Management and Labour Studies
24 (4), October 1999, pp. 236-242.

ROLE OF LEADERSHIP IN BUILDING A SENSE OF COMMUNITY: A
PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION

Pooja Mehta and Venkat R. Krishnan

Abstract. An attempt was made in this preliminary study to measure the sense of
community among employees, and to ook at its relationship with perceived leader ship
style of supervisor. Results indicate that nurturant, task-oriented, and participative
styles of leadership are positively related to sense of community among employees.

Organizations are redizing the importance of the concept of acommunity. This highlights thet
organizations redlize the importance of meaningful relationships among employees a work place
(Hanson, 1996). Employees' relationships with other employees make more difference to the
production and morae than it was believed earlier. Two important reasons to study relationships at
work are to create a supportive environment for the employees and to create a balanced and
adaptive organization (Kofodimos, 1993). However, building this community involves alot of risk for
the prevailing leadership as it means|etting go of their hold to a certain degree. This paper isan
attempt to study the relationships between various styles of leadership of the superior and the feding
of community among the employees.

What is a Community?

Community could be defined as a collection of people within a geographic areaamong
whom there is some degree of mutua identification, interdependence or organized activity (Eshleman,
1993). In communities, individuas develop a sense of belonging. Vaues are generated and
regenerated.

If leaders cannot find in their congtituencies any base of shared vaues, principled leedership
becomes nearly impaossible. From socid coherence, leaders expect of congtituents or followers a
great dedl of participation and sharing of leadership tasks. If acommunity is hedthy and coherent, it
imparts a coherent value system and holds individuas within aframework of vaues. A traditiona
community is reatively homogenous, shows little change, demands a high degree of conformity, does
not welcome stranger's, is dl too ready to reduce its communication with externd world, istypicaly
smdl and can boast of continuity (Gardner, 1990).
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Community is characterized by five factors—envisoning, unity, empowering, exploring, and
reflecting—that depend on the perception of the community members (Tjosvold, 1991). Envisioning
isthe feding of moving in adear and engaging direction. This includes reflection on organization's
framework, grievance resolution, opportunities for change, innovation and growth, taking risks and
learning from migtakes, good communication of the vison statement and appreciation of
accomplishments. Unity liesin believing in the value of the vison provided by the leader. It dso
includes assgning of responghilities to different members to coordinate different aspects of solution,
keeping track of individud’s performance, and promoting group learning. Thisindudes sharing of
information, praising the whole team as a success, rewarding individuas based on group
performance, making the task chalenging, promoting persona relationships, encouraging team
identity and assgning complementary roles. Empowering includes dlocation of resources, inclusion of
skilled, relevant people, developing ahilities, structuring opportunities to work together and holding
individuas accountable. Exploring includes establishing openness norms, assgning opposing views,
including diverse people, emphasizing common ground, combining ideas and consulting relevant
resources. Reflecting includes andyzing the data collected, structuring time to discuss the findings,
stressing on understanding others' perspectives, defining issues specifically, recognizing the gains of
resolving conflicts, flexibility in ways to develop ussful solutions and driving for improvement.

According to Gardner (1990), ingredients of acommunity are:
1. Wholenessincorporating diversity. Vit communities face and resolve differences.

2. Shared culture: Shared norms and values are present. It has symbols of group identity.
Socid cohesion is advanced if norms and vaues are explicit. It provides opportunity to express
vauesin rdevant action, affirmsitsaf, and builds morale through ceremonies that honor symbols of
shared identity.

3. Good internal communication: Members should communicate fregly. Leaders have
to combat “we-they”’ barriers that impede the free flow of communication within their membership.

4. Caring, trust and teamwork: The fedings that the members of acommunity usudly
fed, when they are put in a Stuation together, are that they are cared for, they can trust each other
and that they are ateam.

5. Group maintenance and government: It has inditutiona provisonsfor group
maintenance or governing.

6. Participation and sharing of leadership tasks: The hedthy community encourages
individua involvement in the pursuit of shared purposes.

7. Development of young people New people who are inducted in the community are
groomed to fit in the community.

8. Linkswith the outside world: Every community nesdsto have fruitful links with the
larger communities of which it isa part.

Leadership

Researchers usudly define leadership according to their individua perspectives and the
aspect of the phenomenon of most interest to them. Hemphill and Coons (1957) have defined



leadership as the behavior of an individud when heis directing the activities of a group toward a
shared god. Burns (1978) defined leadership as inducing followers to pursue common or at least
joint purposes that represent the values and motivations of both leaders and followers. Jacobs and
Jaques (1990) have defined |leadership as a process of giving meaningful purpose to collective effort,
and causng willing effort to be expended to achieve purpose. Leadership is generdly considered as
aprocess of influencing the activities of agroup in an effort to achieve certain organizationd gods
(Hingar, 1986). Y ukl (1998) defines leadership as interpersond influence, exercised in a Situation,
and directed, through the communication process, towards the attainment of a specified goa or
gods. In keegping with the view of a community in the organization, it is quite clear that interpersond
sylesand interactiond patterns have become important. Thus, leadership can be taken as afunction
of dynamic interrelationship of expectations of the subordinates, persondity characteristics of the
superiors and the demands of the situation (Verma, 1986).

Leadership styles can be classfied into five categories (Snha, 1995; Verma, 1986):

1. Bureaucratic Style Bureaucracy illustrates characteristics like specidization of abor,
well-defined hierarchy of authority, clearly defined responsibilities, systems of rules and procedures,
impersondlity of relations, promotions based on technica qudifications and centralization of authority.

2. Nurturant Style Nurturant leaders care for their subordinates, show affection, take
persond interest in subordinates’ well-being and are committed to their growth. Nurturant style has
been identified asthe preferred style for asuperior in India (Sinha, 1997).

3. Task-Oriented Style Task-oriented |eaders emphasize task performance. They are
controlling and assertive, drive their subordinates hard towards organizationd gods.

4. Authoritarian Style Thiskind of a style has the characteridtics of rigidity, sdf-
centeredness, suspicion, insecurity and anxiety. The behaviord manifestations are excessve
dependency, dtrict control of subordinates and stereotyping. The emphasisis on strict observance of
discipline.

5. Participative Style Participative leaders are democratic, consderate, permissve and
non-directive. They share their decison-making and understand their subordinates’ fedings.

The persona warmth of nurturant leaders crestes a climate of trust and understanding where
subordinates grow up and acquire maturity. Due to over-emphasis on task performance by task-
oriented |leaders, the organizationd productivity will increase and a congenia work atmosphere will
be established. In the case of participative leadership, mutud trust devel ops and high motivation and
willingness to assume respong bilities become sdlient, where free interaction is observed. Therefore,
we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Nurturant, task-oriented and participative leadership of manager will be
positively correlated to the sense of community among members of the work unit.

The behavior of bureaucratic leaders will be impersond and barely acceptable, as they tend
to become more mechanical. In the case of authoritarian leadership, the subordinate becomes
dependent and submissive and afear of being punished is aways there (Verma, 1986). Hence, we
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Bureaucratic and authoritarian leadership of manager will be negatively
corrdated to the sense of community among members of the work unit.



Methodology

We used the 43-item Leadership Style Scale (Verma, 1986) to measure authoritarian (9
items), participative (8 items), task-oriented (10 items), nurturant (8 items) and bureaucratic (8
items) leadership. This scale has been found to be rdliable and has been used in a number of studies
and on different samples such as university heads, service organizations, production units, public
sector, private sector, bureaucrats and mostly on executives of work organizations. Superior’s
leadership style was measured by having the subordinate respond to the questionnaire. The
responses were taken on a 5-point scae (1=false; 2=quite fase; 3=undecided; 4=quite true;
5=true).

To meesure the sense of community, we used Gardner’s (1990) framework that groups the
ingredients of community aong eight dimensons. We generated 22 items to capture the eight
dimensions. A 5-point scale (1=to avery smdl extent; 2=to asmall extent; 3=undecided; 4=to a
great extent; 5=to a very great extent) was used to record the responses. We did a pilot survey to
test the scale using a sample of 22 full time graduate business students. Responses were collected on
the 22 items using the 5-point scale, and in addition, we interviewed the respondents to obtain a
direct score on each of the eight dimensions. The correlation between the questionnaire scores and
the interview scores was 0.53 (p < 0.05). We dropped two items from the scale to enhance its
reiability. The Cronbach aphafor the remaining 20 items (only these 20 items were subsequently
used in this study) was 0.72. Lig of the find 20 items comprising the community scaleisincluded in

the appendix.

The study was conducted in a sted manufacturing company in eastern India. The company
darted as afamily owned business but over the years has introduced professional management. The
sample conssted of 50 senior executives a the levels of assstant generd manager's, deputy generd
managers, generd managers and senior genera managers. The executives answered questionnaires
that measured the leadership styles of their superiors and the sense of community in their work unit.

Results

The Cronbach aphawas less than 0.3 in the case of three of the eight community
dimengons—wholeness incorporating diversty (0.08), group maintenance and government (0.07),
and development of young people (0.26)—and so these three dimensions were excluded from the
study because of low scale rdiability. Correlations between the remaining five community dimensons
and the five leadership styles are presented in the table.

Reaults indicate that nurturant style of leedership is sgnificantly postively corrdated to three
of the five community dimensons—shared culture, good internd communication, and participation
and sharing of leadership. Task-oriented style is aso sgnificantly pogtively correlated to three of the
five community dimensons—shared culture, caring, trust and teamwork, and participation and
sharing of leadership. Participative styleis sgnificantly postively corrdated only to the shared culture
dimension of community. Thus, hypothesis 1 isonly partialy supported. From the teble, it is clear
that bureaucratic yle is Sgnificantly negatively corrdaed only to one of the five community
dimensgons—Iinks with the outsde world. Authoritarian syle is not found to be sgnificantly
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corrdated to any of the dimensions of community. Hypothess 2 is thus supported only in the case of
one community dimension (links with the outside world) and one leadership style (bureaucratic).

A certain pattern can be seen in the corrdations between the variables studied. Although the
hypotheses of the study are only partly supported, it can be seen that &t least one of the four
community dimensions of shared culture, good internal communication, caring, trust and teamwork,
and participation and sharing of leedership is positively related to nurturant, task-oriented and
participative leedership styles. Andyzing the correlations between the leadership styles, it can be
seen that there is a Sgnificant pogitive correlation (r = 0.65 and above) between nurturant, task-
oriented and participative styles of leadership.

This explains the finding that four community dimensions are related to the three leadership
syles—nurturant, task-oriented and participative. It islogicd to expect in the light of such findings
that these three styles of leadership will promote a strong sense of community in the organization. It is
also to be noted that the four community dimengons of shared culture, good internd communication,
caring, trust and teamwork, and participation and sharing of leadership are significantly related to
each other.

Bureaucrdic syle is negatively related to the community dimension of links with the outsde
world, which indicates that this style of leadership is more inward-looking or morerigid inits
response to the outside world. Such a style, when prevaent in the organization, would result in
compartmentaization of various departments and isolation of the organization from the externd
environment. There will be little awareness regarding the other aspects of the organization that will
hinder the sense of community within an organization. Authoritarian style was not found to be
sgnificantly correlated to any of the dimensions of the sense of community. This can be interpreted to
mean that the authoritarian tyle is not conducive for a sense of community. The findings dso indicate
that bureaucratic style is negatively correlated to participative style, whereas, authoritarian syleis
negatively corrdated to nurturant and participative styles.

Conclusion

A greater sense of community among employees leads to a greater identification with the
organization, good working relationships, increased productivity and job satisfaction. However, a
sense of community may aso be a hindrance sometime. With the change in business scenario of
organizations, it is required that organizations are able to adapt quickly to the change. Organizationa
change requires frame bresking, an ability to think differently from the current system. Therigidity
that accompanies the community feding could hinder this process, dthough the positive aspects of
the sense of community among employees cannot be denied. A community thrives because its
members follow the norms and traditions that have aready been st. It creates a“we-they” barrier
between itsdf and the outside world and demands a high degree of conformity. These conditions
may not be conducive for stuations requiring a quick change. Future research needsto look at a
possible optimum leve of the sense of community beyond which it becomes counter- productive. The
scaes that we developed for measuring the sense of community can aso be further refined and
tested on awider sample.
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Table
Correlations among Variables Studied

(N =50) Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

COMMUNITY
1. Shared Culture 315 113 (0.67)
2. Good Internal Communication 310 120 *043 (0.68)
3. Caring, Trust and Teamwork 290 120 *0.64 *056 (0.68)
4. Participation and Sharing of 300 120 *041 *059 *057 (0.51)

Leadership
5. Links With Outsde World 270 1.20 009 *039 017 *047 (0.63)
LEADERSHIP
6. Bureaucratic 330 1.10 019 006 015 -0.13 *-0.33 (0.07)
7. Nurturant 350 110 *0.33 *0.28 024 *0.36 0.07 -0.10 (0.79)
8. Task-oriented 400 0.09 *046 022 *0.33 *0.40 001 -0.10 *065 (0.83)
9. Authoritarian 320 1.20 014 -010 002 -020 -020 0.27 *-0.38 -0.10 (0.76)
10. Participative 360 100 *048 018 0.8 0.26 011 *-030 *0.69 *0.71 *-042 (0.84)
* = p<0.05.

Cronbach aphas are in parentheses along diagond.



APPENDIX
COMMUNITY SCALE ITEMS

Wholeness incorporating diversity

1. Towhat extent do you fed that people from the same backgrounds (city, religion, work
category) stick together in your work Stuation?

2. Doyou fed that often there are arguments or differences of opinion in your work situation which
are promptly resolved?

Shared culture

3. Doyoufed that thereisaset of normsin your work stuation which are followed by dl (from top
to bottom)?

4. Doyou fed thereisasrong sense of “group identity” in your work Stuation?

5. Towhat extent do you fed that people in your work Situation are committed to the departmentdl
goas?

Good internal communication

6. Towhat extent are you satisfied with the formal/informal forums provided to voice your opinions
to the higher management?

7. Towhat extent do you fed free to discuss your problems with other people in your work
gtuation (superiors, co-workers)?

8. Towhat extent do you fed that there are ample opportunities (socia get-togethers, meetings
etc...) for the members of your department to meet each other?

Caring, trust and teamwork

9. Towhat extent do you fed that people in your work environment act with integrity?

10. Do you fed that your work environment stresses more on group work rather than individual
work?

11. To what extent do you think that your work environment is receptive to the new ideas?

Group maintenance and government

12. Do you fed that most of the decisons are made by the top management without consulting the
lower management?

13. To what extent do you fed that the reporting structure in your work environment is very rigid?

Participation and sharing of leadership

14. To what extent do you fed that your work environment implements the feedback of its people?

15. To what extent do you fed free to express your opinionsin a group Stuation?

16. To what extent do you fed that the information about employees or the company is shared with
the employees?



Development of young people

17. Do you fed that there is a comprehengve induction and recruitment programme for new
employees to orient them to organisation’s objectives and culture?

18. Do you fed there are enough opportunities for people in your work environment to exhibit their
leadership skills?

Linkswith the outside world

19. Do you fed thet the in-house publications have contributed towards the awareness regarding
your department?

20. To what extent do you fed that people in your department are aware of the goals/chalengesin
other departments of the organization?



