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ABSTRACT
Today more women have found their way in higher education. Apparently, not much
attention was given to record and critically assess the leadership communication
styles of these women in Malaysia. Importantly, the pathways to leadership roles are
seldom stated clearly. This study concentrated on three areas: leadership
communication styles, leadership traits, and team effectiveness. The qualitative
research considered the semi-structured interviews with ten informants within a
university setting. All interviews were transcript and analyse using thematic analysis
technique. NVivo software was used to analyse data, several of the identified themes
emerged indicated that women leaders incorporated with relational approaches to
leadership. The informants described the tenets of transformational, transactional,
democratic and autocratic communication leadership styles. The findings also
indicated that the women leaders value the use of a distinctly people-centric, soft
skill, masculine and feminine traits to their leadership on team effectiveness as well
as utilizing their gender differences in their roles. Majority of the informants stated
that their women leaders are continuously showing support and relationship
development in their leadership. Theoretical implication generated from this study
indicated that women leaders are highly effective when they use transformational and
democratic leadership communication styles. The practical implication highlighted
that women leaders’ constructive behaviour enable their team member’s behaviours
towards team effectiveness.
Keywords: Leadership communication styles, Leader’s traits, Women leaders,
Team effectiveness

INTRODUCTION
Organisational performance has been the crucial component for competitive advantage and
part of it rests on how leaders communicate. It is believed that effective leadership
communication styles can determine the performance of an organisation (Daft, Kendrick &
Vershinina, 2010). Communication and collaboration are the essential qualities very much
required to develop the ability to deal and liaise with different organisational groups since
different groups do not have the same needs, and bearing this in mind, paying attention to
them and supporting them is vital. Specifically, with regard to higher education, it is said that
higher education institutions in the new century tends to be self-critical, while simultaneously
they are in great pressure to be in a good book and explain about their use of resources,
financially or non-financially, in relation to the societal expectations and constraints and
establish strong image of organization (Guskin & Marcy, 2002 in Hwang, 2018). Based on
this condition, changes need to be administered and led critically by governance through
effective academic leadership with certain principles, ideas, and skills. This study will look
into the said condition and try to explain how such circumstances work particularly among
women leaders at this tertiary level which requires talent in communicating the needs of the
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stakeholders to the employees. As studies addressing the leadership styles of academic
leaders, exclusively women were occasional (Dodd, 2012; Louise, 2014; Shepherd, 2017).
The reality is that women have largely been an invisible persona in the leadership research
and much of the leadership knowledge has primarily rested on the detailed investigation of
male leaders. In relation to this, many research studies have tended to focus on male
managers and overlook the experiences of those women who have made it into the
traditionally male territory of academic leadership and management (Kleihauer, Stephens,
Hart & Stripling, 2013). Therefore, holding important positions in the faculties, women’s
leadership styles need to be examined and understood as it is important towards achieving
academic excellence. Spending some time learning from successful women can be very
helpful if we want to see women participate equally in all academic areas. Analysing why
some women can accomplish and excel in the male dominated environment may help tackle
the issue of the imbalance of women in leadership, thus helping to make all students, staff,
and faculties well represented in universities particularly in a developing nation such as
Malaysia.
Despite the fact that there are various studies on leadership communication styles over time,
most of the styles bring into comparison the authoritarian, democratic, and laissez-faire
leadership communication styles, or the task and interpersonal leadership communication
(Hackman & Johnson, 2013). That said, one can get familiarised with a leader’s style by
concentrating on the leader’s communication style. It is important to highlight at this point
that leadership is a communication-based activity. Leaders dedicate a reasonable amount of
their time shaping messages that are then transmitted to followers, constituents, and
stakeholders. As it is, the greater the responsibilities of a leader, the more focus given by the
job on communication (Hackman & Johnson, 2013). Communication serves to be the
strongest tool a leader or a manager can impel or put down if they know the way to utilise it.
It is the most important aspect a leader, a manager, or a speaker needs to make it through.
When the manager or the leader knows how to communicate with the subordinates or others
around, the results and performances can be expected to be high (Raducan & Raducan, 2014).
The influence of the leaders in receiving the message follows the manner in which they lead.
By this, the assembly of intergroup relations whereby a person or a group of persons
influence the group’s behaviour, guide, supervise, and control activities, keeps the group
effective (Fairhurst, 2009). Without these components, jobs are not completed to their
potential; the employees cannot meet their basic social needs and cannot fulfil the
organisational goals.
Evidence has shown that women leaders possess a large number of the same qualities as their
male counterparts, particularly an ability to set high objectives and inspire others to fulfil
them (Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell & Ristikari, 2011) Nonetheless, women are different in some
particular ways that make them precious additions to decision-making teams. According to
various sources, solid women leaders tend to disseminate or translate positive aspects of
leadership communication to others; as such, these women are inclined to hold leadership
positions in higher education (Parker, 2015). Nonetheless, the number of women holding
leadership positions is scarce. Therefore, young women probably do not actually have
numerous role models to follow or idolise. The reason for the slow growth rate remains
unknown, which indicates an underrepresentation of women in higher education (Cook &
Glass, 2014). One reported cause of the lack of women in leadership positions is the lack of
qualified women applying for these positions (DeFrank-Cole et al, 2014).
A research highlighted that women are perceived as modestly more effective in education,
government and social services as in other organisations (Madden, 2011). Interestingly,
ISSN: 2186-8492, ISSN: 2186-8484 Print

Leena and Luna International, Chikusei, Japan.

www.ajssh.leena-luna.co.jp

(株) リナアンドルナインターナショナル, 筑西市,日本

Copyright © 2019

P a g e | 14

Asian Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities Vol. 8(3) August 2019

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Madden (2011) suggests that the career where women can make the most progress in
leadership is in higher education. This career may be a place where women can make inroads
into leadership positions. Some researchers have sought to examine which leadership styles
are appropriate for women by redefining some leadership communication styles typically
associated with feminine characteristics. One manner is reviewing leadership communication
styles and how women manipulate the styles and fit into the picture of effective leadership to
ensure that their team can be guided successfully and subsequently, thereby achieving
organisational success.
A team will benefit the most if it is led by someone who has a certain leadership
communication style and a woman leader will just be as credible as her male counterpart if
she has what it takes to lead the team. Therefore, a good team offers a wide range of
knowledge, attitudes, skills, and experience, whose integration enables innovative, flexible,
and rapid responses to problems and challenges, encourages performance, and improves the
satisfaction of those that have become part of the team (Rico, de la Hera, & Tabernero, 2011).
Teams have become the selected strategy when organisations have to face challenging tasks.
Teams would come in handy when errors bring forth serious consequences; when the task
complexity would require more out of an individual; when the task environment is not
properly defined, unclear, and challenging; when multiple and quick decisions are necessary;
and when the lives of others depend on the how individual members regard them as a group
(Salas, Cooke, & Rosen, 2008, p. 540). Women are more prospectively to aid employees in
developing their skills through direct coaching and mentoring them. Women leaders able to
produce more sustainable team with their integral competences such as collaboration,
networking, empathetic, and the ability to emphasis on the team objectives.
METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a qualitative research design with interviews which used the semistructured questioning techniques as recommended by Seidman (2006 in Webb, 2015) with
the objective being that the informants recollect their experience about having leaders
adopting certain styles. The rationale for adopting a qualitative study is that it enables the
researchers to understand informants’ own viewpoints and focusing on informants’ concern
about the issue or situation (Creswell, 2014). In reference to this study, the interview sessions
comprised of 10 informants among the University’s administrators and academicians whom
currently working and have worked with women leaders, and the duration for each session
took place for approximately between 45 to 60 minutes. All informants are well informed that
this study is voluntary and that all information gathered are strictly confidential. The profiles
of these informants are summarised and coded in Table 1.
Table 1. Informant’s background information
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The sessions featured questions that aimed at acquiring details about the informants’
experiences and reflections of their experiences related to the present context. As Mason
(2010) pointed out that a qualitative sample size is determined by the design and that
saturation could be achieved if there are just as many as six participants. Based on the small
number of informants selected, this study utilized the purposive sampling method which is a
non-probability sample that is selected based on characteristics of a population and the
objective of the study as recommended by Cooper and Schindler (2013). The emphasis was
to bring into perspective the informants’ meanings of their past and current experiences that
would encourage them to reflect on what they consider women leadership communication
styles and leadership traits and how these can be engaged towards team effectiveness in a
higher education institution perspective which fits into the purpose of this study.
Furthermore, a thematic approach was considered to analyse the descriptive data due the
nature of qualitative research of this study. This particular approach is referred as a method
for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clarke,
2006), and is most commonly used in qualitative data (Mutch, 2006). A theme refers to a
pattern that captures something significant or interesting about the data and/or research
question which are to be defined and named (Coded). The use of a coding framework
provided a clear trail of evidence for the credibility of this study. Thus, the NVivo software
program has been chosen to aid in the sorting and organizing the large data set analysis. This
software program ensures easy, effective and efficient coding which makes retrieval easier
(Bezeley, 2007).
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
Women leadership communication
The conception of women leadership communication styles as main theme was assessed from
the perspective among the academics and administrative staffs who have worked and
currently working with women leaders in a higher education institution. An investigation was
carried out in line with the first objective of this study and explicitly, transformational and
democratic styles are deemed to become the dominant styles of women leaders.

Figure 1 Transformational leadership communication style sub and sub-sub themes

The findings of this study support the aspects of these two leadership styles as emphasised by
Kent et al. (2010), Lopez-Zafra et al. (2012) and Robbins et al. (2013), who argued that the
transformational leadership style is conceivably more acknowledged among women leaders
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than among their male counterparts because it could support them in addressing issues of
authority and legitimacy as well as democratic and relationship-oriented issues due to
characteristics such as being considerate, kind, sensitive, understanding, affectionate and
compassionate (Prins et al., 2009 & Cuadrado et al., 2012). Another 17 sub-sub themes were
identified as key components that pertain to the communication styles of women leadership
in higher education institutions (See Figure 1, 2, 3 and 4).
According to Figure 1, transformational leadership communication was recognized as part of
leadership strategy to be implemented within all sectors of organizations, including higher
education (Hassan & Hatmaker, 2014). In reference to this current study, the women leaders
work with their employees to implement change. They create a vision for their followers and
guide the change through inspiration and motivation. These women leaders are excellent role
models and their followers emulate many of their actions. They also inspire through
activating follower confidence so that followers believe that they can go beyond expectations
(Barth-Farkas & Vera, 2014). This means that they are optimistic about follower ability to
achieve objectives and they always provide meaning to their followers through support the
importance of all duties and responsibilities. According to Vinkenburg et al (2012), charisma
is the most important dimension in a transformational leadership communication style that
inspires loyalty and devotion. Women leaders appeal through empathy, consciousness and the
moral compass of a follower that already knows the way things should be done and needs an
accountable leader to show them the way.

Figure 2 Democratic leadership communication style sub and sub-sub themes

In reference to Figure 2, women leaders in a higher education institution were perceived by
the informants as practicing democratic leadership communication, in which members of the
team demonstrates a more participative role in the decision-making process (Cuadrado et al,
2012). This shows that every member is given the opportunity to get involved, ideas are
exchanged freely, and discussion is encouraged. While the democratic process tends to focus
on teamwork and the free flow of ideas, the women leader of the team is still there to offer
guidance and control. In addition, since team members are encouraged to share their
thoughts, women leaders practicing democratic leadership communication able to lead to
better understandings and more inventive solutions to arising issues. Therefore, team
members correspondingly feel more involved and committed to specific tasks, making them
more likely to care about the outcomes. Research on women leadership communication styles
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has also revealed that democratic leadership primes to higher morale among team members
(Yahya et al, 2014).

Figure 3 Transactional leadership communication style sub and sub-sub themes

Figure 3 was constructed based on the feedbacks from the informant of this current study.
Transactional leadership communication centralized the attention to daily task execution of
the organization and the exchange of rewards for performance (Yang et al, 2010). Roles of
team member and task requirements are clearly described and clarified, team members are
rewarded in accordance to their performance (Bawa, 2017). In other words, women leaders
who have been perceived by informants in this category of leadership communication style
values their subordinates for what they can achieve in a set period. These women leaders tend
to be more directive and guide strategic objectives without substantial involvement from their
team members (Jones & Lentz, 2013). Recognizing that the style of leadership
communication required in regard to attaining optimal performance and definitive success
depends on the organizational situation, in reference to this current study, transactional
leadership communication style possibly clutches noteworthy value for women leaders in a
higher education institution.

Figure 4. Autocratic leadership communication style sub and sub-sub themes

Autocratic leadership communication style is considered to be operative only under certain
conditions, for instance, in conditions which requires clear direction, crisis, or sturdy
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centralized control (Hentchel et al, 2018). Figure 4 represents the feedbacks from the selected
informants on women leaders in a higher education institution. Therefore, autocratic
leadership communication as perceived on women leaders in this current study can be
advantageous in some instances, such as when decisions need to be made swiftly without
consulting with a large group of people. Additionally, some tasks require strong leadership to
ensure matters accomplished swiftly and efficiently.
Traits influence women leaders’ communication
The second objective of this study is to explore the traits of women leadership. Leadership
traits pertain to personality and characteristics linked to women leaders across a variety of
situations. This study showed that women leadership trait is an important component of
successful women leadership in higher education. An effective female leader must possess
specific skills and attributes to achieve the goals of the organization. Most interviewees
suggested that variation validates the importance of leadership traits of women leaders. This
concept formed the following four sub-themes: i) people orientation, ii) soft skills, iii)
masculinity and iv) femininity. These four sub-themes resembled the previous findings of
Ballenger (2010), Jonsen et al. (2010), Marcel (2012) and Scutti (2015), who studied
leadership traits in relation to personality and characteristics linked to women leaders across
various situations from a Western corporate-oriented perspective. According to the findings
of the present study, the informants tend to pursue women leaders with respectable
personality, who offer directions in setting yardsticks, accomplishing objectives, and working
through contentions or actions from the perspective of higher education in Malaysia. These
four sub-themes are anchored by 14 sub-sub themes (See Figure 5, 6, 7 and 8).

Figure 5. People-oriented leadership traits sub and sub-sub themes

The informants of this study have stated that their women leaders possessed the peopleoriented trait as represented in Figure 5. Based on this, two sub-themes emerged, namely: i)
caretaker role and ii) flexibility. According to Oni (2017), women leaders serve as a caretaker
role at the workplace by becoming a good listener to others and to ensure that the relationship
bonding are intact. Dynamic listening is a means of listening and responding to others that
allows mutual understanding, which requires women leaders to focus on the other person
with all her senses. Additionally, in reference to the feedbacks by informants, flexibility
works both ways, and they appreciate having their women leaders who are flexible. Flexible
leaders treat employees as individuals and make an effort to accommodate personal styles
and needs (Dahlia, 2012). For instance, in this study, women leaders who are flexible offer
the employees with better latitude in accomplishing their stated goals. These women leaders
evaluate the requirements of their employees by providing feedback, guidance, and
recognition individually to enhance performance in the workplace.
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Figure 6. Soft skill traits sub and sub-sub themes

Figure 6 represents on the feedbacks by the informants (FA-2 and MA-3) in this study. Soft
skills are referred as the abilities to establish, encourage and collaborate. Women leaders
motivate their team by supporting self-development and growth opportunities (Ballenger,
2010). These women leaders were able to foster values where team members famine to
accomplish, and they recognise the abilities and achievements of others. In addition to this, to
work in association with others is a typical feminine skill by constantly encourage
cooperation and collaboration amongst the team members (Coder & Spiller, 2013). Thus,
women leaders create a perspective that brings to competition and collaboration to
organizations and teams, particularly in a higher education which represents on their soft
skills as been highlighted by the informants of this current study.

Figure 7. Masculinity traits sub and sub-sub themes

In reference to Figure 7, most informants (MNA-1, MNA-2 and MNA-3) perceived that their
women leaders portrayed masculine traits in their leadership. Being highly assertive and
achievement oriented, having strong self-confidence to achieve tasks and projects, and have
strong willingness to take risks, which resonates as a masculine trait (Jonsen et al, 2010).
Masculine traits represent dominance, strength and authority on others as well as being
accountable to ensure the organization is on the right path towards better outcomes (Yahya et
al, 2014). According to Norman, Gardner and Pierce (2015) leadership roles and leadership
actions remain to be associated with masculine connotations. Therefore, in order to
accomplish the leadership roles such as inspire trust, execute strategy, coaching and
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mentoring as well as creating vision having masculine attributes, as indicated by the
informants on their women leaders in Figure 7, are seen to be crucial.

Figure 8. Femininity traits sub and sub-sub themes

Feminine trait has been indicated by the informants on their women leaders as represented in
Figure 8. These valuable leadership traits, namely tolerance, compassion, affectionate, being
approachable, empathy and nurturing have proven to be essential upon organisational
performance (Schein, 2007; Jonsen et al, 2010). Feminine leadership traits in reference to this
study are the qualities conscious women leaders are conveying to the forefront as
organisations such as higher education institution look to nurture and tolerate in a diverse and
increasingly complex corporate atmosphere. They would likely to demonstrate empathy and
compassion on others at the workplace. According to Kachel, Steffens and Niedlich (2016)
feminine traits is about embracing some of women’s’ natural instincts and seeing them as
strengths. Thus, it is about women leaders allowing their competitive guard down by being
approachable and distinguishing that many of these traits are symbols of strength that will
affect in superior levels of trust from their team members.

Figure 9. Main and sub-themes the impact of women leadership communication on team effectiveness
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Influence of women’s leadership communication on team effectiveness
The effect of women leadership communication on team effectiveness is represented in the
third objective of this study, which generated four sub-themes, namely, process, goal,
interpersonal and role (Refer Figure 9). The informants stated that this specific theme
comprises individuals who are liable for realising goals and are inspired to perform well. In
addition, these individuals recognise accomplishments as well as trust and support one
another.
Process
Three informants (MNA-2, FNA-1 and MA-2) indicated process which refers to team
members understanding, coordinating and utilising a functional system that leads to team
effectiveness. The current study is uniform with previous studies, such as Mele et al. (2010)
and Certo et al. (2006), stating that impressive planning in team processes facilitates teams to
function in an optimal approach by fostering togetherness, managing disputes and
coordinating sequence of member activities. The more effective a team is at setting targets,
synchronizing activities and working collectively, the better the team shall achieve.
Goal
The next sub-theme associated to team effectiveness notified by five informants (MA-1, FA2, FNA-1, MNA-1 and MNA-4) refers to goals that are adapted to achieve performance,
typically reflected in the performance objectives of members of the team as appropriate. In
line with the previous studies by Salas et al. (2005) and Hackman and Wageman (2005), team
goals are shared and are communicated clearly. In addition, team goals create work standards
and derive effective decisions to be implemented in a judicious manner by all members.
Therefore, well-determined goals for the team can enhance the quality of deliverables and
ease of incorporation with others.
Interpersonal
The interpersonal sub-theme has been determined by eight informants (MNA-1, MNA-2,
MNA-4, MNA-3, FNA-1, MA-1, FA-2 and FA-1). The informants perceived interpersonal
skills to measure members’ abilities to operate in the workplace through social
communication, professional interaction and effective engagement. The results of this study
pertaining to the interpersonal sub-theme corresponds to previous studies such as those done
by Rico et al. (2011), Salas et al. (2008) and Homan et al. (2008) that stated that the
interpersonal is a social relationship setting that generates trust, collaboration and a bond
typically centred on mutual grounds among individuals. Employees with good interpersonal
skills tend to be able to work well in a team or group and generally with other people. They
are also able to communicate effectively with others such as colleagues or clients.
Interpersonal skills are therefore necessary in all areas of life at work.
Role
The concluding sub-theme that contributes to team effectiveness is role as stated by four
informants (FNA-1, MNA-1, FA-2 and MA-3) of this study. The informants perceived that
roles need to be clearly defined so that everyone knows what to do and what others are doing.
Roles make sure that everyone on the team has the opportunity and obligation to contribute.
The findings of this study correspond to the work of Salas et al. (2008), Hambrick (2007) and
Certo et al. (2006) in which roles are described as part of a team’s structure, and having a role
defines each team member’s position in the group relative to the others. It is a set of related
duties and behaviours that exist independently from the person who acts in that role. In
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addition, leaders help those individuals understand how their roles fit into bigger picture.
Team roles establish expectations about who will do what to help the team succeed.
CONCLUSIONS
This study pursued to explore the women leadership communication styles and team
effectiveness in a higher education institution in Malaysia. The findings of this study are
consistent with the works of Lopez-Zafra et al. (2012), Riaz and Haider (2010), Cuadrado et
al. (2012), Riggio (2008), Ahern and Dittmar (2012) and Sivan and Sathyamurthi (2017). The
results of this study are in accordance with the work of scholars such as Dahlia (2012) and
Tannen (2009) on women leadership traits, and Mele et al. (2010) and Certo et al. (2006) on
team effectiveness. Moreover, compared with the majority of past studies which favoured a
Western perspective, the present study contributes towards the framework of women
leadership communication and team effectiveness from a different social context, which is,
focused on a multicultural Southeast Asian perspective. The women leadership
communication styles in a Malaysian higher education institution were characterised as
transformational, democratic, transactional and autocratic. These leadership traits were also
described as people-oriented, soft skills, masculine and feminine. Additionally, the team
effectiveness was administered by women leaders through vibrant processes, goals,
interpersonal relationships and specific roles. These emergent themes were interrelated and
highlighted how the leadership communication styles of women leaders influenced the
effectiveness of their teams. Various conditions in higher education institutions have exerted
pressure on the roles and responsibilities of their leaders. Consequently, regardless of the
situation, women leaders have to maintain a positive attitude when discussing and dealing
with complex situations.
Notably, this study supported the broad-spectrum theory of women’s leadership
communication that women leaders share information and authority and encourage active
participation in decision making and strategic planning. The interviewees agreed that women
leaders are enablers who encourage, motivate and empower others as well as develop and
maintain trusting relationships. Developing and maintaining relationships built on trust and
open communication is important to leadership and team effectiveness. The all ten informants
mentioned that their women leaders assumed an active and dedicated approach to openness
and honesty, thereby enabling them to develop and maintain positive relationships. Their
actions and the encouragement they provided to their staff represented their values. Women
leaders also engaged their employees in the decision-making process and valued their
contributions. The leaders recognised the importance of negotiating situations to obtain their
needs without sacrificing the welfare of their staff members. Their goals were achieved due
to the relationships they had established and the trustworthy actions they consistently
performed in their roles.
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