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ABSTRACT

The use of democratic decision-making approaches (DMA) by university
academic unit managers is vital for improved scholarly productivity and regular
work performance of academic staff’s in Ugandan public universities. The study
examined the democratic decision-making approaches of the academic unit
managers in tandem with the work performance of the academics’ in the
Ugandan public universities. The research objectives were to examine the
effects of democratic decision-making approaches as used by the various
academic unit managers in the Ugandan public universities on the work
performance of the various categories of university academics, examine the
benefits of democratic decision making and explain its implications of academic
productivity on education for sustainable development. The cross-sectional
survey study employed mixed quantitative and qualitative data collection
instruments that involved all categories of academics from assistant lecturers to
professors in three selected public universities in Uganda. 325 respondents
participated in the survey that was backed by in-depth interviews. The data were
analyzed by the use of appropriate descriptive and inferential statistics as well
as the thematic content analysis method. Preliminary findings indicated that
among others, the high work performance of the academics was directly related
to the democratic decision-making style which the decision-makers at various
university academic units practiced. The use of democratic decision-making
approach had a more significant positive effect on the work performance (WP)
of the academic staff. The results showed that a unit increase in the use of DMA
yields 19.1% increases in the WP of academic staff. We concluded that
democratic decision-making approach promotes academic freedom, openness,
incentives or motivations, and high academics’ productivity in regular work.
Therefore, it is recommended that academic unit managers who aim to achieve
better staff work performance for university competitiveness should adopt the
democratic decision-making model for enhanced academics’ work performance
output. The unit managers should also be trained and made skillful in the use of
DMA because it is consultative, collective, and participative in nature.
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INTRODUCTION

Academic staffs are perceived as one of the
essential parts in postmodern universities. This is
because their involvement in decision making is a
very important aspect at the workplace (David,
2005). To efficiently progress and ultimately
compete in the world of academics, universities
must aim at maximizing the benefits derived from
academic staff engagement in decision-making.
Historically, decision-making approaches (DMA)
as a topic was first discussed in the 1940s (Coch &
French, 1948). At that time, DMA was used to
measure individuals’ performance. In the 1970s,
scholars began to distinguish the levels of DMA,
dividing it into three forms: formality versus
informality, directness versus indirectness, and the
degree of influence (Dachler & Wilpert, 1978). In
the 1980s through 1990s, there were increased
interest and growth of the number of studies on
DMA focused mainly on its outcomes such as job
satisfaction and organizational commitment. Some
of the recent studies include the impact of DMA on
the job training (Salim, Roszaide, Ismail, & Yussof,
2015), democratic approaches in financial decision
making (Zaimah et al., 2017), democratic
approaches in domestic decision making (Mamoni
& Aviral, 2011) among others.

This paper focuses only on promoting democratic
decision making for academics’ work performance
in Ugandan Public Universities. This is because, in
a university setting, lecturer performance has a
strategic role and is the main factor determining the
quality of education, student performance, and thus
university performance. Kingdon and Teal (2007)
mentioned that teachers are a central actor in the
learning process that takes place in schools.
Studying how DMA affects lecturer performance in
public universities from different settings is very
useful for not only enriching and refining theory but
also for developing reasonable recommendations to
increase the quality of higher educational
institutions.

World over, several scholars have been looking at
how workers can be motivated to perform their
work. Some of the scholars examined the
relationship between organizational leadership and
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decision-making, such as Vroom and Jago (1988).
Wandira, Onen, and Kimoga (2015) investigated
the effect of school governance and curriculum
management training on the performance of
primary headteachers. Giri and Kumar (2010)
analyzed the relationship between organizational
communication and job performance of employees
in organizations while Kafeero (2014) looked at the
relationship between management styles and work
performance of teachers in secondary schools.
However, a few other scholars examined the
relationship between decision-making approaches
and work performance of employees (Dar, Akmal,
Naseem, & Khan, 2011; Daoanis, 2012).
Unfortunately, even these studies did not pay
attention to the DMA of academic unit managers in
a university setting. This study was intended to fill
this knowledge gap.

Many definitions in the literature refer to
democratic  decision making as employee
involvement, employee participation, employee
engagement, and employee empowerment. These
terms are used interchangeably in previous
literature, but its meaning refers to the concept of
democratic decision-making. Wagner (1994) in
one of his study defined Decision Making
Approach as a process of involvement among
employees and administration in  sharing
information processing, decision making and
problem-solving in an organization. DMA can also
be defined as a process that allows employees to
exercise some level of influence over their work
and the conditions under which they work (Strauss,
1998). This study was interested in validating for
the democratic decision-making approaches as
employed by academic unit managers affects

academic staff in the context of Uganda
universities.
METHODOLOGY

In this study, the researcher used the pragmatist
research paradigm that promotes the integration of
more than one research methods in a single study.
Therefore, a mixed-method research approach was
adopted in this study to provide a deeper
understanding of the DMA as a predictor of WP
that would otherwise not have been accessible by
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using one approach alone (Morse & Niehaus,
2009). This study chose to use the mixed-methods
research approach because of its ability to
overcome the disadvantages that are inherent when
adopting mono-method research. A sequential
explanatory research design was used and beefed
up by a cross-sectional survey because of the large
number of respondents that were involved. A
sequential explanatory research design is a two-
phase study that starts with the quantitative data
collection phase and then successively followed by
the qualitative phase to enhance the quantitative
findings (Doyle, Brady & Byrne, 2009). The cross-
sectional aspect of the design was intended to
enable the researcher to collect data at one point in
time in order to avoid returning to the field several
times. This helped to reduce the time and costs that
were used in the study.

Regarding the study population, it comprised of all
the academic deans, heads of department and the
academic staff (professors, associate professors,
senior lecturers, lecturers, assistant lecturers,
teaching assistants, and graduate fellows) of the
selected public universities. The researchers
targeted 1744 academic staff. Yamane’s (1967)
method for determining sample size was used to
arrive at 325 respondents who completed the
guestionnaires for quantitative data. The researcher
used a self-administered questionnaire to collect
data on how the DMA of academic unit managers
affected the WP of academic staff. Qualitative data
from the academic unit managers were collected
through face-to-face interviews based on an
interview guide.

To ascertain the reliability of the questionnaire in
this study, the items to measure the constructs under
investigation were informed by the relevant items
adopted from already-made instruments from Jeya
and Sahari (2011); Smeenk, Teelken, Eisinga, and
Doorewaard (2009) and were generally considered
to be reliable for that matter. Furthermore, to
establish reliability due to contextual differences,
the tool was subjected to a pre-test on a group of
academic staff who did not participate in the main
study.

The quantitative data upon completion of the
survey were checked for completeness, coded, and
entered SPSS version 23 for data analysis. Data
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were cleaned and presented using applicable tables,
diagrams, and descriptive statistics such as
frequencies and means. To establish if there existed
any significant effect of the democratic decision-
making approaches (IV) on the work performance
(DV), the academic staff scores on work
performance were then correlated to each of the
three dimensions of DMA approaches (IV) using a
simple linear regression analysis provided by SPSS
(version 23). A multi-linear regression analysis was
run to determine the aggregate effect of decision-
making approaches on the work performance of
academic staff.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Democratic decision-making approach (Demo.
DMA) was conceptualized into seven items that
were later sub-divided into 9 items to ascertain the
respondents’ rating it and to establish if the
academic unit managers were democratic or not.
The 9 items were stated as close-ended questions in
tandem with the five-point Likert Scale (1
representing never, 2 representing rarely, 3
representing sometimes, 4 representing often, and 5
representing always). In order to establish whether
there was any relationship between the work
performance of the academic staff and the
democratic decision-making approaches used by
the academic unit managers, a correlation analysis
was carried out and the results suggested that all the
constructs of the democratic decision making
approaches were significant correlates of the
academic staff’s work performance (p < 0.05).

When the study attempted to find out if the
democratic decision-making approaches predicted
the work performance of the academic staff at the
confirmatory level, the work performance was
regressed on the elements of the democratic
decision-making approach. The results showed that
9 constructs of the democratic decision-making
approach explained 29.9% of the variation in the
work performance (adjusted R? = 0.299). This
meant that 70.1% of the variation was accounted for
by other factors not considered in this study. The
regression model was significant (F = 8.934, p =
0.000 < 0.05). While all the nine constructs of
democratic  decision-making approach were
positively correlated to WP, only 2 of them namely;
consultations before a decision is taken and
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participation in discussions significantly affected
the WP. The magnitudes of the respective betas
suggested that consultations before the decision
was taken (B = 0.242, p = 0.000) and participation
in discussions (p = -0.184, p = 0.013) were the most
significant predictors of work performance
followed by joint efforts.

In order to ascertain the effect of democratic DMA
on the work performance of the academic staff, it
was necessary for the researcher to establish first
whether academic unit managers used democratic
DMA at all. The results showed that the overall
mean for all the nine items that measured the use of
democratic DMA was 2.5 close to code 3 on the
Likert Scale. Code 3 on the stated scale corresponds
to the word “sometimes.” With these results, it was
evident that academic deans and departmental
heads used democratic  decision-making
approaches.

The findings above were confirmed when this study
regressed the dependent variable against the
independent variable to establish whether the
democratic decision-making approach significantly
affected the academic staff work performance. A
significant positive effect was revealed that the
democratic decision-making approach significantly
affected the work performance of the academic
staff in public universities. This is why the
hypothesis states that ‘the democratic decision-
making approach used by the academic unit
managers  significantly affected the work
performance of the academic staff in public
universities’ was accepted.

This study finding concurred with the results of
several other studies such as the ones of Appelbaum
(2013), Sukirno and Siengthai (2011), Elele and
Fields (2010), Abdulkadir, Isiaka, & Adedoyin,
(2012) and Janudin et al. (2015). Appelbaum
(2013) for instance, established that participation in
decision-making positively affected workers’
performance. Sukirno and Siengthai (2011) found
out that at the individual level, 91% of lecturers
were affected by participation in the decision-
making process, which had a direct bearing on their
teaching and research efficiency. Elele and Fields
(2010) meanwhile established that employee
participation in decision-making had a significant
positive effect on employee performance which
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view was also shared by Janudin et al. (2015) who
established that a significant positive relationship
exists between participation in decision-making by
lecturers in matters that affect them and their work
performance.

Furthermore, the finding of this study that
democratic decision-making approach used by the
academic unit managers affected the work
performance of the academic staff under their
jurisdiction matched the earlier finding by De Waal
(2011). De Waal studied, “Characteristics of high-
performance organizations” and observed that
work performance increases when the workers
believe that they have the power to decide
(democratic decision-making approach) on how the
work should be done.

The finding that democratic DMA significantly
affects the work performance of academic staff is
also in agreement with the finding of Abdulsalam
and Mawoli (2012) that found a positive
relationship existed between motivation and
teaching performance except for the relationship
between motivation and research that they found to
be negative. This was affirmed when the researcher
established the status of teaching using the 21 items
that measured teaching performance and it was
evident that the academic staff was frequently
involved in teaching as one of their cardinal work
performances. This is because they had high levels
of teaching performance since they frequently
executed their teaching roles.

Similarly, in establishing the performance levels of
academic staff in relation to research, the overall
mean score for all the 13 items that measured
research revealed that the academic staff rarely
researched despite being one of their cardinal roles.
These finding confirms and links this stud’s finding
to the negativity that Abdulsalam and Mawoli
(2012), as well as Abdulai and Shafiwu (2014),
found out in relation to research in their studies.
This study finding is also in agreement with Yariv’s
(2009) who observed that by applying the principle
of probability, the more the decisions to enhance,
the higher the quality of decisions, the more the
stakeholders are likely to be motivated to
implement, and the better the work performance.
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Furthermore, this study finding is also in agreement
with the ones of scholars like Walker and Dimmock
(2000) who found out that in China, nine out of ten
teachers were satisfied with their jobs because of
the democratic decision-making approaches that
were used. This was in congruence with Mayanja
(2007) who did his study at Makerere University
and posited that in a university, academic staff
participation in decision-making as part of
democratization which universities should espouse
to achieve academic freedom and autonomy.

However, these study findings were at variance
with the findings of other scholars, such as that of
Henkin and Holliman (2008), who reported that
participation in decision-making was marginally
related to improved job performance. These results
appeared to be a bit controversial because, whereas
Henkin and Holliman (2008) found out that
participation was marginally related to improved
job performance, Janudin et al. (2015) established a
significant  positive  relationship  between
participation and work performance in another
study in Malaysian research universities. Perhaps
the causes of this departure in the findings emerge
from the differences in the contexts of these studies.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of data and the discussion that
ensued, individual academic unit managers
employed different decision-making approaches.
However, the use of democratic decision-making
approach was found to be more dominant than the
use of other decision-making approaches by
academic unit managers. This implied that using the
democratic decision-making approach by the
academic unit managers was found to be more
effective in enhancing the work performance of the
academic staff. The knowledge on the effect of
democratic decision-making approaches as used by
academic unit managers on work performance of
academic staff in public universities in Uganda is
not conclusive. Therefore, further studies need to be
carried out in different contexts of higher education
in order to establish the benefits and shortcomings
of the various decision-making approaches.

Academic unit managers of public universities
should engage more in clear and purposeful
democratic decision-making approaches because it
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has a positive impact on the work performance of
the academic staff. This is because an increase in
the use of democratic decision-making approach by
one unit is associated with a corresponding increase
in academic staff work performance by 19.1%. This
means that democratic DMA is a tool that can be
used to align the vision and mission of public
universities as well as the objectives of the
academic staff. Therefore, special emphasis should
be positioned on enhancing the democratic
decision-making  approach.  For  example,
workshops and training courses should be
organized, and conducted for academic deans and
departmental heads on how to intensify, articulate,
communicate, and implement the benefits of using
the democratic approach. Such sensitization
programs are likely to re-awaken the interest and
participation of all the key stakeholders. This is
because the higher the level of the academic staff
participation in decision-making, the higher the
devotion to the university’s vision, mission, and the
higher the academic staff’s work performance will
be.
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