INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF
ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN

BUSINESS & SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol 15, Issue 3, (2025) E- ISSN: 2222 6990

A Qualitative Study on Different Types of Group
Leader’s Leadership Style among Higher
Vocational Colleges in Zhejiang Province of China

Qiangian Mo'?, Siti Nisrin Mohd Anis'’
Faculty of Social Science and Humanities, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, Johor 81310,
Malaysia, 2Wenzhou Polytechnic, Wenzhou 325035, China
*Corresponding Author Email: nisrin@utm.my

To Link this Article: http://dx.doi.org/10.6007/1JARBSS/v15-i3/25041 DOI:10.6007/1JARBSS/v15-i3/25041
Published Date: 25 March 2025

Abstract

The existing leadership style literature focuses mostly on private companies in western
nations. In comparison, less studies on leadership styles have been conducted in higher
education institutions in emerging countries such as Malaysia and China. Thus, there is a
dearth of understanding about the preferred leadership styles in the public higher education
sector among these countries.By applying in-depth interviews with 12 public higher
vocational college teachers and group leaders in Zhejiang Province of China, this study
analyzed qualitative data to propose strategies for improving leadership styles in higher
vocational colleges of China.The participants primarily suggested improvement measures in
the following areas: establishing effective communication mechanisms,fostering teamwork
and innovation, optimizing decision-making processes and participatory practices,
strengthening leadership training and assessment, and cultivating a strong team culture. Thus,
the investigation of leadership style theories and practices offers valuable new perspectives
for advancing the management practices of higher vocational colleges.
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Introduction

Leadership research in Asia has gained momentum due to historical, social, economic, and
practical factors. China’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO) may lead to
increased influence of Chinese leadership style in the global economy, challenging traditional
business, management, and organizational models. In the realm of higher education, the
leadership style is reflected in the government’s strategic initiatives to bolster academic
research, technological innovation, and global competitiveness. China has made substantial
investments in its colleges and universities, fostering a culture of academic excellence and
research output (Lu&Smith,2020). While this approach has contributed to impressive
advancements in research and development, it also raises intellectual freedom and creativity
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issues within the higher education system. Thus, a deep understanding of the association
between Chinese leadership style and higher education emphasizes the complex balance
between centralized authority and the necessity to nurture a dynamic and innovative
academic landscape. This study introduces a range of leadership style theories and practices,
thereby providing a robust theoretical framework to support related research. Besides, the
gualitative analysis reveals that key strategies for enhancing leadership competencies include
improving personal abilities, developing emotional intelligence, and maintaining fairness and
impartiality.

Leadership styles such as transformational, authoritative, democratic and laissez-faire
leadership may influence the educational environment by inspiring and motivating teachers,
establishing clear goals, promoting support and collaboration, and encouraging participatory
decision-making. The leadership style in higher vocational education in China combines
traditional and modern methods, which reflects the broader socio-economic dynamics of the
nation. Leaders within these institutions seek to inspire and encourage teachers and students
with a well-defined, strategic vision. This visionary method is essential for effectively
addressing the swift changes in industry requirements and technological progress. Leadership
styles in higher vocational colleges refer to different management roles and titles (Settles et
al.,2019). It can be concluded that the roles of leaders in higher vocational education can be
complex and varied.

Many people perceive China’s extremely pragmatic leadership style as authoritative or
bureaucratic, according to Pascal Coppens’2021 blog article, “What We Can Learn from
China’s Leadership Model”. Authoritative leaders stress their authority and control over their
followers. Authoritative leaders occupy a fatherly role, and their influence is entrenched. They
communicate from the top down and are resistant to delegating. They employ deceptive
strategies with ambiguous motivations in order to project a powerful image. As a result of
these behaviors, followers experience fear and awe (Du et al.,2020; Yue,2023). Yet, this type
of leadership style may be suitable in certain environment but not every circumstance. Thus,
exploring the leadership style among higher vocational colleges may contribute to a new
understanding of leadership style related to China’s cultural context.

The researcher also believes that, while there have been some studies on leadership style and
organizational commitment in the West, analogous studies in China are lacking. Because
degrees of leadership style and organizational dedication differ among cultures, there is still
opportunity for improvement in the Chinese setting. Therefore, the researcher utilizes higher
vocational colleges as a sample to in order to uncover the facts and generate new findings
(Yue,2023).

In China’s higher vocational colleges, the role of the group leaders is mainly a model as well
as pioneer within the organization.The leadership style of group leaders significantly
influences not only the motivation and creativity of team members but also the overall quality
and effectiveness of education.As leaders who are crucial for the development of the groups,
are required to lead the team (teachers) to overcome obstacles, make long-term plans and
achieve the goals through various leadership styles (Zhang & Wang,2022). However, the
relevant studies on group leader’s leadership style and its enhancing strategies are rare.
Consequently, this study aims to explore the research topic in depth by applying a qualitative
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research method, including in-depth interviews with teachers and group leaders from public
higher vocational colleges in Zhejiang Province of China. Consequently, optimizing leadership
styles and implementing targeted measures are essential for enhancing team effectiveness
and fostering the holistic development of the college.

Research Methodology

Research Participants

As for qualitative research design, purposive sampling is chosen to recruit participants to the
study.The purposive sampling technique, also called judgment sampling, is the deliberate
choice of a participant due to the qualities the participant possesses. It is a nonrandom
technique that does not need underlying theories or a set number of participants (Etikan et
al.,2016), just as the case in this study. The researchers can ensure that the sample is highly
relevant to the study by selecting participants who meet specific criteria. Furthermore, this
method can be less time-consuming and less costly than probability sampling methods, and
the researcher is able to have the flexibility to select participants who can provide the most
valuable information (Palinkas et al.,2015; Patton,2002). The researcher compiled the email
contact information of group leaders and teachers from 37 public higher vocational colleges
in Zhejiang Province and distributed in-depth interview questionnaires. Positive responses
were received from eight young teachers and four group leaders representing six institutions:
Zhejiang Financial College, Ningbo Polytechnic, Zhoushan Tourism and Health College,
Zhejiang Institute of Mechanical and Electrical Engineering, Wenzhou Polytechnic, and
Zhejiang Economic and Trade Polytechnic.

The demographic information of the 12 participants, comprising higher vocational college
teachers and group leaders, is presented in Table 1.1. The sample selection was relatively
balanced concerning school level, professional position, age, and academic title, ensuring a
diverse and representative participant group.

Table 1.1
Demographic Information of the Participants
Highest . . Years of | Current
Professional | Teaching . . . .
Code | Gender | Level of | _. . working Administrative
. Title Subject . .
Education experience Position
Humanistic | 10 years and
T-1 Male PhD Lecturer . No
Science under
T-9 Female | PhD. Associate Na'tural 10 years and No
Professor Science below
T-5 Male PhD Associate SO.CIaI 11-20 years No
Professor Science
T-6 Female | PhD Lecturer Na'tural 10 years and No
Science below
T-7 Female | PhD Lecturer Hl,'|man|st|c 10 years and No
Science below
T-10 Female | M.S. Associate Hu'manlst|c 11-20 years No
Professor Science
T-11 Male M.S. Lecturer Hl,'|man|st|c 10 years and No
Science below
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T-12 | Female | PhD. Associate | Natural 11-20years | No
Professor Science
Al Female | M.S. Professor NaTturaI More than 20 | Associate Dean
Science years of the Faculty
A-2 Male PhD. Associate Hl,.lmanIStIC 11-20 years Associate Dean
Professor Science of the Faculty
A3 Female | PhD. Professor NaTturaI More than 20 | Dean of the
Science years Faculty
. . Dean of the
A-4 Male P?OD ress "1 professor zgi((:alilce 11-20 years Academic
prog Affairs Office

Data Collection and Analysis

The raw interview data were analyzed using NVivolO software. Twelve valid interview
transcripts were imported into NVivo10 as “internal materials”. Following the principles of
thematic analysis, the data were coded through a three-level, bottom-up coding process.
During the open coding phase, 15 codes were generated. These were further integrated
during the axial coding phase to form 4 categories. Finally, in the selective coding phase, the
core categories were summarized and refined. The coding process was summarized in Table

1.2.
Table 1.2
Thematic analysis
Code Category Theme
al:Enhancing personal charisma and
appeal
a2:Enhancing intellectual stimulation
ability . .
Transf I L h
a3:Cultivating strategic thinking and ransformational Leadership
visioning ability
a4:Enhancing team building and
collaboration skills
b1l:Enhancing decision-making capacity
b2:Enhancing communication and
f
eedback . . . . Authoritative
b3:Developing emotional intelligence .
. Leadership
and leadership
. . Enhancement of the group

b4:Focusing on personal image and , .

. leader’s leadership style
charisma
c1:Sharing your own experiences and
lessons learned .

. . . . Democratic
c2:Being fair and impartial Leadershi
c3:Sharing results and promote P
teamwork:

d1:Developing a sense of trust and
responsibility in leaders

d2:Providing necessary training and
support
d3:Creating a
atmosphere
d4:Adapting leadership style flexibly

positive team

Laissez-faire
Leadership

2028




INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 15, No. 3, 2025, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2025

Results

Response to “What strategies should be used in China’s higher vocational colleges to enhance
the Transformational Leadership style of group leaders?”

Most participants agreed that transformational leadership is a highly influential and forward-
looking style of leadership. As the participant A-2 put it, “Transformational leaders motivate
their employees through inspirational vision, personalized care and recognition. They
encourage employees to look beyond their personal interests and pursue higher-level goals
and values, which leads to higher levels of motivation and creativity at work.” In addition,
participant A-2 indicated that “Transformational leaders value the personal growth and
development of their employees. Transformational leaders provide training, coaching, and
feedback to help employees improve their skills and knowledge while guiding them to
recognize their strengths and potential. By increasing employees’ self-confidence and sense of
efficacy, transformational leaders promote overall team competency.”

Nevertheless, participant A-3 suggested that “Transformational leaders need to demonstrate
strong personal charisma and convening power to engage and motivate team members. This
requires strong beliefs, a positive attitude and excellent communication skills.” In addition to
demonstrating a leader’s personal charisma, participant A-3 suggested that “Intellectual
stimulation is one of the key characteristics of transformational leadership.” Both of the two
participants suggested that “Transformational leaders need to be able to think strategically
and have the visioning skills to be able to set clear, long-term goals for the team and the
organization, and to lead the team toward those goals.”

Response to “What strategies should be used in China’s higher vocational colleges to enhance
the Authoritative Leadership style of group leaders?”

Most participants believed that “Authoritative leadership is a style of leadership that
emphasizes centralized control, clear direction, and strict rules. This type of leadership can
motivate employees to constantly challenge themselves and improve the quality and efficiency
of their work, but it can also limit the development of their potential and the organization’s
ability to innovate.” As quoted from participant T-2, “Authoritative leaders are able to make
decisions quickly because they usually have the final say, which reduces delays and uncertainty
in the decision-making process. This efficient decision-making process helps organizations
respond quickly to market changes or unexpected events.”

Yet, due to the above characteristics of authoritative leadership, participant A-4 suggested
“Establish an effective communication mechanism to ensure that team members can fully
understand the leader's intentions and decisions. Encourage team members to provide
feedback and suggestions to adjust the leadership style and decision-making direction in a
timely manner.” In addition, most of participants agreed that authoritative leaders should
improve their emotional intelligence or learn other leadership theories and methods.
“Improve your level of emotional intelligence, including emotional management,
interpersonal and conflict resolution skills.” “Learn leadership theories and methods, such as
transformational leadership and servant leadership, to enrich your leadership style.”

Response to “What strategies should be used in China’s higher vocational colleges to enhance
the Democratic Leadership style of group leaders?”
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Most participants believed that democratic leadership is a style of leadership that emphasizes
teamwork, employee participation, and collective decision-making. This style of leadership
encourages employees to express their opinions and ideas and actively participate in the
decision-making process. Participants offered fewer suggestions for democratic leadership,
with some feeling that “In working together with subordinates, leaders should share their
experiences and lessons learned to help subordinates better understand the importance and
complexity of their work.” Participant T-1 revealed that if democratic leaders can “Maintain
a fair and impartial attitude in dealing with subordinates' problems, without taking sides. This
will help create a harmonious working atmosphere and make subordinates more willing to
devote themselves to their work” and “Give timely recognition and rewards when the team
achieves results, so that subordinates feel that their efforts have been rewarded. This helps to
stimulate subordinates' motivation and creativity.”

Response to “What strategies should be used in China’s higher vocational colleges to enhance
the Laissez-faire Leadership style of group leaders?”

The majority of participants agreed that laissez-faire leaders “Give a high degree of freedom
and autonomy to team members, with little interference or control over their work. However,
decisions are implemented without the direct intervention of the leader. This type of
leadership emphasizes personal responsibility and autonomy, but can also lead to a lack of
clear guidance and direction for the team.” ParticipantT-10 suggested that laissez-faire
leaders may have less time to devote to team management, and that in addition to changing
their own leadership style, they could, on the one hand, “Assess the abilities and needs of
team members and provide the necessary training and development opportunities. Provide
team members with the resources, tools and information they need to do their jobs better.”
On the other hand, they can “Promote a positive team culture, including collaboration,
innovation, and responsibility. This helps to stimulate motivation and creativity among team
members and improve the overall competitiveness of the team.” But most importantly for the
laissez-faire leader, “The laissez-faire leader needs to be clear about his or her role and mission,
and be accountable for the overall goals and results of the team. By setting clear goals and
expectations, this inspires a sense of responsibility and mission in team members and pushes
them to work toward achieving their goals.” And “Based on the needs and feedback from the
team, leaders should be flexible in adjusting their leadership style. While maintaining a laissez-
faire leadership style, intervene and coach as necessary on a case-by-case basis to ensure that
the team can function efficiently.”

Discussion and Conclusion

This study reveals the need for effective communication, teamwork, and leadership training
to optimize leadership styles. Furthermore, participants emphasize the importance of
balancing leadership behaviors to meet the unique needs of higher vocational colleges. While
existing research predominantly focuses on the impact of leadership styles on employees in
large commercial organizations, private enterprises, and academic universities (Hou et
al.,2004), there is a notable gap in understanding their influence on teachers in higher
vocational colleges.

Currently, the Chinese government has prioritized and strongly supported the development
of higher vocational education. Government bodies such as the State Council, the General
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Office of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, and the General Office of
the State Council have issued a series of policy documents highlighting the significance of
vocational education. This underscores the urgent need for research on leadership styles
within the context of vocational education (Chen&Liu,2015). Given this context, it is
particularly vital to explore strategies for enhancing leadership practices that align with the
unique characteristics of Chinese vocational education.

According to previous research, transformational leadership significantly enhances
employees’ capabilities. Under the guidance of transformational leaders, employees exhibit
a more positive work attitude, demonstrate exceptional skills, and contribute to a
constructive organizational atmosphere (Bass&Avolio,1993; Hu,2015). Furthermore, this
study found that democratic leadership also ranks highly, potentially due to the enduring
influence of Confucianism. In Chinese society, the concept of “harmony” is deeply valued,
with particular emphasis on maintaining harmonious interpersonal relationships, including
within management processes (Hofstede,1993). In contrast, certain higher vocational colleges
in China lag behind in adopting advanced leadership styles. These institutions often place
excessive emphasis on short-term gains and superficial accomplishments, while neglecting
the long-term development and substantive growth of the institution (Jabbar et al, 2024;
Kong et al., 2015). Such outdated leadership philosophies may hinder the sustainable
development of these schools, potentially leading to stagnation or even further regression.

All participants concurred that enhancing the leadership styles of group leaders in China’s
higher vocational colleges would contribute to improving leadership skills and promoting
teacher’s job performance. Each leadership style presents a unique combination of strengths
and weaknesses. For commonly observed styles such as transformational, authoritative,
democratic, and laissez-faire leadership, participants primarily recommended improvement
measures in several key areas: establishing effective communication mechanisms, fostering
teamwork and innovation, optimizing decision-making processes and participation,
reinforcing leadership training and evaluation, and emphasizing the development of team
culture.

The result of the qualitative research reveals that most teachers and group leaders believe
that strengthening leadership styles positively impacts teachers in higher vocational colleges.
In the context of transformational leadership, this study reveals that teachers prioritize
charisma and personal intelligence over leadership behaviors that have traditionally received
significant attention in academic discourse, such as “visionary motivation”. This finding
contrasts with the prevailing academic perspective, which has been extensively explored in
scholarly literature (Burns,1978; Bass,1990) and widely applied in school management
practices (Yu&Zhou,2009; Wen, 2023).

For authoritative leaders, prominent scholars in the field of principal leadership (Fullan,2002;
Hallinger,2020) have underscored the pivotal role principals play as instructional leaders in
teaching and learning. This role requires them to effectively lead and guide both teachers’
instructional practices and students’ learning processes. However, the extent of this guidance
must be carefully calibrated by each leader. Furthermore, teachers identify the enhancement
of emotional intelligence as a critical competency for authoritative leaders, as it contributes
significantly to improved decision-making.
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In the context of democratic leadership, it is imperative for leaders to exemplify fairness,
particularly in matters directly affecting the interests of teachers. Leaders are required to
maintain transparency, impartiality, and equity, ensuring that all teachers are treated equally.
Additionally, they must consider and judiciously balance the perspectives and demands of
diverse stakeholders in the decision-making process. While democratic leaders are expected
to engage with and consider teachers’ viewpoints, it is crucial to avoid practices that may
foster perceptions of inequity, such as prioritizing individuals based on the size of their
support group, the prominence of their advocacy, or personal proximity to leadership, as
these actions may undermine trust and fairness in areas such as remuneration or professional
recognition.

With regard to laissez-faire leadership, digital leadership is increasingly gaining prominence
within the academic field of education management, particularly in an era marked by rapid
advancements in media technology and artificial intelligence. Most participants express
optimism about the potential of digital technology to enhance their professional capabilities.
For instance, one of them noted, “I have personally benefited the most from the high-tech
initiatives at school, such as the online class platform. Previously, we were required to attend
in-person training sessions collectively, but now we can engage in learning anytime and
anywhere.”

Furthermore, the majority of participants perceive leadership style as the behaviors, attitudes,
and approaches demonstrated by leaders during the management process. In China’s higher
vocational colleges, the leadership style of group leaders significantly influences not only the
motivation and creativity of team members but also the overall quality and effectiveness of
education.

Consequently, optimizing leadership styles and implementing targeted measures are
essential for enhancing team effectiveness and fostering the holistic development of the
college. Recommended strategies include strengthening leadership training, organizing
regular leadership development seminars and workshops, and integrating theoretical
knowledge with practical applications to enhance leaders’ comprehensive competencies.
Additionally, introducing situational leadership theory can equip leaders with the ability to
adapt their leadership styles based on the diverse needs and abilities of their team members,
thereby enabling personalized management (Klemsdal,2025). Achieving these objectives
requires the collaborative efforts of both group leaders and teachers in higher vocational
colleges .

Limitations

This study is subject to several limitations due to constraints in resources and time. Given the
diversity of educational contexts, future research could meaningfully extend this analysis to
private higher education institutions or other types of schools, such as general high schools,
technical schools, and international schools. Besides, if conditions allow, conducting long-
term longitudinal research across various educational institution—encompassing basic
education, higher education, vocational education, and online education—could provide a
more comprehensive understanding of how leadership styles influence teacher’s
effectiveness and adaptability. Such research would facilitate the development of a robust
framework for leadership competencies in higher vocational colleges, offering a new standard
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for evaluating and guiding educational management and leadership development.
Additionally, due to limited research funding, the study was unable to expand its geographic
scope to include other provinces in China, such as Jiangsu, Guangdong, Fujian, Shandong, and
Sichuan. Future studies addressing these regions could provide valuable insights into regional
variations and broader applicability of the findings.
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