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Abstract  
This paper examines the aspects of inclusive leadership approaches for the 

provision of quality higher education at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, 

South Africa. The major problem informing the study was that leaders did 

not take into cognizance the importance of inclusive leadership in order to 

enhance the provision of quality higher education. In order to answer the 

research questions, the study used qualitative research design and in-depth 

interviews with Deans and Heads of schools; Academic Leaders, Operations 

Managers, and Administration staff. The findings reveal that inclusive 

leadership remains a serious challenge in higher education institutions due to 

various perceptions of the importance of inclusive leadership approaches 

with regard to the provision of quality higher education. The study concludes 

that leaders do not expand their efforts to identify exclusive approaches, 

practices, and behavior, and educate the workforce to foster inclusion in 

decision-making, as university becomes more diverse. Based on the findings 

and conclusion, the study recommends that UKZN leaders should effectively 

view inclusive leadership as a need to empower individuals. Inclusive 

leadership will assign new approaches for innovation hence providing 

answers to the human resource challenges facing the institution today.  
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1   Introduction  
According to Bortini, Paci, Rise, Rojnik (2018) leaders have a major role in 

setting the vision to move toward the University’s goals, and then creating a 

motivating and conducive environment for people so those goals can be 

reached. He further explained that excellent leaders can turn a good 

organization into a great one, and poor leaders can, in their view, ‘send a 

great organization downhill’. Command and Control leadership has domi-

nated organizations but a change in thinking is forcing a rethink as to the 

optimal style in a changing and increasingly diverse world.  

Broadly, two sets of factors underpin the increased focus on 

Inclusive Leadership (Nitu and Atewologun 2015). According to them, these 

are a steady increase in employee diversity on the one hand and changing 

societal, organizational, and individual values on the other. In terms of 

organizational values, the imperatives of greater innovation, productivity, 

and employee engagement have served to prioritize a shift from Command 

and Control leadership with increased competition in the market being a 

major factor fuelling these changes in values (Phillips 2014)  

It is this wide range of factors that has inspired discontent with the 

heroic model of leadership and a call for something different. When taken 

together with the concept of Inclusion, an increased need for organizations 

to respond to faster-moving and more turbulent environments, becomes a 

potentially powerful concept. There is a view by Prime and Sali (2014) that 

sees inclusive leadership as a tool, not only to enhance diversity but also to 

increase organizational and individual performance in order to provide 

quality higher education in the institutions of higher education. With a scope 

this wide, the impact and subsequent business case for inclusive leadership 

is significant, since it has the potential to improve performance and 

innovation, create a competitive edge, attract and retain talented people with 

diversity of thought, and create an inclusive culture and to enhance the 

provisions of quality higher education.  

According to Bersin (2014), inclusive leadership is quite different 

from other kinds of leadership. Inclusive leadership closely matched the 

determinants of innovation at the workplace, some of which were 

inclusiveness, openness, uniqueness, and support for innovation. Studying 

the impact of inclusive leadership could provide further insights into extant 
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literature regarding the effect of leadership for the provision of quality higher 

education (Wuffli 2015).  

The current study examines the aspects of inclusive leadership 

approaches for the provision of quality higher education at the University of 

KwaZulu-Natal, College of Humanities. Few studies focused on the 

relationship between inclusive leadership and employee innovative 

behaviour. The major problem informing the study was that leaders did not 

take into cognizance the importance of inclusive leadership with regard to 

enhance the provision of quality higher education.   

 
  

3   Theoretical Foundation and Research Hypotheses  

3.1   Inclusive Leadership  
The concept of inclusive leadership was originally suggested in the field of 

management by Wuffli (2015), which was defined as the “words and deeds 

by a leader or leaders that indicate an invitation and appreciation for others’ 

contributions.” Subsequently, Hollander (2008) defined inclusive leadership 

as a win-win situation with a common goal and vision of interdependent 

relationships. Hollander (2008), emphasized the important role of followers 

in this relationship and paid attention to their perception of leadership.  

  Consequently, Swan (2017), compared with the other forms of 

leadership that may be conceptually related, inclusive leadership held a 

unique nature of acceptance, belongingness, and uniqueness. Specifically, 

transformational leadership focuses on motivating and developing 

employees based on the organization’s needs (Bass 1990), and transforma-

tional leadership cantered in the leader, without active employee involve-

ment, reciprocal influence, and rewards (Hollander 2008). Similarly, Ibarra 

(2014) suggests that inclusive leadership emphasizes accepting employees 

for who they are, allowing them to contribute their unique abilities and views, 

and encouraging them to be involved in organizational activities.   

  Pittinsky (2010), described an inclusive leader as valuable, and 

someone who accepted staff at all levels in the organization and was 

responsible for results. According to Ren and Caudle (2016), leaders tole-

rated employees’ views and failures by listening attentively to their views, 

rationally tolerating their errors, and providing encouragement and guidance 

to support staff when they make mistakes. 

A Study by Mullins (2010) explained that leaders recognized and 

trained employees by respecting and focusing on employee training and 
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praising achievements rather than displaying jealousy and leaders treated 

employees fairly, considered their needs and interests, showed a fair attitude  

towards employees, and ensured that they share earnings.  

  Subsequently, Lang (2015) discussed another form of leadership 

which is servant leadership which focused on helping the employee grow 

while inclusive leadership focuses on tending to members’ needs for work 

group openness and availability.   

According to Laloux (2014), inclusive leadership facilitates the 

perception of inclusiveness and accessibility.  Based on the above 

differences, the overlap between inclusive leadership and existing 

conceptualizations of leadership was minimal, and other types of leadership 

could not fully capture key tenets of inclusive leadership (Catalyst 2017). 

Smith (2015), believes that despite the unique and critical role of inclusive 

leadership in leadership research, few studies have investigated its 

importance with regard to the provision of quality higher education. 

Bilimoria (2012) argues that the inclusive leadership approach is 

aimed at both leaders and subordinates, it has been developed to provide 

support and act as a tool to reach the institution’s shared policy goal for 

employers – that operations shall be characterized by leaders and employees 

with a “mixture of background and competence that is of importance for the 

operation´s work, quality, and customer orientation” (diversity). The 

approach is developed in broad cooperation for employer and employee 

development. The inclusive leadership approach is also an important part of 

the development work to strengthen the attractiveness of employers and to 

enhance the provision of quality higher education (Bortini, Paci, Quinlan, 

Rojnik & Tonna 2016).  

  
 

3.2   Provision of Quality Higher Education  

3.2.1   University’s Culture  
Boyce (2003) believes that each university has a unique and cherished 

culture that is born from the institution’s history and is steeped in tradition 

to provide quality higher education. This tradition, in turn, reinforces that 

history and works to incorporate newcomers into the culture by instilling 

defined cultural values. A university’s culture, tradition, and values are not 

only important; they are vital to the well-being of the institution because they 

provide stability and continuity (King and Glowinkiwski 2015). 
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Consequently, Kelan (2015), suggests that in order to remain viable, the 

university culture must also evolve and adapt to meet change.   

Brereton (2017), believed that university culture is forced to modify 

its focus by shedding obsolete policies, eliminating outdated curricula, and 

adjusting short-term goals, as a living organism, it grows, adding new 

programs, constructing new buildings, and hiring needed personnel.   

Understanding the institution’s culture and structure and potential 

influences on working life and career can leave leaders and followers 

prepared with strategies to make the most of opportunities that arise to 

enhance the quality of higher education (Ryan 2013).  

 
 

3.2.2   Diversity  
Inclusive leadership is a leadership approach that appreciates diversity, 

invites and welcomes everyone’s individual contributions, and encourages 

full engagement with the processes of decision-making and shaping reality 

(Caritas 2016). According to Catalyst (2014)), inclusive leaders have the 

courage to take conscious steps to break down the barriers facing people who 

are at risk of being excluded from society. Yoshino and Smith (2013), 

suggest that inclusive leadership adds a new dimension to leadership 

concepts by putting the focus on diverse groups and individuals. He further 

discusses that inclusive leadership addresses individuals at risk of exclusion 

by looking at their needs, aspirations, and potential, and empowering them 

to participate fully in society. Inclusive leadership concepts currently focus 

on very broad and diverse target groups (Workplace Diversity & Inclusion 

Strategy 2011-15).  

In discussing the literature, the researcher highlights the salient 

arguments that have an influence on the phenomenon, the gaps in the 

literature, and how the study remains relevant in the jigsaw puzzle through a 

discussion on the importance of inclusive leadership approaches, factors 

affecting inclusive leadership approaches and important approaches that can 

enhance inclusive leadership.  

The methodological approach used in the study is presented by the 

use of the interpretive paradigm, leadership, and staff (Academic and 

Professional services) as population, an in-depth, semi-structured, face-to-

face interview schedule and categories are generated by coding in order to 

establish some trends and themes in the data. The results are then discussed. 

The paper concludes with some final considerations based on the study 
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findings. The first part deals with the theoretical aspects and hypothesis. The 

next part deals with the literature review with regard to the international 

developments in inclusive leadership.  

4   Literature Review   
In creating a context for inclusive leadership, it is important to understand 

how different trends on an international, national, and local front have 

impacted on current importance of inclusive leadership, its implementation, 

and its location (Ren & Caudle 2016).  

  

 

4.1   International Development on Inclusive Leadership  
The dominant strand of literature tends to address the internationalization of 

various facets of inclusive leadership and approaches especially external 

evaluations in a bid to improve the provisions of quality higher education 

(Huang 2011). This paper tends to focus on the enhancement of inclusive 

leadership approaches for the provision of quality in higher education.  

Literature tends to highlight that in Europe the Bologna process has 

brought a greater regional integration and a special focus on inclusive 

leadership across various European Countries and universities (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 2016). The United 

Nations (2016), report further acknowledges the growing influence of 

inclusivity institutions to enhance leadership approaches.  

The report acknowledges the diversity of instrument that has been 

adopted by various countries based on their context and levels of 

development of a system that monitor and evaluate inclusive leadership 

approaches. This has contributed to the development of national practices of 

inclusive leadership in the world.   

Therefore, inclusive leadership has gained momentum as new 

contextual realities such as diversification and globalization of the higher 

education system and the important function of higher education institutions 

across the world (Swan 2017).   

Dill (2014) indicates that even at a national level there is a growing 

regulation of inclusive leadership in higher education institutions. This has 

led to a number of developments in countries such as Columbia, Russia, 

Australia, Austria, Croatia, South Africa, Namibia, Kenya, Zimbabwe, 

Mauritius, Burundi, Ghana, and Nigeria to roll out new approaches of 

inclusive leadership.  
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In all these undertakings there has been very little data on the 

importance of inclusive leadership in these contexts and limited information 

on the factors that affect inclusive leadership and how different role players 

at institutional levels are impacted by the national approaches around 

inclusive leadership to enhance quality in higher education.    

Current concepts of inclusive leadership focus on very broad and 

diverse target groups (Western 2013).  The term is used to include ‘everyone’ 

– people with different cultures, backgrounds, experiences and ways of 

working, ages, sexual orientations or genders, physical abilities, portfolios, 

departments, etc.   

This paper acknowledges the establishment of the inclusive 

leadership approach presented in this paper which is based on the human 

rights laid out in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, since this forms 

the basis for any human interaction. Furthermore, this approach builds on the 

belief that everything is connected and that inclusive leaders need to be 

aware of the world in which they live and its resources.  

Van Dierendonck, Stam, Boersma, Windt, and Alkema (2014),), 

suggest that practicing inclusive leadership can contribute to solving both 

small and big challenges in the complex world today. Inclusive leaders 

appreciate everybody’s contribution and inspire innovation by involving 

people at risk of being excluded from the university of which they are 

prepared to give up power and to share responsibility.  

 
 

4.2   Gender Equality Policy Reforms    
The political economy of decision-making explains shortcomings in social 

hierarchies facing women’s substantive influence over private and public 

involvement in society (Mackay 2014). Staab and Waylen (2015) observe 

the paucity of meaningful guidance for policymakers advocating the 

involvement of all players including opponents of positive gender changes. 

a facet critical in gender-inclusive leadership. Gender policy reforms require 

consensus and synergies between men and women if sustainable independent 

and balanced leadership is to be achieved. It remains prudent to reflect on 

gender equality policies to determine strategic dynamism within the political 

powerhouse (Staab and Waylen 2015). The gender policy reforms provide 

significant strategies to address the prejudices through a well-crafted gender-

inclusive leadership concept Deloitte (2015). Mensi-Klarbach (2014) draws 

an interesting argument about leadership differences between men holding 
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the belief that all women are assumed to carry different worldviews and 

decision-making styles than all men.  

Nevertheless, compelling evidence exists that there are barriers fac- 

ing women toward upward mobility (Mensi-Klarbach 2014).   

Other academics hold the view that cultural support common in 

more progressive women’s societies offers positive influences on 

organizational performance (Staab and Waylen 2015).   

 
 

4.2.1   The Significance of Women’s Underrepresentation   
As the search for inclusive culture intensifies, the workforce is being 

increasingly valued and recognized for its uniqueness, with voices beginning 

to be heard (Workplace Diversity and Inclusion Strategy 2011–15).   

Women’s participation in strategic positions is predominantly low, 

provoking impetus to interrogate the ongoing debate on gender equality in 

the public enterprise through an identified range of approaches to address the 

prejudices (Health Service Journal, May 2014). The ILO (2015) survey 

found that 70% of leaders in organizations represented men in 55% of 128 

countries studied.  

These findings signify gross women’s underrepresentation in 

leadership positions, compelling an inquiry into possible obstacles to gender-

inclusive leadership (Bortini, Paci, Rise, Rojnik 2018)). Western (2013) 

argues that fixed female identities derived from existing social reproductive 

roles tend to curtail female freedom and power, further exacerbating barriers 

to their upward mobility.   

Cultural, socio-political, and personality factors interplay in 

women’s leadership development in Sub-Saharan Africa confronted with 

deficient expression of gender diversity. Studies on transforming the public 

enterprise point to gaining insights into socio-political and economic 

fundamentals before attempts are made to understand the leadership concept 

in Africa. Improved leadership and worker motivation in Sub-Saharan Africa 

are key fundamentals in the leadership drive. Certain competencies and 

personalities are prerequisites in preserving acceptable societal values.   

This argument advocates a multidimensional approach to 

developing leaders (Western 2013). Recent research identifies the slowly 

emerging leadership regime characterized by vibrant women leaders. In 

Fortune 500 companies, women CEOs progressed from 0 in 1995 to 26 in 

2015 (ILO 2015). This development suggests an influx of women leaders in 
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the conventionally male-dominated preserves. Earlier observations 

identified concerted hidden norms not easily recognizable in patriarchal, 

sexist or corrupt societies (Chappell & Waylen 2013). Mullins (2010) 

analyses the value of nomothetic and idiographic aspects in forming a 

leader’s temperament. Both individual traits and interpersonal interactions 

are critical in the formation of an effective leader, aspects of which tend to 

appeal more in females than men.   

  Effective leadership styles that command the capacity to motivate, 

develop, and build others tend to generate results. Hellriegel, Slocum, 

Jackson, Louw, Klopper, Oosthuizen, Perks, and Zindiye (2014) view 

leadership development as experiential to be supported by training initiatives 

underscoring the strength of guiding, coaching, and mentoring. Western 

(2013) augments that such capacity-building initiative is multidimensional 

and comprehensive in nature.  

 

 

4.3   The Terms ‘Leadership, Inclusion, Inclusive Leaders,  

        Inclusive Leadership, Inclusion and Leadership’  

4.3.1   Leadership  
Blanchard (2011) suggests that leadership provides direction and should 

create a supportive environment for worker goal attainment spontaneously, 

Subsequently, Kotter (2001), explained that visionary leaders transform 

organizations to thrive and he also defines leadership as vision vision-setting 

exercise coupled with motivation meant to inspire followers. According to 

(Scharmer & Kaufer 2013), leadership therefore influences followers to an 

identified destiny justifying why both need to be there.  

 

 

4.3.2   Inclusion  
Avci 2017), argued that inclusion was based on employees’ basic trust, 

explaining that managers use various skills to improve the capacity and 

potential of subordinates’ behavior. In addition, Brereton (2017) stated that 

the inclusive leadership might facilitate organization employees perceiving 

belongingness (by supporting team members, ensuring justice and equity, 

and sharing decision-making) in the organization while maintaining their 

uniqueness (by encouraging diverse contributions and helping team 

members fully contribute) within the organization as they fully contribute to 
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the organization processes and outcomes of innovation (Catalyst 2017). 

Inclusive leaders could serve as role models for innovative behaviours 

(Ibarra 2014).  

4.3.3   Inclusive Leaders  
Based on organizational support theory, employees’ work outcomes rely on 

organizational support. Inclusive leaders were able to provide resources 

including information, time, and support necessary for innovative behaviour.  

Leader inclusiveness is directed toward encouraging and valuing the 

different viewpoints of diverse members within team interactions (Mitchell, 

Boyle, Parker, Giles, Chiang & Joyce 2015). When employees are supported 

by their leader, they would get more autonomy and freedom to engage in 

innovative behavior (Foss, Woll, Moilanen 2013).  

Scharmer (2009), describes inclusive leaders as people who engage 

in creating change and shaping the future, regardless of formal positions.’ 

He further identifies a need to move from an ego-system-centric Inclusive 

leadership which according to him is awareness of institutional decision-

makers to focusing on the individuals at risk of exclusion by looking at an 

eco-system reality. The goal must be to co-sense, co-inspire, and co-create 

an emerging future that values the well-being of all.  

 
 

4.3.4   Inclusive Leadership  
The terms ‘inclusive leadership’ and ‘inclusive leader’ are already being used 

by different researchers and practitioners, meaning that there are various 

different available definitions. What all definitions have in common, 

however, is that they center on relationships and value personal differences.   

There are also other leadership theories that do not explicitly use the term 

‘inclusive’, but still talk about co-leadership and value and foster diverse 

opinions and ways of contributing. Below are some theories on inclusive 

leadership that were inspirational for the inclusive leadership approach 

developed within the current project and presented in this paper.  

Psychologist Edwin Hollander (2008), writes ‘Inclusive leadership 

is about relationships that can accomplish things for mutual benefit. 

Reaching leadership at this next level means “doing things with people, 

rather than to people”.’ He explains further that this idea departs from the 

long-standing tradition of focusing on the leader’s qualities instead of giving 

attention to the followers’ needs and perceptions.  
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  He sees inclusive leadership as oriented significantly more towards 

the involvement rather than the manipulation of followers by those in power. 

Respect, recognition, responsiveness, and responsibility are vital for the 

successful implementation of inclusive leadership.  

From a theoretical perspective, inclusive leadership can enhance the 

quality of provisions in higher education institutions. First, inclusive leaders 

can energize employees to engage in innovative processes (Ashour R Fatima 

2016). Conger and Kanungo (1998) considered inclusion as a process of 

improving the internal perception of organization employees and as a 

concept related to intrinsic motivation. Increasing motivation led to more 

involvement in innovative behavior (Amabile 1996).  

Ibarra (2014) suggested that inclusive leadership was positively 

related to engagement in quality improvement work. Frederick 2014), argued 

that inclusive leadership demonstrated a specific relationship exhibited 

through openness and harmony in communication, accessibility, and 

offering.   

Through appropriate inclusiveness, leaders created an environment 

where employees had a greater sense of responsibility (Petter 2015), had 

more decision-making autonomy, and received more information and 

feedback as well as support and encouragement (Swan 2017).  

 

In concluding the literature review, it is important to note that inclusive 

leadership should starts at the top. Executives and senior leaders must be 

committed to creating a culture of inclusion, led by example, seek out diverse 

perspectives and experiences, and be willing to challenge prejudices.  

Leaders should develop a diversity and inclusion strategy that 

outlines commitment to diversity, sets measurable goals and objectives, and 

establishes a plan to achieve them. The strategy should include initiatives 

such as training, mentorship, and employee resource groups. 

The key findings of the study reveal that training is a crucial com-

ponent of any Diversity and Inclusion Strategy. It provides employees with 

the tools and knowledge to be more inclusive and understanding of others. 

Training should be provided to all employees, including leaders and 

executives. 

Employee resource groups (ERGs) provide a safe space for 

employees to share their experiences. ERGs are a valuable tool for promoting 

diversity and inclusion in the workplace. They can also provide feedback to 

leaders on how to make the workplace more inclusive. 
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In order to close the gap, Leaders must make it a point that the 

reviewal of the current policies on inclusion is done timeously as well as 

hiring practices because it is important to ensure inclusiveness and fairness 

in all the operations. Managers must eliminate any biases in the hiring 

process and ensure that all candidates are evaluated based on their skills and 

experiences. 

Main findings from the literature demonstrates that it is important to 

foster a culture of inclusion because it requires a thoughtful effort to promote 

respect, empathy, and understanding. Celebrating diversity and promoting 

an inclusive culture should be part of the University’s core values. 

 
 

5   Methodology: Research Design and Methodology 

5.1   The Research Design  
This paper uses the interpretivist paradigm. The research design enables the 

researcher to appreciate the perceived different understandings of the impor-

tance of inclusion leadership in the College of Humanities, which factors 

affect inclusive leadership in the College of Humanities and what are signi-

ficant inclusive leadership approaches for the provision of quality higher 

education at the College of Humanities in the University of KwaZulu-Natal.  

Standardized, open-ended interviews using open-ended questions 

were asked to all interviewees with the aim to increase understanding in the 

part of the researcher and the target group and to use it as a cyclic process 

that will consist of planning, action, review of the outcomes of actions and a 

return to planning on the basis of outcomes.  

  
 

5.2   Population of the Study   
According to Lee and McCarty (2016), a population is a set of entities where 

all the measurements of interest to the researcher are represented. University 

of KwaZulu-Natal in KwaZulu-Natal Province is comprised of 4 Colleges: 

Law and Management, Humanities, Agriculture Engineering Science, and 

Health Sciences. Each College has a different number of Schools. The 

research focuses on the College of Humanities. Specifically, the College of 

Humanities has 6 Schools: The School of Built Environment and 

Development Studies, Education, Human and Applied Science, Social 

Sciences, Religion, and Agriculture. Each school has a staff establishment 

comprised of Academic and Professional services staff members. The 
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population for the study is Management team members from both Academic 

and Professional services staff members. KwaZulu-Natal Province, College 

of Humanities is chosen as an ideal setting for the study as it offers a number 

of Schools that are diverse in their mission.   

5.3   Sample and Sampling Method   
The research uses purposive sampling. Senior managers and employees of 

the selected Schools in the College of Humanities, University of KwaZulu-

Natal were interviewed.  

A small purposive sample of 5 participants per School: a Dean, an 

Academic Leader, an Operations Manager, an Academic, and an Admini-

strator. A total of 30 participants. Each interview with these selected 

participants took at least 45 to 90 minutes.   

 
 

5.4   Data Collection   
The primary instrument that the researcher used to collect the data is an in-

depth, semi-structured, face-to-face interview schedule or protocol. The 

methods of data collection help to ensure that the accuracy of the interview 

transcripts captured the personal feelings of the participants in relation to the 

questions that were explored (Halai 2013). As such, the interviewer covered 

each topic by making use of open-ended questions and probes (Gibbs 2011). 

Topics are derived from the research objectives, and questions and are being 

informed by the statement of the problem.   

 
 

5.5   Data Analysis   
For Tang and Wu (2010), data analysis involves breaking up the data into 

manageable themes, patterns, trends, and relationships. The researcher 

generates the themes by coding in which gathered data are grouped into 

broad and specific categories. The researcher interpreted the patterns into a 

reasoned explanation of the phenomena in order to make the study reliable. 

Broad categories are determined by the research question and the 

purpose of the research probes (Brink 2010). The researcher analyses and 

interprets interview transcripts using a constant comparative approach 

(Sultan & Wong 2011).   

Accordingly, the researcher used the interpretive descriptive 

approach to identify patterns, establish interrelationships, and interpreted the 

patterns and inter-relationships.  
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6   Research Findings and Discussion  
This part presents the findings, interpretation, and discussion of the findings  

that emerged from the data collected and analysed using phenomenological 

qualitative methodology.     

A qualitative study employing the phenomenological qualitative 

methodology was conducted with data collected from interviews (Saunders 

& Ramirez 2017). Although actual names for the studied higher education 

institutions were used, no real and actual names for the participants were 

used to ensure that all participants’ identities were kept private. The findings 

relating to participants will be presented in clusters of emerging themes 

within this section.   

First, the background of the cluster emerging theme will be 

presented followed by the cluster theme participants’ findings about the 

research questions (Cooper and Schindler 2009; Creswell 2010).   

Finally, a cross-cluster themes analysis will be presented following 

the presentation of the findings for each cluster emerging theme.  

The section also deals with key dimensions raised in the literature 

about current trends in the implementation of inclusive leadership.  The 

following key themes are followed in reviewing these key approaches to 

inclusive leadership: Different understandings of the importance of inclusive 

leadership, factors affecting inclusive leadership, and important inclusive 

leadership approaches that enhance the quality of provisions in higher 

education. 

 

   

6.1   Different Understandings of the Importance of  

        Inclusive Leadership: Inclusive Leadership and its  

        Conceptual Relatives 

6.1.1   Inclusive Leadership Serves as a Joint Approach in the  

           Workplace  
The notion of inclusive leadership was first introduced in 2006 as ‘words and 

deeds by a leader or leaders that specify an invitation and appreciation for 

others’ contributions’ (Nembhard & Edmondson 2006: 927) and then further 

established into “leaders who show visibility, accessibility, and availability 

in the interactions with supporters” (Carmeli et al. 2010: 250). More 
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recently, Randel and colleagues conceptualized inclusive leadership as 

leadership with an emphasis on supporting employees as group members by 

confirming justice and equity and providing shared decision-making 

opportunities, while reassuring diverse contributions (Randel et al. 2018). 

Already, in these three definitions of inclusive leadership, it is apparent that 

the attention is on different aspects of leadership. University leadership shall 

act within the principle of being efficient, providing good services with high 

accessibility, and being citizen-oriented with an inclusive approach.   

To achieve success in this regard, strategic competence management 

is required that, in both the short term and the long term, makes use of 

different backgrounds and competencies that are of importance for work, 

quality, and customer orientation (diversity).   

The researcher asked why an inclusive leadership approach is 

important in the workplace. Participants had the following to say:  

 

It is a goal-oriented method that is significant for the formation of 

inclusive workstations. It offers sustenance for me and the line 

executives to prioritize the capability administration that we endeavour 

to obtain. Participant 13  
 

 The combined method presents an appearance of management as a 

current administration. It can show how we distinguish ourselves, so it 

delivers trustworthiness outward. Participant 1  
 

The joint approach is based on an outlook on society that we want to 

have in Sweden and that includes everyone. Participant 15  
 

I can endorse this combined method as an establishment value. 

Participant 8  
 

We work to find individual solutions to attract the best competence. 

Participant 18  
 

This cooperative approach is favorable for state employers as a 

‘background’ to their work. Participant 22 

 

This statement suggests that a prerequisite for this is to use clear management 

and flexible agreements and solutions to create inclusive workplaces with 

working environments that are free of discrimination.  
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6.2   Factors Affecting Inclusive Leadership  
A diverse and inclusive work environment is valued for realizing social 

equity and fairness (Meier 2023). The integration of diverse identities, 

perspectives, and voices into core work and decision-making processes is 

crucial for inclusive public service delivery (Alang et al. 2022; Ely & 

Thomas 2001). 

The researcher asked participants several questions such as, ‘Why 

do you feel the way you do about factors affecting inclusive leadership’. 

Participants have this to say:   

 

With regards to decision making, higher structures of the University do 

not include professional services staff in the allocation of funding for 

research activities. Participant 11  
 

Factors affecting inclusive leadership should avoid the trap of labelling 

realization to belong to the institution. Participant 19  

 

The needs, aspirations, and potential of people at risk of being excluded, 

inclusive leadership seeks to value the intrinsic dignity of every individual 

by recognizing their needs and acting accordingly. This can positively 

influence everyone involved in this process. On one hand, the individual who 

is being led feels valued as a human being and empowered to attain his or 

her full potential.   

On the other hand, leaders who work with motivated individuals can 

meet daily challenges with the help of the diverse abilities of their followers. 

Furthermore, inclusive leaders share their responsibility, meaning that they 

are also released from the burden of liability and obligations they may be 

carrying.  

 

 

6.3   Important Inclusive Leadership Approaches that  

        Enhance the Provision of Quality Higher Education  

6.3.1   Convey an Inclusive Approach  
Conveying an inclusive approach as part of the organization’s culture 

enables employers to create inclusive workplaces within the framework of 

their workplace.   
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Inclusive leadership involves ‘a set of leader behaviours that are 

focused on enabling group [team] members feeling part of the group [team] 

and retaining their sense of individuality while contributing to group [team] 

processes and outcomes’ (Randel et al. 2018: 191). Inclusive leadership 

varies from previous leadership styles, such as transformational, ethical, and 

authentic leadership, because these leadership styles do not address leaders’ 

behaviours aimed at corresponding belongingness and uniqueness at the 

team level (Ashikali et al. 2021b; Nishii & Leroy 2021). 

Inclusive leadership is essential to consider team members’ (status) 

differences and support their participation in team processes, rather than 

encouraging individuals to adhere to shared needs that are central to 

transformational leadership (Ashikali et al. 2021a; Randel et al. 2018). 

To succeed in achieving the mixture of background and competence 

among employees that are of importance to achieve the objectives of the 

organization, leaders need to create inclusive workplaces that can bring out 

the best in managers and employees. Participants were asked to describe how 

their inclusive philosophy relates to the provisions of quality education. 

Participants have the following to say:  

  

The approach is a tool to achieve the objectives of company and 

management strategies. This strategy is not a duty. The strategy should 

be appropriate for my organization in the long term. Participant 25  
 

It is a tool for discussion and a link between top management and the 

personnel department. Participant 20.  

  

The above statement appears to endorse that being inclusive is the opposite 

of being exclusionary. Inclusion is something else than integration. 

Integration builds on an existing system or structure that someone or 

something must adapt to. The institutions have an inclusive approach that 

has both an internal and external focus. Internally, it is primarily about how 

leaders act as employers and with the manager’s and employees’ attitudes 

toward one another, which is to say how they create inclusive workplaces.   

Externally, it’s about contact with customers, users, citizens, supervisors, 

and partners, among others, but also with former and potential employees.  

  

 

6.3.2   Leading towards Diversity:  The Role of Inclusive  
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           Leadership in Diversity and Inclusion 
Inclusive leadership is important in creating a diverse and inclusive 

workplace. It requires leaders to be intentional about creating a culture where 

everyone feels comfortable and valued, regardless of their differences 

(Riccucci & Van Ryzin 2017). 

Inclusive leaders actively seek out diverse perspectives, views, and 

experiences, and encourage employees to share their ideas; creating an 

environment where people feel comfortable expressing opinions and views, 

leading to increased engagement and productivity. 

It is essential to create a culture of belonging, where employees feel 

safe to be themselves and bring their whole selves to work. Leaders should 

lead employees by providing direction, creating the necessary conditions, 

following up, and supplying response about the work being carried out to 

achieve inclusive workplaces characterized by the mixture of background 

and competence that are of importance for work, quality, and customer 

orientation (Carmeli et al. 2010). 

Leading the institution toward the objective of being characterized 

by diversity need not be different than leading it toward other objectives. 

University leaders must reposition themselves from focusing on anti-

discrimination and actions aimed at specific groups to focusing on inclusion 

aimed at ensuring a competent leadership that may require transformed 

processes, procedures, and follow-up systems within the framework of inclu-

sive leadership (Ashour R Fatima: 2016) 

Participants have the following to say:  

  

Our business must be inclusive. It is the most operative way to achieve 

diversity. Participant 2  
 

A good leader has the ability to carry philosophy into an organization. 

A manager must stand up for culture. Logically, this also applies to all 

of us. Participant 7  
 

This is always the dominant issue. I stand for sincerity and 

intelligibility. Participant 9  

 

The above sentiments imply that Leaders should create commitment and 

involvement among subordinates and employees by using motivation, know-

ledge, and understanding of the joint employer-policy task to accomplish 
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inclusive leadership. A leader can guide the organization’s behaviour in the 

desired direction through clear and consistent inclusive leadership.  

  
 

6.3.3   Create an Effective Inclusive environment in an Institution  
 According to Getha-Taylor et al.  (2020),  leaders  take  an  active  stand  to 

accomplish the mixture of background and competence that is of importance 

for work, quality, and customer orientation (diversity) in the business. Within 

the framework of employer policies, leaders have agreed on a joint objective 

for inclusive leadership. The objective entails that leaders shall have 

employees with a mixture of backgrounds and competencies that are of 

importance for work, quality, and customer orientation (diversity).   

To succeed with this type of objective, national and international 

experience and research show that leaders must actively show that they are 

taking an active stand. This is a strategic tool for them as they lead the 

operations. Leaders taking an active stand also legitimizes the follow-up of 

expected results and demands knowledge, willingness, and an understanding 

of why inclusive leadership is a priority in employer policies.   

Participants had these to say:   

  

I take an active stand through our core values and vision. It’s about 

reminding people of this in various situations. Participant 11  
 

It is important to take a vigorous position. It impacts how others see 

things and how they see me as a manager. Participant 13  

   

The above assertions highlight that taking an active stand entail that:  

Leaders should continuously convey and address what they wish to 

achieve and what they believe in. As top leaders, they must show that their 

involvement is genuine by being consistent and practicing what they preach.  

Leaders are clear in their communication so that it is obvious to all 

organizational levels that the prerequisite for success is the existence of 

processes, procedures, and attitudes that support the desired development.  

Leaders reinforce the organization’s behaviour by conveying their 

own wants and values and thereby increase the chances that subordinate 

managers and employees will make decisions that are in line with what they 

want to achieve. Leaders need to show that they are taking an active stand 

on two levels.  
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Firstly, as the conveyor of the University policy, by supporting and 

communicating the joint objective of the employer policy. Secondly, by 

applying the objective to their own operations, and together with the 

management team, transform it into actions and activities that are needed to 

ensure that the organization is characterized by diversity.   

By taking an active position, leaders create the  conditions  for  and  

expectations of dialogue and follow-up since they are clear about what they 

want. Through leader’s own knowledge, they can motivate and engage 

others.  

 
 

6.3.4   Share your Experiences on Inclusive Leadership with  

           Others  
The power of diversity and Inclusion in Leadership cannot be understated. 

An inclusive workplace promotes productivity, employee engagement, and 

innovation. Inclusive leaders create a culture of belonging, where employees 

feel valued and appreciated regardless of their differences (Getha-Taylor et 

al. 2020) 
Leaders should lead employees by providing direction, creating the 

necessary conditions, following up, and supplying feedback about the work 

being carried out to achieve inclusive workplaces characterized by the 

mixture of background and competence that are of importance for work, 

quality, and customer orientation.  

  Leaders should manage their business toward the objective of being 

characterized by diversity, they need not be different than managing it toward 

other objectives. However, repositioning themselves from focusing on anti-

discrimination and activities and actions aimed at specific groups to focusing 

on inclusion aimed at ensuring competent management may require altered 

processes, procedures, and follow-up systems within the framework of their 

management.  

  Assisting employees in establishing the framework within which the 

work needs to be developed is the strategic standpoint. By going through the 

meaning of the standpoints with their team, the standpoints can be translated 

into relevant actions. The standpoints may also be used as a dialogue tool in 

communicating with other members of the university.  

Participants had these to say:   
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I would form a cluster to make tangible suggestions such as 

commendations as to what I should do in my part, how to integrate it 

into the working plan. Participant 16  

  

From the above responses of the participants, the researcher deduces that 

Leaders can create commitment and involvement among employees by using 

their own motivation, knowledge, and understanding of the joint employer-

policy task to accomplish inclusive leadership. As in other matters, they can 

guide the organization’s behaviour in the desired direction through clear and 

consistent leadership.  

By establishing the direction, they also legitimize follow-up and 

assessment add weight to strengthen the employer role of their leaders when 

they, request results, follow up, and evaluate the measures that employees 

implement to achieve the objective of an inclusive workplace.  

  Although the ultimate responsibility for accomplishing inclusive 

leadership rests with leaders, the HR function comprises a natural support in 

the work to ensure competent management adjusted to the agency through 

an inclusive approach. With support from HR, leaders can ensure that 

existing processes such as identifying competency needs, recruiting and 

recognizing and utilizing competence do not pose obstacles to achieving the 

objective.  

 

  

7   Recommendations and Conclusion  

7.1   Key Recommendations   
A university strategy should aim at developing Inclusive Leadership styles 

and cultures to improve performance. Key actions to ensure organizations 

benefit from employees who are more productive, satisfied, and engaged:   

It is important to review recruitment and promotion criteria to ensure 

IL competencies are included. Recruit, promote, and retain inclusive leaders 

who demonstrate the 30 IL competencies to inspire and engage their teams.   

Reviewing management development and reward programs should 

aim to ensure IL behaviours are promoted and rewarded. Encourage IL 

through all training and development programs, building reward schemes 

that reinforce positive IL behaviours and expectations.   

It is important to monitor attitudes and culture of IL. Identify groups 

of people with lower perceptions of IL, identify barriers to inclusion, and 
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take appropriate action to ensure the organization is getting the best out of 

all its talent.  

  

 

7.2   Identify Competence Needs in the Organization  
Leaders should ensure that the management team identifies the 

organization’s short and long-term competence needs in order to be efficient, 

provide good service with high accessibility, and be citizen-oriented with an 

inclusive approach.  

  To accomplish the objective of being characterized by diversity, the 

management team needs to identify the competence needs of the 

organization. Leaders need to do this from a comprehensive perspective and 

for the long and short term. By achieving this goal, leaders will improve the 

prerequisites for the institution to utilize the existing competence in a more 

efficient manner and to attract the right competence when recruiting. In 

addition, leaders will also gain a base on which they can create potential 

guidelines.  

Competence management means ensuring that competence is 

available to achieve the objectives of the operations and fulfil its needs in 

both the short and long term.   

  Shore and Chung (2022) believes that the concept of competence 

supply comprises the employer’s work related to attracting, recruiting, 

developing, maintaining, and terminating competence. Identification of 

competence needs means that:  

Leaders request and order information regarding the short and long-

term competence needs of the operations based on the requirements to be 

efficient, provide good service with high accessibility, and be citizen-

oriented with an inclusive approach, conduct a discussion at the management 

level regarding future competence needs, follow up to ensure that the 

identified needs for competence is requested in conjunction with recruiting 

and to ensure that the management team identifies the organization’s short 

and long-term competence needs in order to act within the principle of 

efficient, provides good service with high accessibility and is citizen-

oriented with an inclusive approach.  
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7.3   Establish Direction  
By establishing the direction as leaders, they are communicating the reason 

the University needs and will benefit from an inclusive approach and having 

the mixture of background and competence among leaders and employees 

that are of importance for work, quality, and customer orientation. If the 

standpoints for example are incorporated in the operational plan, they can be 

broken down into goals that can be measured and followed up.   

In order to increase clarity, these goals can be linked to the 

University’s mission, including future needs that can be identified.  

7.4   Inclusive Decision-Making  
A diverse and inclusive workforce represents an enormous opportunity to 

improve decisions and thus business performance. For this reason, it is a 

strategic imperative that decision-making is more broadly delegated to 

include a wider set of employee perspectives. The beauty of this approach is 

that more involvement in decisions will also increase your employees’ 

engagement and job satisfaction levels. Improving foundation giving with 

inclusive decision-making 

With a deeper awareness of the value of inclusive decision-making, 

foundations can strengthen their impact in a number of ways. They can build 

their own teams with employees and advisors from diverse backgrounds and 

perspectives. People who bring insights from a variety of life experiences, as 

well as areas of expertise, will ensure that good decisions are made in 

choosing where and how to deploy finite resources; evaluate prospective 

grantees based on the diversity of backgrounds and perspectives among their 

board members, funders, advisors, employees, and clients; enlist experts to 

help establish cultures that are inclusive, so that the value of teams is fully 

optimized; feature case studies of grants that yielded strong results due to 

inclusive decision-making and fund studies to measure the value of inclusive 

decision-making among their grantees. This can include evaluations of more 

diverse and inclusive boards of directors as well as employees.  

The study showed that Inclusive Leaders have core competencies, 

which are not seen together in the existing Inclusive. 

 

 

8   Recommendations for Further Future Studies  
This paper served as a pilot study that evaluated the different perceptions of 

inclusive leadership approaches with regard to the provision of quality higher 
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education in the schools of the College of Humanities at UKZN, ascertained 

the factors that affect inclusive leadership by the schools of the College of 

Humanities at UKZN, and evaluated the important inclusive leadership 

approaches that can enhance the provision of quality in College of Humani-

ties at UKZN. The paper also examined the existing literature grounded in 

inclusive leadership and its provision in quality higher education.  

Leaders worldwide and in South Africa, are being held accountable 

for learner performance. Thus, leading for inclusivity towards the improve-

ment of learning outcomes (de Villiers & Pretorius 2011; McGlynn & 

London 2013; Setlhodi-Mohapi & Lebeloane 2014) raises an interesting 

challenge for University leadership. Pertaining to this challenge, the DoE 

(2001, p. 49) contended that leading inclusive education would require new 

conceptualizations of instructional development programs." South African 

University leaders require greater knowledge and skills in addressing 

leadership barriers (Motitswe 2014) and how they can lead cultural change 

pertaining to inclusivity in the organizations (Kgothule & Hay 2013). 

Improving the implementation of inclusive education requires support 

structures and resources (Motitswe 2014). 

The study’s findings are constrained by the conditions surrounding 

time spent in the field collecting the qualitative data and analysing it within 

the limited time frame, the findings provide a door of opportunity to conduct 

more longitudinal examinations using larger data sets in order to study and 

confirm the perceptions of the participants on quality and its assurance in the 

higher education institutions. Furthermore, much of the focus of this study 

was placed on the individual executive managers and senior lecturers 

operating within the context of the selected institutions of higher education.   

  Future studies would further benefit from exploring the perceptions 

of other stakeholders, such as the students, the industry, and the community 

at large. Additional studies in this area of inquiry will help to confirm the 

ideas presented here to substantiate conclusive or more generalizable 

findings.  

 
 

9   Contribution of the Study  
The study contributes action-based solutions to the problem relating to the 

aspects of inclusive leadership approaches with regard to the provision of 

quality higher education by the Schools in the College of Humanities at 

UKZN.  
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The recommended actions have managerial implications for the 

field, which includes the need for Leadership to be involved in the matter 

being prioritized.  

This is achieved in the same manner as other leadership matters, 

which is to say by ensuring the conditions necessary for employees to 

achieve College and University objectives. The prerequisites may be 

allocating time, personnel, or other financial resources but also expanding 

knowledge and arenas for discussion and development.  

Follow-up  and  feedback  are  vital  for  all  business  and  employer 

development. Leadership must ensure that procedures are in place for 

providing feedback on conclusions and results aimed at identifying the need 

for additional measures, training, etc.  

One way for leaders to reinforce and facilitate follow-ups is by 

specifying what needs to be implemented in the short and long term to 

accomplish inclusion through agreements with subordinates. In order to 

demonstrate the priority of the work, the consequences of not achieving 

objectives need to be clear. It is also important to recognize favorable results 

to create a sense of involvement around the importance of achieving shared 

objectives in order to enhance the provision of quality higher education 

through inclusive leadership.   

  There is a need for the leadership of the institutions to develop 

strategies to overcome the identified impediments to achieving quality 

outcomes and cultivate of a culture of compliance among the institutional 

team members.   

 
 

10   Limitations of the Study  
This paper set out to generate knowledge on how the selected schools in the 

College of Humanities, University of KwaZulu-Natal area conceptualized 

and perceived the concept of inclusive leadership. The study also ascertained 

the factors that affected inclusive leadership among schools in the College 

of Humanities, University of KwaZulu-Natal. Finally, the study evaluated 

the important inclusive leadership approaches that enhance the provision of 

quality higher education in these schools.   

The study was limited to the following institutions at UKZN: 

College of Humanities: Agriculture, Religion, Education Built Environment, 

Social Sciences, and Applied Sciences, there are two major limitations 

regarding the generalization of the results presented here.  
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First, the study was limited to a few selected schools in the 

institution, and second, the study did not delimit the sample regarding the 

academic rankings of these higher education institutions. About the first 

limitation, it is unlikely that this geographic limitation will to a large extent 

limit the generalization of these results to other institutions located in other 

parts of UKZN and South Africa at large. Within South Africa, employees 

are highly mobile and move from the resort to the city and back, easily (Tom 

2002).   

  These characteristics alone mean that the sample of managers and  

senior lecturers is representative of a group beyond the geographical limits 

implied by the location of the higher education institutions in the sample.   

It is most likely that the results reported here would not better 

describe be expected results if the study was conducted on samples based on 

the academic rankings of the higher education institutions. The academic 

rankings of the higher education institutions by its very nature would lead to 

different expectations on quality and assurance and the degree of their 

academic performance and size. Having said this, it awaits further studies to 

determine how the findings on the issues of quality may differ according to 

the academic rankings sampling.   

  
 

11   Conclusion of the Paper  
This paper presented the conclusion and recommendations drawn from the 

qualitative analysis of the data that was collected through in-depth interviews 

of the executive management, senior lecturers, and professional services staff 

members of the selected schools in the College of Humanities.  

In line with the objectives and the research questions of the study, 

the overall conclusion and recommendations were that the executive 

management of the College of Humanities at the University of KwaZulu-

Natal leaders should effectively view inclusive leadership as a need to 

empower individuals to co-create. Inclusive leadership will bring new 

approaches for innovation hence providing answers to the human resource 

challenges facing the institution today.   

There were also suggestions on a broader organizational level, 

inclusive leaders can be seen as farmers, planting seeds that will grow and 

lead to more inclusive actions. This can lead to an organizational culture that 

consistently produces results that benefit all stakeholders by embracing the 

diversities brought by various individuals.   
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For the university, the ability to act as an inclusive leader and allow 

diversity to flourish can lead to further innovation. In our globalized world 

‘innovation provides the seeds for economic and societal growth, and for 

innovation to happen depends as much on collective difference as on 

aggregate ability. If people think alike then no matter how smart they are, 

they most likely will get stuck at the same locally optimal solutions.  

Inclusive leadership can provide answers to global challenges in a 

time of economic disparity, climate change, and the unequal distribution of 

resources. In a world where globalization has increased the interaction 

between individuals, companies, and national governments, inclusive leader-

ship focuses on consciously including and appreciating the contributions of 

all stakeholders in a community or organization.  
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