutional forces in introducing a distributed 

leadership model into an organisation. However, it overlooked the specific effects of unique organisational 

contexts. Harris et al. (2022) state that “it is more difficult to empirically investigate distributed leadership 

because of the multiple sources of influence, but it is not impossible”, p. 441. From a continental 

perspective, Lumby, Crow and Pashiardis (2009) compare how distributed leadership is practised in 

different countries and regions, such as England, South Africa, China, and Latin America. The result 

suggests that various factors influence distributed leadership, such as historical traditions, cultural norms, 

institutional policies, and external pressures. In another study, Ciuk and Schedlitzki (2022) investigated 

how context influences the development and distribution of leadership within an organisation. The study 

was an in-depth case study of a private organisation trying to recover from a turbulent past by adopting a 

distributed leadership model.  The findings indicate that social and political dynamics cum overarching 

forces significantly shape the objectives and effectiveness of distributed leadership.  
 

4.3. Micro-politics influences on decision-making process and leadership effectiveness  
The impact of micro-political influences on decision-making and leadership effectiveness within 

distributed leadership models is a subject of growing interest and importance (Or & Berkovich, 2023). 

Micro-politics encompasses the subtle and often concealed forces that shape organisational behaviour and 

actions, including factors such as power, values, emotions, and personal agendas. In the context of 

distributed leadership models, where leadership responsibilities are shared among multiple individuals, 
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these micro-political influences exert a profound effect. Recent research by Or and Berkovich (2023) 

underscores the impact of micro-political influences on decision-making and leadership effectiveness 

within distributed leadership models. Their study explored participative decision-making processes in both 

individualist and collectivist cultural school contexts. The findings reveal that micro-political tactics, such 

as information manipulation, coalition formation, and social influence are frequently employed during 

participative decision-making processes. Given the above exploration, it is evident that distributed 

leadership is not totally devoid of politics. Hence, we advance a framework to mitigate the negative impact 

of micro-politics within distributed school leadership. 

 

5. Proposed framework: Ubuntu-Informed Distributed Leadership Framework (UIDLF) 

 

Drawing from the Ubuntu theoretical underpinning, we proposed an Ubuntu-Informed Distributed 

Leadership Framework (UIDLF) as a remedy to the micro-political dimension of distributed leadership. 

Specifically, UIDLF aims to mitigate micro-politics by emphasising interconnectedness, collective 

responsibility, respect and dignity, and conflict resolution. We posit that, interconnectedness fosters 

stakeholder collaboration (Radwan, 2019), while collective responsibility diffuses power concentration and 

power struggle (Rogers et al., 2020). We also advance that, respect and dignity guide leaders to value 

diverse viewpoints (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Mkhasibe, 2023), while conflict resolution promotes 

enduring peace (Tiky, 2018; Ngunjiri & Hernandez, 2017). Overall, it is believed that UIDLF will serve as 

a framework for school leaders to mitigate and navigate micro politics in their schools.  
 

6. UIDLF implications for global educational leadership practices 
 

It is pertinent to state that Ubuntu-Informed Distributed Leadership framework transcends cultural 

and geographical boundaries; it is globally adaptable across diverse educational contexts. Regarding its 

global relevance, the framework promotes inclusivity and equity, fosters collaborative decision-making, 

enhances cultural sensitivity and tolerance and mitigates power struggles and micro-politics. 

 

7. Conclusion 
 

The study examined the intersection of distributed leadership theory, micro-politcs dynamics 

influencing school leadership and the mediating potential of Ubuntu Theory. We unpacked the 

interconnectedness of these concepts to illuminate a new trajectory for school leadership that transcends 

apolitical distributed leadership paradigms. Hence, we advanced an Ubuntu-Informed Distributed 

Leadership Framework (UIDLF) as a strategy to mitigate the detrimental influence of micropolitics in 

school leadership.  

 

 

References 
 
Atencio, C., & Herbst, N. (2022). Addressing Common Obstacles to Effective Shared Leadership:  

A Five-Year Follow Up. Journal of Education, Innovation, and Communication, 4(1). 
https://doi.org/10.34097/jeicom-4-1-june2022-3 

Berkovich, I. (2019). Micro-politics, Senior Management Teams, and Principals’ Inner Circle: A Structural 
Exploration. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 19(2), 1-14. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2018.1551552 

Bush, T. (2022). Reviewing fifty years of EMAL scholarship: Longitudinal perspectives on the journal and 
the field of educational leadership and management. Educational Management Administration  
& Leadership, 50(2), 187-191. 

Bush, T. (2023). Distributed leadership and micropolitics. Educational Management Administration  
& Leadership, 51(3), 529-532. 

Connolly, M., & James, C. (2006). Collaboration for School Improvement. Educational Management 
Administration & Leadership, 34(1), 69-87. https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143206059540 

Feng, Y., Hao, B., Iles, P., & Bown, N. (2017). Rethinking distributed leadership: dimensions, antecedents 
and team effectiveness. Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 38(2), 284-302. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/lodj-07-2015-0147 

Gade, C. B. (2012). What is Ubuntu? Different interpretations among South Africans of African 
descent. South African Journal of Philosophy, 31(3), 484-503. 

Göksoy, S. (2015). Distributed Leadership in Educational Institutions. Journal of Education and Training 
Studies, 3(4), 110-118. https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v3i4.851 

p-ISSN: 2184-044X  e-ISSN: 2184-1489  ISBN: 978-989-35728-0-1 © 2024

524



Gronn, P. (2000). Distributed properties: A new architecture for leadership. Educational management  
& administration, 28(3), 317-338. 

Hangartner, J., & Svaton, C. J. (2022). Distributed leadership, teacher autonomy, and power relations 
between head-teachers and teachers under low-stakes accountability conditions. Research in 
Educational Administration & Leadership, 7(2), 247-281. https://doi.org/10.30828/real.1063609 

Harris, A. (2008). Distributed leadership: Developing tomorrow’s leaders. New York. 
Harris, A., Jones, M., & Ismail, N. (2022). Distributed leadership: Taking a Retrospective and 

Contemporary View of the Evidence Base. School Leadership & Management, 42(5), 1-19. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2022.2109620 

Laurence, S., & Margolis, E. (2003). Concepts and conceptual analysis. Philosophy and phenomenological 
research, 67(2), 253-282. 

Leithwood, K., & Mascall, B. (2008). Collective leadership effects on student achievement. Educational 
administration quarterly, 44(4), 529-561. 

Leithwood, K., Day, C., Sammons, P., Harris, A., & Hopkins, D. (2006). Successful school leadership: what 
it is and how it influences pupil learning (Research Report 800). London: Department for Education 
and Skills, DfES. 

Lumby, J., Crow, G. M., & Pashiardis, P. (Eds.). (2009). International handbook on the preparation and 
development of school leaders. Routledge. 

Maxcy, B. D., & Nguyen, T. S. T. (2006). The Politics of Distributing Leadership. Educational Policy, 
20(1), 163-196. https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904805285375 

Mboyo, J. P. (2019). Reimagining Ubuntu in schools: A perspective from two primary school leaders in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 47(2), 
206-223. 

Mkhasibe, R. G. (2023). Unleashing Stakeholders in the Role That They Play and Their Impact on the 
Improvement of Rural Schools. In R. S. Mphalele, & M. C. Maphalala (Eds.), Contextualising Rural 
Education in South African Schools (Vol. 3, pp. 258-272). Brill. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004547025_016 

Ngunjiri, F. W., & Hernandez, K. A. C. (2017). Problematizing Authentic Leadership: A Collaborative 
Autoethnography of Immigrant Women of Color Leaders in Higher Education. Advances in 
Developing Human Resources, 19(4), 393-406. https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422317728735 

Or, M. H., & Berkovich, I. (2023). Participative decision making in schools in individualist and collectivist 
cultures: The micro-politics behind distributed leadership. Educational Management Administration 
& Leadership, 51(3), 533-553. https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432211001364  

Paulson, S. (2019, December 16). “I Am Because We Are”: The African Philosophy of Ubuntu. To the Best 
of Our Knowledge. https://www.ttbook.org/interview/i-am-because-we-are-african-philosophy-
ubuntu 

Poovan, N., Du Toit, M. K., & Engelbrecht, A. S. (2006). The effect of the social values of ubuntu on team 
effectiveness. South African Journal of Business Management, 37(3), 17-27. 

Radwan, J. (2019). Leadership and Communication in the Bhagavad Gita: Unity, Duty, and Equanimity. In 
S. Dhiman, & A. D. Amar (Eds.), Managing by the Bhagavad Gītā: Timeless Lessons for Today’s 
Managers (pp, 87-101). Springer. 

Rasweswe, M. M., Kgatla, N. M., Ramavhoya, I. T., & Mulaudzi, F. M. (2024). Ubuntu Is a Critical 
Component in the Fight against Human Immunodeficiency Virus and Tuberculosis Stigma: Nursing 
Students’ Perceptions. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 21(2), 
229. 

Richard S. (2009). Mandela's Way: Fifteen Lessons on Life, Love, and Courage. New York: Crown 
Publishers. 

Rodgers, B. L. (1989). Concepts, analysis and the development of nursing knowledge: the evolutionary 
cycle. Journal of advanced nursing, 14(4), 330-335. 

Rogers, L., De Brún, A., Birken, S. A., Davies, C., & McAuliffe, E. (2020). The micropolitics of 
implementation; a qualitative study exploring the impact of power, authority, and influence when 
implementing change in healthcare teams. BMC Health Services Research, 20(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-020-05905-z  

Sasere, O. B., & Makhasane, S. D. (2023). Exploring Distributed Leadership Practice in Nigerian 
Secondary Schools. Journal of Educational and Social Research, 13(2), 90. 
https://doi.org/10.36941/jesr-2023-0034 

Taylor, L., & Adelman, H.S. (2000). Connecting Schools, Families, and Communities. Professional school 
counseling, 3, 298-307. 

Tiky, L. (2018). Building peace through Ubuntu in the aftermath of electoral violence in divided African 
societies. In A. Kulnazarova, & V. Popovski (Eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Global Approaches 
to Peace (pp. 279-298). Palgrave Handbooks. Doi: 10.1007/978-3-319-78905-7_14 

Tutu, D. (2011). God has a dream: A vision of hope for our times. Random House. 

Education and New Developments 2024

525


	VIRTUAL PRESENTATIONS
	ORGANIZATIONAL ISSUES
	MITIGATING THE MICRO-POLITICAL DIMENSION OF DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP IN EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP: AN UBUNTU PERSPECTIVE





