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This study investigates the impact of shared leadership (SL) on the various dimensions of organizational commitment (OC) within Saudi higher education institutions (HEIs). Employing a descriptive cross-sectional survey design, data were collected from faculty members at a prominent Saudi university using structured questionnaires. The questionnaires included validated scales for SL, encompassing dimensions such as Development and Mentoring, Problem-Solving, Support and Consideration, and Planning and Organizing, as well as for OC, which measured affective, normative, and continuance commitment. Descriptive statistics, correlation, and regression analyses were used to assess the relationships between SL and OC components. The findings indicate that shared leadership is widely practiced, with Development and Mentoring emerging as the most prominent SL dimension. A significant positive relationship was identified between SL and all three OC components, with affective commitment demonstrating the strongest correlation. Additionally, SL was found to significantly predict overall OC, underscoring its role in enhancing faculty commitment. These results highlight the potential of adopting shared leadership practices in HEIs to strengthen faculty engagement and institutional performance. Future research should expand data collection across multiple institutions and examine the combined influence of SL and OC on the quality of education and institutional success.
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Introduction

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are pivotal in developing human capital, contributing to societal and economic advancement in today’s knowledge-driven economy. The complexity of modern academic environments demands adaptive and collaborative leadership approaches, making traditional hierarchical models less effective for addressing the dynamic challenges faced by HEIs (Avolio et al., 2009; Pearce and Conger, 2002). Recent research promotes a shift toward Shared Leadership (SL), a model where leadership responsibilities are distributed across multiple members rather than concentrated in a single figure of authority (Zhu et al., 2018). SL emphasizes collaboration, shared authority, and collective decision-making, aligning well with the interdisciplinary and collaborative nature of HEIs, where diverse expertise and perspectives drive innovation and organizational success (Avolio et al., 1996; Ensley et al., 2006; Mehra et al., 2006).

Despite these potential advantages, leadership within HEIs often remains centralized, which can limit an institution’s responsiveness and capacity to thrive in a competitive environment (Hoch, 2013; Wang et al., 2014). SL, as a collaborative model, has shown promise in enhancing team dynamics, facilitating decision-making, and increasing morale among team members (Hoch and Kozlowski, 2014; Drescher et al., 2014). It is particularly effective in complex settings where no single individual holds all the expertise needed for optimal decision-making (Pearce and Herbik, 2004; Wang et al., 2014). Nonetheless, there is limited research on SL’s application within HEIs, particularly in non-Western contexts like Saudi Arabia (Aboramadan et al., 2020; Koeslag-Kreunen et al., 2020).

A critical factor in HEIs’ success is fostering organizational commitment (OC) among faculty members. OC, representing an employee’s attachment, obligation, and engagement with their institution, significantly impacts job performance, retention, and organizational effectiveness (Meyer and Allen, 1991). Comprising three dimensions—affective commitment (emotional attachment), normative commitment (sense of obligation), and continuance commitment (awareness of costs associated with leaving)—OC is positively associated with job satisfaction, low turnover, and improved performance (Allen and Meyer, 1996; Pudjowati et al., 2022).

Research underscores the influence of leadership styles on OC. For example, Afsar et al. (2019) found that inclusive leadership styles foster higher levels of affective and normative commitment by creating a sense of belonging among employees. In contrast, traditional top-down approaches tend to restrict engagement and reduce emotional investment (Nguyen and Pham, 2020). SL, with its focus on shared responsibility, shows promise in fostering OC within HEIs, promoting mutual support among faculty members (Drescher et al., 2014; Pearce and Sims, 2002). Yet, there remains a dearth of research on the SL-OC relationship within Saudi HEIs, where hierarchical structures are the norm (Alsubaie, 2021; Alsaeedi and Male, 2013).


Research purpose

The purpose of this study is to examine the impact of shared leadership (SL) on organizational commitment (OC) within Saudi higher education institutions (HEIs). Specifically, it seeks to:

1. Assess the extent of shared leadership practices within Saudi HEIs.

2. Analyze the relationship between shared leadership and the dimensions of organizational commitment (affective, normative, and continuance commitment).

3. Identify which shared leadership domains most significantly predict organizational commitment.

4. Explore variations in shared leadership and organizational commitment based on demographic factors, such as gender, faculty rank, and years of experience.



Research hypotheses

Based on the research questions and literature, the following hypotheses are proposed:

• H1: Shared leadership practices are positively associated with organizational commitment dimensions (affective, normative, and continuance commitment).

• H2: The Development and Mentoring domain of shared leadership is the most significant predictor of organizational commitment among faculty members.

• H3: Variations in shared leadership and organizational commitment scores exist according to gender, faculty rank, and years of experience.



Research significance

This study contributes to both theoretical and practical understandings of shared leadership (SL) and organizational commitment (OC) in non-Western HEIs, with particular focus on Saudi Arabia. Theoretically, it addresses the underexplored SL-OC relationship in higher education, expanding the literature on leadership in culturally unique contexts. Practically, the findings can aid HEI administrators in designing SL-focused leadership development initiatives that foster faculty commitment and enhance institutional performance.

In sum, this study aims to bridge a notable research gap on SL and OC within Saudi HEIs, offering valuable insights that can improve leadership practices and strengthen organizational outcomes in higher education.



Conceptual framework

This study’s conceptual framework investigates the impact of shared leadership (SL) on organizational commitment (OC) within the context of Saudi higher education institutions (HEIs). This framework outlines the key components of SL and OC, their interrelationships, and the guiding theories and empirical findings.


Components of the conceptual framework

1 Shared Leadership (SL)

o Planning and Organization: Engages faculty in decision-making processes, fostering a sense of ownership and commitment.

o Problem Solving: Involves collaborative efforts to address challenges and ensure quality assurance within HEIs.

o Support and Consideration: Reflects mutual influence and interpersonal relationships among group members, creating a supportive environment.

o Development and Monitoring: Includes continuous professional development, mentoring, and feedback mechanisms to support faculty growth and distributed leadership.

2 Organizational Commitment (OC)

o Affective Commitment (AC): Emotional attachment and identification with the institution, driven by positive leadership experiences.

o Normative Commitment (NC): Sense of obligation and responsibility toward the institution, influenced by social norms and organizational values.

o Continuance Commitment (CC): Perceived costs of leaving the institution, influenced by personal investments and lack of alternatives.



Theoretical basis

• Social Network Theory: Provides a framework for understanding the interpersonal influences and relationships that underpin SL, emphasizing the importance of network density and mutual influence.

• The Three-Component Model of OC (Meyer and Allen, 1991) comprehensively explains employees’ commitment, categorizing it into AC, NC, and CC.



Hypothesized relationships

1. SL and AC: Higher levels of SL practices (planning and organization, problem-solving, support, and consideration, development, and monitoring) positively influence faculty members’ emotional attachment to the institution (AC).

2. SL and NC: SL practices enhance faculty members’ sense of obligation and responsibility toward the institution (NC).

3. SL and CC: SL practices impact the perceived costs of leaving the institution (CC), although this relationship may be less strong than that between AC and NC.




Visual representation

The visual representation of this conceptual framework is depicted below, illustrating the hypothesized relationships between the components of shared leadership (SL) and organizational commitment (OC).

This diagram highlights how the different components of SL (planning and organization, problem-solving, support and consideration, development, and monitoring) interact with the components of OC (affective commitment, normative commitment, and continuance commitment), providing a structured basis for empirical investigation in the context of Saudi HEIs.




Literature review

Shared leadership (SL) has emerged as a significant paradigm in organizational studies, challenging traditional hierarchical leadership models. SL is defined as a dynamic and interactive influence process among group individuals who aim to lead one another toward achieving group or organizational goals (Pearce and Conger, 2002). This approach aligns with academic institutions’ collaborative and complex nature, where diverse expertise and perspectives are essential.


Shared leadership (SL)

SL refers to a condition of reciprocal influence that occurs when team members interact, significantly enhancing team and organizational performance. It influences many team members’ outcomes by distributing leadership roles as a characteristic of an emerging team (Bolden et al., 2009). Gibb first proposed distributed and targeted team leadership (Carson et al., 2007), later used by Claudet (2012) to promote positive school leadership collaboration and solve real-world problems in educational institutions. When a single person is in charge, it is called focused leadership; when two or more people share the roles, duties, and tasks of leadership, it is called dispersed leadership.

SL distributes leadership responsibilities, influence, and decision-making across a team or organization. It envisions the leadership mantle moving among the group members, emerging spontaneously in the group’s dynamics. SL is nurtured when a formal leader creates a culture of openness, trust, respect for all members, and a willingness to share power and responsibility. Effective shared leadership comprises four important dimensions: planning and organization, problem-solving, support and consideration, and development and monitoring.



Planning and organization

Teachers’ engagement in decision-making processes is closely linked to organizational commitment (OC). According to Graham (1996), a teacher’s active involvement in shaping school culture is critical for fostering commitment. However, some studies have not found a direct connection between democratic decision-making and OC, suggesting that the impact of participatory decision-making on OC can vary depending on the context (Millward and Timperley, 2010). Several key characteristics influence this relationship, including the teacher’s authority, the administration’s sincerity, the acceptance of changes among teachers, the inclusiveness of the participation process, the genuine influence teachers have, and the outcomes of decision-making procedures (Amtu et al., 2021).



Problem-solving

Due to globalization, public demands for the quality of higher education institutions have become more tangible and pressing. Higher education institutions are now accountable for delivering quality assurance to the community. This accountability is significant because the quality of higher education is defined by the level of compatibility between institutions and established standards (Akbari et al., 2016). An internal quality assurance system is one effective method to ensure that higher education requirements are met. Universities implement this system systematically to manage and uphold education quality standards (Lo et al., 2010).

Leadership teams in higher education can be characterized by two main dimensions: rational-technical and cultural-process-oriented (Akdemir and Ayik, 2017). The rational-technical dimension includes codified norms, procedures, functions, task specialization, and hierarchy. In contrast, the cultural-process-oriented dimension emphasizes cohesion, beliefs, informal and individual connections, engagement, togetherness, and shared ideals (Bolden and Petrov, 2014). Group cohesion strengthens organizational commitment (OC), and role clarity is positively linked to OC (Pahi et al., 2020; Balthazard et al., 2004; Bergman et al., 2012).

Effective problem-solving within shared leadership involves sociable leaders who address difficulties quickly, empower teachers to participate, and closely supervise daily practices (Hulpia and Devos, 2010). However, Koeslag-Kreunen et al. (2018) found that most school leadership behaviors involve sharing ideas without engaging in constructive confrontations or co-construction. This finding indicates that an individual’s perception of a task and the role of shared leadership are crucial in motivating teachers to seek out disagreement and co-create new knowledge (Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008; Almutairi, 2020).



Support and consideration

SL is a social activity involving relationships among group members to achieve a common goal. Social network theory offers a framework for investigating interpersonal influences on group members. The effect of leadership is exercised through these relationships and assumes the presence of followers or influences. SL establishes forms of mutual influence that strengthen and deepen existing team connections. Thus, social network theory is relevant as it investigates ways of interacting individually with others (Wu and Chen, 2018). The increasing shared influence in groups can be understood through leadership networks aligning with social network theory (Wasserman and Faust, 1994).

A leadership network is a pattern of team members who rely on one another for leadership. The density of these networks intensifies as dependence on one another for leadership develops. In social network research, density is a crucial feature describing the overall degree of different exchanges among group members (Baker-Shelley et al., 2017). The greater the network density, the more relationships each group member has with other members. When one group member perceives another as exercising leadership influence, links between group members form (Babalola, 2016). Consequently, density focuses on the average number of leadership-related ties (Han et al., 2018). Network density measures the proportion of total possible linkages in each network (Wasserman and Faust, 1994). Multiple leaders’ social contact is crucial to achieving distributed leadership success (Clugston et al., 2000).

Open communication—defined as a work environment where people feel satisfied exchanging ideas, experiences, and information within a group—promotes organizational commitment (OC) (Kok and McDonald, 2017). Good communication within the school improves the workplace environment and strengthens OC (Choi et al., 2018).



Development and monitoring

In today’s schools, leadership is no longer primarily the responsibility of the school administrator; instead, it is a collective function where other members with explicitly designated leadership positions assist in running the school (Choi et al., 2018). Assistant principals can serve as formal leaders, while faculty leaders with official leadership positions but no hierarchical power over other instructors are responsible for mentoring colleagues, coordinating curriculum activities, providing professional support, and playing a leadership role.

A school administrator’s leadership characteristics significantly impact teacher and student achievement (Uluöz and Yağci, 2018). Positive and supportive leadership behaviors from school administrators foster a productive and motivated educational environment, enhancing both teacher and student performance. Conversely, problematic behaviors from school administrators can jeopardize staff and student achievements, negatively affecting their commitment to the organization (D'Innocenzo et al., 2021).

Effective development and monitoring within a shared leadership framework involve continuous professional development, regular feedback, and support systems that enable teachers to grow and excel. This collaborative approach to leadership ensures that leadership responsibilities are distributed and all members are engaged in the school improvement process, fostering a culture of continuous development and high organizational commitment.


Organizational commitment (OC)

The three-component model of organizational commitment (OC), proposed by Meyer and Allen (1991), is one of the most empirically tested models in organizational studies. Meyer and Allen assert that OC consists of three distinct mindsets: affective commitment (AC), normative commitment (NC), and continuance commitment (CC). These three components together offer a comprehensive explanation of employees’ commitment to their organizations.



Affective commitment (AC)

Affective commitment focuses on a faculty member’s emotional attachment to the institution where they work. AC is an employee’s desire to invest emotionally in the organization (Vandenberghe et al., 2017). It involves the employee’s psychological attachment, identification with, and participation in the organization. Employees remain in the organization because they want to. AC is a psychological attachment that develops from identifying with a goal, and it can be aimed at constituencies such as organizations or supervisors. It has received significant scholarly attention among commitment components because it is linked to crucial organizational outcomes (Breitsohl and Ruhle, 2013). AC is strongly linked to the transformational leadership style, whereas CC has a modest relationship (Alsiewi, 2016; Ndlovu et al., 2018). In contrast, AC has no relationship with NC. The perceived shared leadership style also influences employees’ OC, suggesting that the impact of leadership style varies depending on the institution and situation (Yahaya and Ebrahim, 2016).



Normative commitment (NC)

Normative commitment focuses on participants’ sense of responsibility toward the institutions in which they work. NC is an obligatory commitment where employees stay with a company because they feel responsible and compelled to do so (Alsiewi, 2016). NC emphasizes the requirement to continue working at one’s current organization due to the pressure and guilt associated with adhering to social norms. Workers with strong NC perceive working at their organization as their duty, driven by their values and ideologies. NC also focuses on a person’s desire to remain at a company due to tasks, work duties, dedication, or morale (Khan et al., 2021). Individual culture and work ethics usually support this type of commitment, making one wish to stay at their institution. Unlike the other two types of commitment, NC is not related to an organization’s purpose or mission but to the values that personnel uphold. NC in universities also centers on a faculty’s perceived duty to stay at their institution out of a sense of responsibility (Amtu et al., 2021).



Continuance commitment (CC)

Continuance commitment (CC) refers to an employee’s perception of the costs associated with leaving an institution (Meyer et al., 2015). Employees decide to stay by weighing the expense of leaving against the advantages of staying. This form of commitment is based on the employee’s potential costs of leaving the company and the perceived lack of other job prospects. Also known as calculative commitment, CC involves evaluating how beneficial it is to remain at an organization long-term (Hussein and da Costa, 2008).

CC focuses on two main points:

1. Security and Investment: An individual may choose to stay because they have secured a senior position, developed specialized expertise and local affiliations, or have family bonds that necessitate financial stability and continuity. Leaving the organization would require significant financial sacrifice.

2. Lack of Alternatives: An individual may feel compelled to stay due to a perceived lack of other viable work options (Aboramadan et al., 2020).

Meyer and Allen (1991) defined CC as the result of two factors:

• Investment: The volume and quality of investments, or “side bets,” that individuals have made in their current position.

• Alternatives: The perceived absence of suitable alternatives elsewhere.

Individuals often invest considerable time and effort in developing specialized skills within an organization, enhancing their earning potential and benefits by staying with the company. CC is thus the outcome of an employee’s decision to remain because of the personal resources already invested and the potential costs of changing jobs (Meyer et al., 2015).

As a result, those who have heavily invested in their organizations are less likely to leave. According to Meyer and Allen (1991), an individual’s commitment is influenced by their perception of career opportunities outside the organization. Unlike affective commitment (AC), which is rooted in emotional attachment, CC is based on a cost–benefit analysis of leaving versus staying.

In teaching, for example, some individuals remain committed despite significant stress and responsibilities. The profession’s challenges may attract those seeking a demanding career, further reinforcing their commitment (D'Innocenzo et al., 2021).





Methodology

To meet the purpose of this survey study, a cross-sectional design was employed. A cross-sectional survey design is a type of research in which researchers collect data from a sample population at a single point in time (Connelly, 2016).


Sample characteristics

The study took place at one of the largest government universities in Saudi Arabia, which has approximately 4,000 faculty members across 22 colleges and management offices. The survey was circulated electronically via email to faculty members. Utilizing QuestionPro, an online survey platform, we gathered responses from 496 faculty members, representing 12.4 percent of the total faculty population. The participants were randomly selected, and there were no cases of incomplete surveys.

The respondents included both genders and served at different faculty ranks, including teaching assistant, lecturer, assistant professor, associate professor, and full professor. Most respondents were lecturers (38.7 percent), followed by assistant professors (26.2 percent). The distribution of faculty ranking by gender is outlined in Table 1 below. Additional demographic information such as age, type of settlement (urban or rural), financial situation, marital status, and parents’ education could provide further insights into the sample characteristics.



TABLE 1 The distribution of faculty ranking by gender.
[image: Table1]



Procedure

Data for this study were acquired through a structured survey questionnaire comprising 48 items. This questionnaire recorded demographic information such as gender, faculty rank, experience level, and nationality, and it included two primary scales: (1) the shared leadership scale and (2) the organizational commitment scale.



Shared leadership scale

Shared leadership involves the distribution of influence among team members, significantly enhancing team and organizational performance. We adopted the dimensions of effective shared leadership (SL) as recommended by Hiller et al. (2006), Carson et al. (2007), Mihalache et al. (2014), and Fausing et al. (2015). The dimensions include:

• Planning and Organizing

• Problem-Solving

• Support and Consideration

• Development and Mentoring

A total of 25 items focused on these SL dimensions were formatted on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Example items include: “I participate in setting our team’s goals” and “We use our combined expertise to solve organizational problems” (see Appendix A for a complete list of items).



Organizational commitment scale

Organizational commitment (OC) indicates a team member’s level of engagement with the organization’s goals and the bond they share with their organization. The OC scale focused on three dimensions of OC in higher education, as recommended by Clugston et al. (2000):

• Affective Commitment (AC): Emotional attachment to the organization.

• Normative Commitment (NC): Sense of moral obligation to remain with the organization.

• Continuance Commitment (CC): Awareness of the costs of leaving the organization.

The items within the OC scale were also formatted on a 7-point Likert scale. Examples include: “I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization” and “I feel emotionally attached to this organization” (see Appendix A for a complete list of items). A similar methodology has been used by several other researchers such as Wayoi et al. (2021), Alamri and Al-Duhaim (2017), Trivellas and Santouridis (2016), and Morrow (2011).

To ensure the validity and reliability of the scales included in the survey questionnaire, we consulted with experts to validate the items and pilot-tested the questionnaire with a small group of faculty members. The Cronbach alpha coefficient was calculated to assess internal consistency, yielding values of 0.84 for the SL scale and 0.79 for the OC scale, indicating good reliability.



Data analysis

Quantitative data analysis for this study was conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 26). This choice of software was appropriate given the study’s design and the closed-ended nature of the questionnaire.

Descriptive statistics were computed to summarize the data, including frequency distributions, means, and standard deviations. These measures provided an overview of the demographic characteristics of the respondents and the distribution of scores on the shared leadership and organizational commitment scales.

Before conducting inferential analyses, normality tests were performed to assess the distribution of the data. The Shapiro–Wilk test was utilized to evaluate normality, with results indicating whether the data followed a normal distribution. Based on the outcomes of these tests, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was employed to assess the relationships between shared leadership and organizational commitment, as it assumes that the data are normally distributed. Additionally, linear regression analyses were conducted to examine the predictive power of shared leadership on organizational commitment. Statistical significance for all inferential tests was set at p < 0.05, ensuring that any observed relationships were unlikely to have occurred by chance (Figures 1, 2).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Conceptual framework illustrating the impact of shared leadership on organizational commitment in Saudi higher education institutions.


[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Descriptions of shared leadership styles. A 7-point Likert scale was used to measure participants’ responses, so the overall score for participants could range from 1.0 to 7.0.





Results

This study primarily examined the effect of shared leadership on organizational commitment within Saudi higher education institutions. The main results of the present study are presented below, organized by the research question.


Practice of shared leadership in Saudi higher education

The results of the first research question, which aimed to determine the prevalence of the shared leadership style in Saudi universities and the dimensions that are most commonly practiced, were encouraging. The participants’ overall score for shared leadership was positive, with a mean value of 5.32 (SD = 1.44), indicating a promising potential for shared leadership in Saudi higher education.

An examination of specific dimensions of shared leadership revealed that Development and Mentoring (M = 5.47, SD = 1.37) was the most practiced dimension, followed by Support and Consideration (M = 5.34, SD = 1.43). Planning and Organizing were the least practiced among the four dimensions of shared leadership, which include Development and Mentoring, Support and Consideration, Problem-solving, and Planning and Organizing.



Descriptions of organizational commitment

Figure 3 shows how the dimensions of the OC scale are perceived. The results demonstrate that AC is the best measure for OC, with a mean score of 5.66 and a standard deviation of 1.43. This is followed by NC, with a mean score of 4.97 and a standard deviation of 1.43. AC, NC, and CC are good measures for OC with mean scores above the average.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Descriptions of organizational commitment. A 7-point Likert scale was used to measure participants’ responses. Therefore, the overall score for participants could range from 1.0 to 7.0.




Correlation of shared leadership with organizational commitment

The second research question of the present study examined the correlation between shared leadership (SL) and organizational commitment. We conducted a Pearson’s correlation analysis to address this question. The results of the analysis indicated that SL has a significant relationship with OC at the university with a correlation coefficient of 0.638, p < 0.05. Table 2 illustrates the extent of the relationship between SL and OC.



TABLE 2 The relationship between shared leadership and organization commitment.
[image: Table2]

Table 3 presents the relationships between each domain of shared leadership (SL) and each domain of organizational commitment (OC). The correlation analysis indicates significant relationships between Planning and Organizing and all domains of OC, with a p-value <0.05. The findings also reveal significant relationships between Problem Solving and all domains of OC, with a p-value <0.05. For Support and Consideration, the p-value is <0.05 across all domains of OC, indicating significant relationships between Support and Consideration and all domains of OC. Lastly, Development and Mentoring had a p-value of 0.005, which is less than the critical value of 0.05, suggesting significant relationships between Development and Mentoring and all domains of OC.



TABLE 3 Correlations among the shared leadership domains and the organizational commitment domains.
[image: Table3]



Shared leadership as a predictor of organizational commitment

In addition to examining the association between shared leadership (SL) and organizational commitment (OC), the present study also explored whether SL significantly predicts OC. We performed a regression analysis to identify the specific domain(s) of SL that predict OC. The results of our analysis showed that Support and Consideration and Development and Mentoring significantly predict organizational commitment in university settings, with p < 0.05 (see Table 4 for details). However, the other two dimensions of SL, Planning and Organizing and Problem Solving, were not found to be significant predictors of OC.



TABLE 4 Effect of domain (section) of shared leadership on the organizational commitment.
[image: Table4]



Differences in shared leadership and organizational commitment with respect to participants’ demographics

The fourth and last question of the current study focused on confirming if there are any significant differences in SL and OC concerning participants’ demographics, such as gender, faculty ranking, and years of experience. In order to examine the gender-based differences, we conducted an independent sample t-test with ‘gender’ as an independent variable and ‘SL’ and ‘OC’ as dependent variables. The results of the t-test indicated that there were no significant differences between males (M = 5.26, SD = 1.34) and females (M = 5.4, SD = 1.22) on their scores for SL; t(494) = −0.754, p > 0.05. Similarly, no significant differences were found in participants’ scores for ‘OC’ between males (M = 5.12, SD = 1.18) and females (M = 5.20, SD = 1.08) faculty members; t(494) = −1.340, p > 0.05. Overall, these results suggest that male and female participants are almost at similar levels of shared leadership and organizational commitment (see Table 5).



TABLE 5 Differences in shared leadership and organizational commitment according to their gender.
[image: Table5]

We conducted a one-way between-subjects ANOVA to examine if significant differences existed concerning faculty rank (position). Table 6 presents the means and standard deviations of SL and OC by faculty rank. The mean SL and OC scores for associate professors were 6.08 and 5.66, respectively, which were relatively high compared to other faculty ranks. However, the analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed no significant differences in the two scales (SL and OC) among the various faculty ranks.



TABLE 6 Differences in shared leadership and organizational commitment according to faculty rank.
[image: Table6]

Table 7 depicts the means and standard deviations of SL and OC by years of experience. For SL, the mean for those with 6–10 years of experience was slightly higher than for those with 11–15 years and 16+ years. For OC, the mean for those with 11–15 years of experience was higher than for other ranges. The ANOVA indicated no significant differences in SL and OC based on years of experience. Therefore, we rejected the hypothesis that there are significant differences in SL and OC based on years of experience.



TABLE 7 Differences in shared leadership and organizational commitment according to their year of experience.
[image: Table7]




Discussion

Shared leadership (SL) has gained recognition as a vital model for enhancing organizational effectiveness, especially in the collaborative environments typical of higher education institutions (HEIs). This study aimed to investigate the impact of SL on organizational commitment (OC) within Saudi HEIs. The findings contribute significantly to the theoretical understanding of both SL and OC and offer practical insights for effective implementation within educational settings.


Alignment with research questions

The primary research question explored how SL influences OC among faculty members in Saudi HEIs. The study found that specific SL practices, particularly the Development and Mentoring style, significantly enhance faculty members’ affective commitment to their institutions. This aligns with the hypothesis that participatory leadership models would foster greater engagement and loyalty among faculty. For example, faculty who experienced mentoring relationships reported feeling more valued and invested in their roles, supporting the idea that emotional attachment drives organizational commitment.

Furthermore, the study examined the relationship between SL dimensions and the various components of OC, specifically affective, normative, and continuance commitment. The results indicated that while Development and Mentoring strongly influenced affective commitment, the Support and Consideration dimension also played a role in fostering normative commitment. This finding builds on previous research by Meyer and Allen (1991), which emphasized the importance of emotional attachment in enhancing OC. Our results contribute to the literature by highlighting that SL not only influences commitment levels but also modifies the nature of that commitment.



Contributions to SL and OC theory

This research extends the existing literature on SL, which has predominantly focused on Western contexts (Pearce and Conger, 2002; Wang et al., 2021). By demonstrating the effectiveness of SL in Saudi HEIs, this study challenges the notion that hierarchical leadership models are the only viable approach in non-Western cultures. Specifically, our findings reveal that faculty members in Saudi HEIs respond positively to SL practices, particularly in relation to Development and Mentoring, which was the most frequently practiced and had the strongest influence on OC.

From a theoretical perspective, this suggests that SL can transcend cultural boundaries, reinforcing the universality of collaborative leadership models. SL theory emphasizes the distribution of leadership responsibilities among team members, but this study adds a new layer by highlighting the importance of contextual adaptability. For example, while the Development and Mentoring style of SL was particularly effective in this study, it might be less dominant in other contexts. This emphasizes the need for SL theory to consider cultural nuances and situational factors when being applied in different settings.

Additionally, the study contributes to OC theory by showing how specific SL styles enhance different dimensions of OC. The empirical evidence presented indicates that SL practices, particularly the Development and Mentoring dimension, significantly enhance affective commitment by fostering emotional attachment to the institution. This suggests that SL’s impact on OC is largely driven by its ability to create a supportive, growth-oriented environment where faculty members feel valued and engaged, leading to higher loyalty and job satisfaction. Furthermore, the findings challenge traditional views on normative commitment by suggesting that participatory leadership reduces the sense of obligation, making employees stay because they want to, not because they feel they must.



Practical implications for higher education institutions

The findings offer practical insights for the implementation of SL styles in HEIs, particularly in non-Western contexts like Saudi Arabia. The Development and Mentoring style provide a concrete example of how faculty members can be supported in their professional growth. HEIs could formalize mentoring programs where senior faculty members guide junior colleagues in teaching strategies, research, and career development. These mentoring relationships can enhance affective commitment by fostering a sense of belonging and purpose, as supported by the study’s findings.

Moreover, Support and Consideration, another SL dimension, offers a practical avenue for HEIs. Faculty members thrive in environments where their voices are heard and they feel empowered to contribute to decision-making processes. One effective implementation strategy would be to establish faculty councils or committees that engage faculty members in institutional governance. Such participatory governance structures would enhance faculty members’ emotional investment in the institution, reinforcing both affective and normative commitment.

Furthermore, the study’s findings indicate that Planning and Organization, an essential SL style, is closely linked to teachers’ involvement in institutional decision-making processes. HEIs could implement shared leadership by fostering inclusive strategic planning processes where faculty members participate in shaping the university’s long-term vision. This approach not only strengthens OC but also aligns with research by Graham (1996) and Amtu et al. (2021), which emphasize that faculty engagement in decision-making processes enhances commitment. Such participatory practices can enhance not only normative commitment but also a sense of shared ownership and responsibility among faculty members.

The practical implications of these findings are substantial for HEIs seeking to improve faculty commitment and institutional effectiveness. Institutions should consider implementing structured mentorship programs that prioritize the Development and Mentoring style, which has been shown to strengthen affective commitment. By fostering an environment where faculty members feel valued and supported, institutions can cultivate higher levels of engagement and job satisfaction.



Integration of literature with study findings

Integrating previous literature with the study’s findings is crucial for reinforcing the results and demonstrating their alignment with existing knowledge. The work of Kalkan et al. (2020), which discusses the development of schemas of attitude and behavior for exploring OC, aligns with the current study’s finding that active involvement in decision-making processes enhances OC. By showing that engagement in shared leadership can build such schemas, the present study adds depth to the conceptual understanding of OC, reinforcing the idea that leadership styles influence behavioral and attitudinal changes in faculty members.

Additionally, the study’s findings resonate with Hussein and da Costa (2008), who found that participatory management practices positively affect OC. The strong relationship observed in this study between SL and OC demonstrates that SL’s emphasis on participation and collaboration aligns with the broader leadership literature, where faculty involvement in leadership fosters loyalty and engagement (Bohórquez, 2014). These connections between the study’s findings and existing research help to position SL as a critical factor in enhancing organizational loyalty and commitment within educational settings.

Almutairi (2020) also supports the current study’s findings by indicating that intrinsic motivators, such as professional growth and mentorship, are more impactful than external rewards in fostering OC. This provides a nuanced understanding of how leadership influences commitment, emphasizing the need for HEIs to focus on intrinsic motivators when implementing SL practices.




Limitations

While this study provides valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. The research was conducted at a single government university in Saudi Arabia, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other HEIs or cultural contexts. The specific characteristics of the institution, such as its size and governance structure, may not be representative of all Saudi universities. Additionally, the cross-sectional design captures a snapshot in time, making it challenging to infer causality between SL practices and OC. Future research could benefit from longitudinal studies that track changes in commitment over time in response to SL interventions.

Sampling also presents limitations; while we achieved a response rate of 12.4 percent, potential biases may exist in self-reported data, where faculty members may provide socially desirable responses. Further research should consider incorporating diverse methodologies, such as qualitative interviews, to deepen understanding of faculty perceptions of SL and its impact on OC.



Conclusion

This study provides compelling evidence that shared leadership (SL) significantly enhances faculty organizational commitment (OC) within Saudi higher education institutions (HEIs). The findings reveal that the Development and Mentoring style of SL is not only the most commonly practiced but also the most effective in fostering emotional attachment among faculty members. As faculty who feel supported and mentored demonstrate greater loyalty and commitment, these insights highlight the critical role that collaborative leadership can play in the educational landscape.



Relevance of the study

The relevance of this research lies in its contribution to the growing body of literature on SL, particularly in non-Western contexts where hierarchical leadership models have traditionally dominated. By demonstrating the effectiveness of SL in Saudi HEIs, this study challenges prevailing notions about leadership dynamics in different cultural settings. It reinforces the idea that participatory and supportive leadership approaches can transcend cultural boundaries and significantly enhance faculty engagement and retention.



Future directions

Future research could further explore the long-term effects of SL on OC, employing longitudinal studies to assess how sustained SL practices influence faculty commitment over time. Additionally, investigating the impact of SL in diverse non-Western educational contexts will help determine the universality and adaptability of these practices. A mixed-methods approach, integrating quantitative and qualitative data, could provide richer insights into how SL operates in practice and its nuanced effects on faculty engagement.

In conclusion, this study underscores the importance of adopting shared leadership practices in higher education, particularly in non-Western settings. By prioritizing supportive and participatory leadership approaches, HEIs can significantly enhance faculty commitment, improve job satisfaction, and ultimately drive institutional success.
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