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With the introduction of diversity policies and diversity management programs, the intent of the top
administration and what is enforced at the lower levels may vary. This paper examines underlying factors
that would impact the perception of the established diversity management program by lower-level
employees in tertiary education institutions. We will then outline how transactional leadership and
transformational leadership of the supervisors may impact the perceptions of diversity management in
higher education. We will conclude by focusing on areas for future research in diversity management
within the higher education context.
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INTRODUCTION

The trend towards globalization and the demographic shift has resulted in workplace diversity being
much more than merely a buzzword that companies use in their recruitment campaigns. The literature of
workplace diversity has investigated environmental factors such as legal mandates, resource dependencies
as predictors on the firm’s decisions to adopt practices conducive to managing diversity in the workplace
(Ng & Sears, 2012). Firms emphasize on diversity management because of the ‘‘business case’ for
diversity; it may be instrumental in forging a competitive advantage, improving a firm’s innovative
capabilities and overall performance (Saxena, 2014; Zikic, 2015; Lambert, 2016). Since technological
advancements are one of the foremost factors contributing to globalization, global workers are required to
be sophisticated and must possess adaptable technological skills as well as ability to interact with people
from across the globe (Brown-Glaude, 2009).

Diversity management is a strategic issue for organizations. Diversity can be defined as the process or
strategy of promoting the perception, acknowledgment, and implementation of diversity in organizations
and institutions (Deshwal & Choudhary, 2012). The College and University Professional Association for
Human Resources found that minority representation in tertiary institutions reflects that of private
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industries. Only 7% of administrative positions were held by black, 3% by Hispanic or Latinos, 2% by
Asian, and 1% other race or ethnicity the remaining 86% of administrators were white similar to that of
87% of private industries (Seltzer, 2017). More progress is needed to foster diversity and inclusion
programs and its implementation in higher education, and the process should begin from the executive
level. The leadership style of the president belonging to a tertiary institution impacts the diversity
program of colleges and universities (Tierney, 1991).

To address the question related to the impact of leadership on diversity, Kezar and Eckel (2008)
investigated the role of university president’s transactional and transformational leadership styles on
campus-wide diversity efforts and found that both of the leadership styles were critical to campus
diversity. However, more research is needed to understand the dynamics of these leadership styles, and
when used by supervisors at each level in the institutions, its impact on perceptions of diversity
management of lower-level employees. To this end, the paper investigates the influence of transactional
and transformational leadership styles of supervisors across various levels in higher education institutions,
on the diversity management perceptions of lower-level employees.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Burns (1978) introduced the concept of transforming and transactional leadership. Building on the
work, Bass (1985) integrated the concepts to the study of formal organizations and investigated the
psychological phenomenon associated with transformational and transactional leadership. Bass (1985) is
credited for coining the term ‘transformational leadership’.

Transactional leadership style is characterized by leaders emphasizing compliance on followers with
the use of both rewards and punishment. These leaders exercise authority and power in the firm, and they
are also known for prioritizing tasks assignments, and monitoring work standards (Bass, 1985; Sashkin,
2004). However, transformational leaders motivate and inspire the followers to achieve extraordinary
outcomes, and simultaneously develop a follower’s leadership potential (Bass, 1985; House & Shamir,
1993; Sashkin, 2004). Research has shown that transformational leadership contains four main
dimensions: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration (Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 1999). These leader attributes are critical as they stimulate followers
to go above and beyond their capabilities for excellent performance outcomes (Judge & Piccolo, 2004)
reconsider their fundamental values and a willingness to sacrifice their own interests for collective good
(Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996; Kark & Shamir, 2013; Howell & Shamir, 2005). Both transformational
and transactional leadership styles are correlated with the leader’s moral and ethical orientation.
Transformational leaders are more inclined with doing what is “morally right” and protecting the rights
and dignities of individuals, and even though transactional leaders share this trait with transformational
leaders, they are more inclined toward utility maximization (Aronson, 2001; Groves & LaRocca, 2010).
Transformational leaders are known to exhibit higher perceived integrity (Aronson, 2004), greater moral
development (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999) and more ethical behavior (Aronson, 2004; Brown & Trevino,
2006). The diversity climate is the shared perceptions by the institution or workgroup employees in terms
of the degree in which the organization socially integrates historically disadvantaged, discriminated or
underrepresented employees and encourage impartiality in employee policies (Mor Barak, Cherin, &
Berkman, 1998). Since moral development and diversity climate have been linked (DiTomaso &
Hooijberg, 1996; Wilson, 2009), transformational leaders are inclined to foster the organizational climate
focusing on diversity, inclusivity, and social responsibility. Transformational leaders can persuade
followers that managing diversity is the right thing to do and that diversity is not just a matter of legal
compliance (Leonard & Grebler, 2006).

Leadership styles have been linked to strategic decision-making and leader’s emphasis on different
types of justice (Tatum, Eberlin, Kottraba, & Bradberry, 2003; Eberlin & Tatum, 2008). In particular,
transformational leaders underscore social justice while transactional leaders favor procedural justice.
Transformational leadership supports protecting the welfare of all individuals in society and ensuring the
fair treatment of all people in their actions (Hood, 2003; Tatum, Eberlin, Kottraba, & Bradberry, 2003).

12 Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 19(7) 2019



In this regard, transformational leaders make efforts for managing diversity because it has the potential to
enhance the well-being of the organization and its members. Transaction leaders, alternatively, are
focused on following the rules so their approach to diversity management may be driven with the
necessity to abide by the laws (Hood, 2003).

Scholars have suggested that in order to promote diversity and inclusivity within the context of higher
education, transformational leaders are necessary (Tierney, 1991; Aguirre Jr & Martinez, 2006), while
others suggest that transactional leaders are better suited for the higher education environment because of
the prevalent bureaucracy (Birnbaum, 1992). However, empirical evidence supporting either claim is
scant (Kezar & Eckel, 2008).

Within the context of higher education, studies have investigated the impact of transformational and
transactional leadership style. For instance, Bensimon, Neumann, and Birnbaum (1989) argued that in
colleges and universities, transactional leadership is likely to be more effective than transformational
leadership because of the ambiguity in goals and decentralized structures. According to Bensimon,
Neumann, and Birnbaum (1989), transactional theories focus on social exchange, which is more reflective
of leadership at campuses. They further noted that “College and university presidents can accumulate and
exert power by controlling access to information, controlling the budgetary process, allocating resources
to preferred projects, and assessing major faculty and administrative appointments” (Bensimon, et. al.,
1989, p. 39), but they democratically execute the process so that their image of exercising authority while
valuing participative decision making is strengthened. This process is also reflective of normative
organizational values. The rationale used by Bensimon, Neumann, and Birnbaum (1989) was that
leadership styles should be adapted according to the organizational structure.

A few studies have echoed the argument that transactional leadership is more suited to college
campuses and have investigated the degree to which leaders use transformational versus transactional
approaches. The study by Wolverton and Gmelch (2002) investigated leadership styles of deans and
reported that hierarchical structure, reward systems, and tenure promotion process were conducive to
transactional leadership. They also supported the notion that deans utilized transactional as well as
transformational to be successful. Deans were found to provide direction and empowerment to others,
which is consistent with the transformational leadership style. In addition, the study found that leadership
style varied by the type of institution; leaders in research-oriented institutions used transactional
leadership while leaders within teaching-focused state institutions favored transformational leadership
style. Similarly, Bensimon (1993) examined the differences in transactional and transformational styles
of presidents and found that a blend of two approaches was effective. In particular, transformational
leadership was shown to increase morale and build satisfaction among faculty and staff; while
transactional leadership was instrumental in developing the infrastructure of the organization, its capacity,
and resources.

In a quest to determine which leadership is ideal to drive institutional change towards diversity and
inclusion, Adserias, Charleston, and Jackson (2017) reviewed the literature on forms of diversity agenda,
paradigms of change and leadership style, and synthesized the results from ten cases to provide insights.
In particular, their study concluded there is no best leadership style to promote diversity on college
campuses, but leaders have often used both transactional and transformational styles in a manner that is a
reflection of the full range of leadership model (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Kezar & Eckel, 2008). The study
also emphasized that successful leaders carefully analyze several contextual factors before deciding
whether to exhibit transformational or transactional leadership.

Some studies suggest that leadership around certain issues require more emphasis on transformational
than transactional style. For instance, Aguirre Jr and Martinez (2006) hypothesized that leaders who seek
to diversify college campuses would achieve desired results if they utilize transformational leadership by
empowering and motivating others, developing trust, and working to transform the values and preferences
of organizational culture. Their argument assumed that major change requires people to rethink their
values, and transformational leadership style can bring this change while transactional is not suited for
such situations. In addition, Al-husseini and Elbeltagi (2018) have reported that transformational
leadership with the context of higher education promotes knowledge sharing and fosters the culture of
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trust, cooperation, and encouragement. All these factors are shown to be conducive to diversity (Downey,
van der Werff, Thomas, & Plaut, 2015).

An overall analysis of the research results have been mixed, and more research is required to
understand how transactional and transformational leadership styles of supervisors at all levels affect the
perceptions of lower-level employees regarding diversity management practices of the organization. In
the next section, we develop the hypotheses for the study, which is followed by the discussion and
conclusion.

THEORY AND PROPOSITIONS

In this paper, the authors will focus on tertiary institutions, which for the sake of this paper includes
colleges and universities granting associates degrees, bachelor’s degrees, and graduate degrees. Despite
globalization and shifts in the demographics, there are locations in the US that have populations that
reflect heterogeneity and homogeneity. Demographic populations that reflect heterogeneity tend to be
fairly diverse in terms of race and ethnicity, while populations that reflect homogeneity have very low
levels of diversity in terms of race and ethnicity. In this paper, locations that reflect heterogeneity in the
demographics have a racial or ethnic minority population percentage at or above the US averages. Also,
in this paper, the locations that have a population that reflects homogeneity in the demographics
consisting of racial and ethnic minorities’ population percentages below the US average.

In line with representative bureaucracy theory, the individuals that make policy and strategy decisions
for the organization tend to use their discretion to ensure that these policies and strategies represent the
values of those individuals (Meier, Wrinkle, & Polinard, 1999). Therefore, if the individuals making
policy and strategic decisions are a reflection of the representation of the local population, it serves that
they will tend to make decisions benefitting that population (Thielemann & Stewart Jr, 1996). The
emphasis on diversity management may be lower in locations where there is a less diverse population.
Locations in the US where the local population is relatively homogeneous, the impulse for diversity
management may be lower than most metropolitan areas, and thus diversity management may be less
impactful because of the lower impetus (Pitts, 2009). Representative bureaucracy promotes the inclusion
of various groups by encouraging the presence of a representative for the various interest groups during
the planning and development stages of the formation of policies (Denhardt & DeLeon, 1995; Kim &
Park, 2017). In locations with a homogenous population, diversity management policies and strategies
exist for a variety of reasons similar to areas with a more heterogeneous population. Some of the reasons
encouraging diversity management initiatives are governmental regulations and normative pressures
(Konrad, Yang, & Maurer, 2016) and institutional pressures (Konrad, Yang, & Maurer, 2016) such as
accreditation bodies and best practices recommended by professional associations (Clemons, 2013).
Organizations vary in the level they adhere to institutional pressures (Oliver, 1991). It is possible that
majority members (not a female or minority) fearing adverse resource control matters may show hostility
with the systematic relative increase in minorities and women attaining senior-level positions (Kossek,
Markel, & McHugh, 2003). The inability to attain an adequate level of proportional representation can
impact experiences of dominance, imbalance, balance, or tokenism by employees (Kanter, 1977).

In line with representative bureaucracy theory and the possible lower impetus in a relatively
homogenous location as stated by Pitts (2009) diversity management programs and the impact on the
diversity, climate may be perceived as being less effective in terms of the perceptions of minority
employees in these locations than in locations with a more heterogeneous population. If there is a lower
impetus on diversity management strategies and policies, then there could also be an impact on the level
of adequate support and career advancement for female employees. In congruence with the research done
by McKay, Avery and Morris (2009) the impact on the diversity climate is being considered as a means
of evaluating the effectiveness of the diversity management system. Therefore, one may surmise that the
diversity management programs impact on diversity climate may be perceived as being less effective in
terms of the perceptions of female employees in locations with a more homogenous population than in
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locations with a more heterogeneous population. The following propositions have been developed
consistent with the arguments above.

Pla. In a tertiary institution with a homogenous local population diversity management practices may
have a lesser positive impact on the diversity climate from the perception of all the employees than those
employees located in tertiary institutions located in a more heterogeneous populated area.

PI1b. In a tertiary institution with a homogenous local population diversity management practices may
have a lesser positive impact on the diversity climate from the perception of minority employees than
those minority employees located in tertiary institutions located in a more heterogeneous populated area.

Plc. In a tertiary institution with a homogenous local population diversity management practices may
have a lesser positive impact on the diversity climate from the perception of female employees than those
female employees located in tertiary institutions located in a more heterogeneous populated area.

As mentioned above transformational leaders focus on changing the moral thought process of their
employees/followers and raising the overall standards of morality and motivation (Burns, 1978; Bass,
1985; Kezar & Eckel, 2008). Transactional leaders tend to utilize reciprocation with their employees that
involves using contingent rewards to negotiate or bargain to accomplish the organization's goals (Burns,
1978; Bass, 1985; Kezar & Eckel, 2008). Bass and Avolio (1997) proposed that a combination of the
transformational and transactional leadership styles could be utilized by the organization's leadership.
This combination of leadership styles Bass and Avolio (1997) referred to as “full-range leadership model”
(Kezar & Eckel, 2008, p. 382). This combination used by organization leaders was found to be effective
(Wolverton & Gmelch, 2002; Bensimon, 1993).

For tertiary institutions located in a more homogeneous population, the diversity management system
may be hampered by the various elements mentioned above. These elements include aspects of
representative bureaucracy theory (Pitts, 2009), variances in the organization adhering to normative and
institutional pressures (Oliver, 1991), majority members fearing adverse resource control (Kossek,
Markel, & McHugh, 2003) and inadequate proportional representation (Kanter, 1977). Transactional style
of leadership on its own by tertiary institutions located in homogeneous populated areas may not be
effective in ensuring an effective diversity management system. To overcome the various elements
mentioned above, hampering diversity management programs for tertiary institutions located in
homogeneous populated areas requires significant elements of transformational leadership.

Bensimon, Neumann, and Birnbaum (1989) asserted that due to the nature of colleges and universities
(tertiary institutions) a transactional leadership style might be more suited and effective in that type of
organization as opposed to other organizations. Kezar and Eckel (2008) stated that some university
presidents encountered some resistance when using transformational strategies that promoted diversity
and attempted to diversify the demographics of their professoriate. Wolverton and Gmelch (2002) in
looking at the administration of university deans, found that the structure of the tertiary institutions also
favored a transactional leadership style. Given the nature or structure of these tertiary institutions in
homogeneous locations, a transformational leadership style on its own may not be effective in ensuring an
effective diversity management system. Employee’s perception of a high level of management’s
commitment to enact and adhere to diversity policies as part of the organization’s strategic plans is
correlated with the success of the diversity policies (Cox, 1993; Kossek & Lobel, 1996; Thomas & Ely,
1996). The full range leadership style (Kezar & Eckel, 2008) by the top administration may have a more
significant impact on the effectiveness of diversity management of these tertiary institutions located in
homogeneous populations from the perception of lower-level employees than a predominant transactional
leadership style or predominant transformational leadership style by top administration. Consistent with
these arguments, the following proposition has been made by the authors.
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P2. In a tertiary institution located in a homogeneous local population if the administration is utilizing
the full range leadership style, it would have a more positive impact on the perception of the effectiveness
of diversity management practices by lower-level employees than those where top administration is using
a transactional or transformational style only.

Human resource diversity management strategies and policies are established at the organizational
level, but the social and practical aspects are enacted in the work units’ level (Larkey, 1996). In other
words, top administration diversity management policies are dispersed to the various department groups
towards managing diversity in their workgroups (Kossek, Markel, & McHugh, 2003). In examining
diversity initiatives that occur at the organizational level to positively impact the diversity climate, one
must consider the multilevel model for the organization’s climate developed by Zohar (2000). Even with
diversity initiatives that create a demographic shift, there could be a dilution of these initiatives at the
lower and senior levels if they don’t have a significant demographic shift thus having only a minor
change impact on the existing diversity climate (Kossek, Markel, & McHugh, 2003). Despite the various
policies and procedures at the organizational level the diversity climate at the work unit or group level
will be significantly impacted by the manager’s or supervisor’s execution of those initiatives and
preservation of those procedures (McKay, Avery, & Morris, A Tale of Two Climates: Diversity Climate
from Subordinates’ and Managers’ Perspectives and Their Role in Store Unit Sales Performance, 2009).
McKay, Avery, and Morris (2009) also asserted that the supervisors and managers might use discretion in
executing these diversity policies and thus there may be variances in the way the policies are executed in
each work unit. Managers and supervisors at the lower level within the tertiary institution have a
significant impact on the perceptions of employees in regards to the effectiveness of the diversity
management system (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Wright & Nishii, 2007; Nishii & Mayer, 2009; Ashikali &
Groeneveld, 2015).

Diversity strategies promote demographics shifts in various workgroups including status levels in the
workgroups; thus, it creates a different group climate (Kossek, Markel, & McHugh, 2003). When an
organization has a greater impetus on diversity management practices, there is usually a perception of
great workgroup performance for employees of color and white employees (Pitts, 2009). Some groups
may perceive they obtain greater benefits from an organization’s diversity management practices than
others (Kim & Park, 2017). Diversity management is more impactful to minorities than whites (Pitts,
2009). Work-life balance/flexibility and training where women, minorities and non-traditional employees
obtain adequate support and are exposed to meaningful development opportunities for career
advancement is critical to a diversity management program (Robinson & Dechant, 1997; Konrad, Yang,
& Maurer, 2016). Kim and Park (2017) while studying public organizations concerning diversity
management system and fairness, found that female employees perceived diversity management
differently than minority group employees. Despite the differences, there has been research that found the
organization's impetus on diversity strategies and policies are of greater importance to racial/ethnic
minority groups and women than white male counterparts (Avery & McKay, 2006). Other research has
shown that all groups of employees have a positive job mentality towards the use of diversity
management (Choi, 2008; Pitts, 2009; McKay, Avery, Tonidandel, Morris, Hernandez, & Hebl, 2007).

Valuing differences is important for managers who supervise diverse employees (Pitts, 2009).
Diversity management is a primary means in pursuing proper and fair treatment of employees irrespective
of gender, race, and ethnicity (Soni, 2000). Diversity management has played an instrumental role to
prevent or hamper traditional racial and gender inequalities that were occurring in many organizations
(Kim & Park, 2017). When a workgroup is perceived to be managing diversity in a positive way, women
and minorities relate well with other group members, and they all have equal access to the workgroup
resources (Kossek, Markel, & McHugh, 2003). We contend that to enact changes and maintain an
effective diversity management system, the supervisors or managers will have to use some levels of
transformational leadership.

There is difficulty in executing diversity management goals and initiatives if the employees don’t
identify or support the diversity practices to be implemented in the organization (Soni, 2000; Kim & Park,
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2017). Including the adherence to diversity initiatives in the performance evaluations of employees,
including those for supervisors and managers may enhance the effectiveness of diversity management
(McKay, Avery, & Morris, 2009). This system can become more effective if unit practices are
synchronized with the overall business strategy to attain the goals of the organization (Dulebohn, Molloy,
Pichler, & Murray, 2009; Way & Johnson, 2005). We contend that supervisors and managers will have to
use some levels of transactional leadership style to align the goals and performance evaluations with the
diversity management policies. Stemming from these arguments, we have developed the following
propositions.

P3a. If a department supervisor or manager uses a full range leadership style in enacting diversity
management initiatives at a tertiary institution located in a homogeneous demographic area, there would
be a more positive perception of the diversity climate by minority employees than department supervisors
or managers employing transformational or transactional leadership style only.

P3b. If a department supervisor or manager uses a full range leadership style in enacting diversity
management initiatives at a tertiary institution located in a homogeneous demographic area, there would
be a more positive perception of the diversity climate by female employees than department supervisors
or managers employing transformational or transactional leadership style only.

DISCUSSION

This paper extends the already existing research on diversity management and transformational
leadership theory. Previous research has reflected the use of transformational leadership (Tierney, 1991;
Aguirre Jr & Martinez, 2006) or transactional leadership (Birnbaum, 1992; Bensimon, Neumann, &
Birnbaum, 1989) to enhance the drive to implement and maintain a diversity management system. Other
research has found positive results utilizing a combination of both transformational and transactional
leadership (Kezar & Eckel, 2008; Bensimon, 1993; Wolverton & Gmelch, 2002; Bass & Riggio, 2006).
Adserias, Charleston, and Jackson (2017) concluded that neither transactional or transformational
leadership style was consistently better in terms, ensuring the fulfillment of a diversity agenda. This paper
builds on the Kezar and Eckel (2008) work to contend that for a tertiary institution located in
homogeneous demographic populations the full range leadership style would be better suited for
advancing a diversity management system.

This theory was developed from a conjunction of transformational leadership theory (Bass, 1985)
representative bureaucracy (Meier, Wrinkle, & Polinard, 1999) inadequate proportional representation
(Kanter, 1977) and impetus for diversity management programs for locations with a heterogeneous or
homogeneous demographic population (Pitts, 2009). The focus is more on tertiary institutions located in
homogeneous populations and justifying using the full range leadership style, not just top administrators
but also managers and supervisors at these institutions. With managers and supervisors being a key cog in
employee’s perceptions of the effectiveness of a diversity management system (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004;
Wright & Nishii, 2007; Nishii & Mayer, 2009; Ashikali & Groeneveld, 2015) we contend they too should
utilize the full range leadership style for tertiary institutions located in a homogeneous demographic area.

This theory development provides a basis for data collection, data analysis and the interpretation of
the results in regards to the more effective leadership style for a tertiary institution in a homogeneous
demographic area for both top administrators, managers, and supervisors. Senior administrators,
managers, and supervisors’ control of resources and rewards and their influence on the implementation
and perceptions of the employees is critical to the effectiveness of a diversity management system for
multi-levels within the tertiary institution.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

One of the important limitations of this study is that in assessing the effectiveness of a diversity
management system, we are focusing on the perceptions of the employees. Distinctions exist between the
intended, the actual, and the perception of diversity policies (Wright & Nishii, 2007; Ashikali &
Groeneveld, 2015). The diversity management system can be strongly influenced by the top
administrators and whether or not they are a part of a minority group or the majority group (Ashikali &
Groeneveld, 2015). In accordance with equity theory (Adams, 1963), employees are motivated by
equality in the workplace. If an employee perceives inequality, they may adjust their exertions and task
with respect to their equity perception (Kim & Park, 2017). A diversity management system is expected
to level the playing field for historically disadvantaged or discriminated groups, but this paper focuses
more on the perception of the diversity management system and not on perceived fairness.

Another limitation of this study is the focus has been on the perception of all employees, women, and
minorities. To further expand this research, more attention can also be spent on the perception of white
male employees. Kim and Park (2017), asserted that in some cases, white employees might perceive
diversity management practices may lead to inequitable treatment of them by the organization.

An additional limitation is that there may be other constraints on the diversity management system for
various tertiary institutions that may impact the impetus and perception by the employees such as
budgetary constraints. Pitts (2009) reflected in his work that presidents of universities do use a significant
level of pragmatism in their policies and decision making. Budgetary constraints, for example, may
hamper recruitment efforts of tertiary institutions located in homogeneous demographically populated
areas to attract the qualified pool of minority groups to apply and work at these locations. The
employment of a diversity expert has a positive impact on the organization attaining an effective diversity
management program (Konrad, Yang, & Maurer, 2016). Budgetary constraints may limit the
employment of a full-time diversity expert or specialist.

This paper is conceptual, and the authors hope in the future to empirically test this concept within the
context of the United States and other countries. A more in-depth look of the specific elements of
transformational leadership and transactional leadership that should be combined for the full range
leadership style to lead to better management of diversity by top administrators, managers, and
supervisors should be explored. This suggested in-depth analysis, in turn, can perhaps provide some
insight for diversity management practices for the short and long term.
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