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Abstract 
In the stir of the competitive era of education today, higher education institutions (HEIs) attempt 
to advance themselves in academic programs, researches and innovations. To this end, they need 
to transform to realize such aspiration. This study was designed to look at staff perception toward 
leadership in transforming Wolaita Sodo University. Qualitative research design and case study 
method are used under the study. Part of the data was collected from a sample of 15 participants. 
The sample colleges and administration divisions, college deans, department heads, academic and 
supportive staff were selected through purposive sampling. The tools used to gather relevant data 
were interview, FGD, and relevant document analysis. Findings of the study revealed that attempt 
to transform the skill and competence of academic and supportive staff and students’ learning are 
found to be insignificant; the top academic leaders focus on routine and administrative issues at 
the expense of emphasis on strategic matters, and changing the prevailed institutional culture. 
Moreover, there is lack of empowerment of the middle and first line managers who are highly en-
gaged in operationalzing transformation process. Hence, change at Wolaita Sodo University lacks 
transformational dimension and the change may not make its intended goals. The study recom-
mended that the transformation should primarily focus on developing people through empower-
ing them and giving them responsibilities. The transformational leaders should focus on strategic 
issues instead of wasting time in changing and re-changing structures. The government needs to 
avail adequate budget and personnel to help the transformation. The University should also di-
versify its sources of income instead of relying on government subsidy, and should be autonomous 
to run its own affairs without direction or influence from any level of government. 
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1. Introduction 
Higher education institutions are of supreme importance for economic and social development, support teaching 
and training programs, which are designed to reply directly to the identified needs of specific contexts. They also 
promote innovation, encourage research to strengthening the social function, inculcating relevant knowledge and 
advanced skills, and provide the human resources required for leadership, management, business and professional 
positions [1]. Moreover, the institutions serve as the major research establishments that generate, adopt and pass 
knowledge. Higher education is, therefore, critical for economic progress, political stability and peace, as well as 
building democratic culture and cohesive societies. 

In the stir of competitive era of education today, higher education institutions (HEIs) attempt to advance 
themselves in academic programs, research and innovation, and towards academic excellence. To this end, they 
need to transform to realize such aspiration. Globally, higher education systems have been influenced by the 
concept transformation. Like that of other countries, higher education in Ethiopia is going through a decisive 
phase of reform and expansion. As a system, it is increasingly required to respond and gear adequately to the 
development needs of the society and the country [1] [2]. 

Higher education in Ethiopia confronted with formidable challenges in many of them will require substantial 
changes in the existing institutional culture of “command and control” that characterizes the MoE and the gov-
ernment in general [2]. Other scholars argued that, the gap between the societal expectations and the actual per-
formance of HEIs in Ethiopia became a serious concern among many people [3]. Thus, reforms are made at all 
levels. One of the Universities carrying out the intended change is Wolaita Sodo University. The University is led 
by transformational change framework that emphasizes on economic development and University enterprise 
cooperation. The change process has been six years’ attempt, which started in March 2008 throughout the country 
and in 2010 at Wolaita Sodo University. Hence, the purpose of this paper is to investigate staff perception towards 
University leadership in transforming Wolaita Sodo University. 

2. Statement of the Problem 
Multiple layers of management, centralized and expensive systems as well as the accumulation of control pro-
cedures and regulations remain to be formidable obstacles in ensuring efficiency, economy and productivity of 
public sector organizations [2]. Likewise, the traditional working practices of Ethiopian public organizations 
criticized as being fragmented across various units of the organization and each unit focused only on one task that 
leads to frustrate the customers from ups and downs to get services from various units handoffs.  

Supporting this, other author reported that Ethiopian institutions criticized for their poor service delivery sys-
tems. Thus, in this ever changing and competitive environment the traditional working practices of Ethiopian 
public organization are not efficient, effective and economical [3]. 

To alleviate like the above-mentioned working practices, recently, the former Ethiopian Ministry of Capacity 
Building tried to introduce transformation in Ethiopia in which works have to be done by all governmental or-
ganization through BPR. Accordingly, under the delegation of MoE, Ethiopian public universities engaged with 
BPR project to drastically change the traditional working practices. 

To commence reform initiatives, all public universities have identified their problems. For instance, Addis Aba- 
ba University BPR initiative report stated that the University losing its grip on a clear sense of direction and per- 
forming below all expectations and its full potential [4]. In addition, Mekelle University BPR report stated that the 
University faced many problems due to limitation in its current organization setup and systems of operation [5]. 

However, all universities not yet fully implemented the redesigned processes. Supporting this, Debela and 
Hagos claimed the existence of BPR implementation pace variation in Ethiopian higher education [6]. 

According to Debela and Hagos, BPR implementation in Ethiopian public organizations accompanied by 
doubt, skepticism, and fear of losing the status quo. With respect to Ethiopian public universities, BPR imple-
mentation challenges traced to various factors that were identified by different authors [7]-[11], such as change 
management, management competency and support, organizational culture, project planning and management, 
IT and financial resources. 

Naod in his work also identified the major challenges of Ethiopian public universities in the implementation of 
reform initiatives; such as, lack of creating organizational culture and values for change and problems related to 
rigid hierarchical structure, job definition, and responsibility allocation, absence of incentive, training and edu-
cation, lack of necessary changes in human resource policies, and lack of leadership, commitment and support by 
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senior management [12]. 
The roles of leadership are crucial in the management of transformational change in higher education [13] [14] 

[16]. Leadership creates an environment conducive to a culture of tolerance and understanding, effective strategic 
planning and shared decision-making in a variety of strategic issues [17]-[25]. 

On the other hand, the restructuring of the higher education institutions has posed leadership challenges, which 
is determining and leading institutional strategies for change, viability, and excellence while committing to 
relevance to local and national needs [14] [15]. 

Saint, and Teshome assert that the major challenges and problems of the higher education sector in developing 
countries are: 1) lack of clarity in vision and mission, 2) problems of quality and relevance of programs of studies 
and research, 3) lack of clear program and institutional evaluation mechanisms, 4) lack of commitment of the 
leadership of the sector at all levels, 5) centralized internal governance and weak management system, 6) weak 
consensus building efforts and participation of stakeholders [1] [26]. 

Institutional capacity, particularly in relation to human resource development, remains a major obstacle to re-
form in Ethiopia [27]. Chanie makes the point that for the reforms to succeed, vital preconditions remain absent in 
Ethiopia including: Absence of well developed bureaucratic structures with competent personnel, lack of proper 
governance environment, lack of participation by key stakeholders, absence of strong institutional framework 
[29]. 

The conditions of modern institutions functioning require undertaking some radical, transformational changes 
[29]. Management of such changes, however, requires some new management qualities. One of these qualities is 
transformational leadership. However, in the institution under study, though transformative kind of change has 
been introduced, the leaders lack qualities of transformational leadership. Obviously, a change at WSU, as I ex-
perienced and obtained from Annual performance reports of the University characterized by less sense of own-
ership of the implementer, less commitment and resistance to the change.  

Concomitantly, the attempt to introduce the change to the University community was less and taken as a for-
mality. This, as annual performance report of the WSU argues results in failure to understand the essence and 
purpose of the change. This has been observed when academic leaders at faculty, school and department level seek 
approval of the top officials before making a decision, even on issues under their discretionary. Other than an-
ecdotal complaints heard from faculty about incapacity of leaders to manage the sought transformation, no sys-
tematic study has been conducted.  

Therefore, in light of the above perspectives, this study intended to investigate the staff perception towards 
leadership in transforming Wolaita Sodo University. To meet its purpose the study guided by the following re-
search questions 

1) What are the perception of staff towards transformation & leadership in transforming Wolaita Sodo Uni-
versity?  

2) To what extent does transformational change prevail at Wolaita Sodo University?  
3) To what extent academic leaders exhibit transformational leadership behaviors at Wolaita Sodo University?  
4) What major challenges encountering in the transformative change process at Wolaita Sodo University? 

3. Review of Related Literature 
3.1. Transformation and Change in Higher Education: Concept and Nature 
Why and how higher education institutions transformation and change has been one of the major concerns of 
higher education scholars [30]-[32]? Higher education institutions are characterized as value-driven institutions, 
loosely coupled systems, inhabiting multiple power and authority structures, complex decision-making structure, 
and relatively independent of the environment they exist in [33]-[38]. Considering these qualities of higher edu-
cation institutions, some authors (e.g. [31] [36] [39] [40]) argued that change in higher education institutions is 
likely to be a slow, political, and challenging process. Hence, it needs transformation. 

There are forces that lead to transformation and changes of higher education institutions. Different scholars (e.g., 
[41]-[43]) emphasize the following forces of change in HEIs: the effects of the expansion of higher education and 
the push for greater access; declining resources and the challenge of diversifying funding resources; the conflict 
surrounding institutional autonomy; the growth of technology; and the drive for internationalization of HEIs. 
Another perspective on the change process gives due attention to the actors involved: government, faculty mem- 
bers, governing boards, students, and institutional leaders, and stakeholders [44]. Above all, the role of the insti- 
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tutional leaders depends largely on the relative importance and clout of the other actors involved in the change 
process [45].   

Thus, the topic of transformational change in higher education has become increasingly prevalent over recent 
years [46]. The reasons are many, including daunting fiscal and demographic challenges, institutional opportuni-
ties presented by new technologies; the growth of learning industry; increased competition for faculty and students; 
higher expectations and changing demands from a wide and diverse group of stakeholders [47]. Mankind appears 
to be locked in an ambivalent relationship with change. Despite clear resistance to the unsettling result of change 
[48] [49], the desire for change characterizes much of human endeavor, and has done so since the dawn of con-
sciousness. Owen in [50] describes transformation as the organizational search for a better way to be. In fact, 
Owen argues that it is when the environment alters in such a way that the old way of doing business is no longer or 
possible, that a new way becomes essential to survive. The central idea of the word transformation is movement 
across or through forms and [45] [50]) states the following in this regard: 

“Transformation is a process of transmutation of one form in to another. In the educational places, which 
refers, in part, to changes in the knowledge and abilities of students, the development of domain of ability?” 

Transformation and change are not synonymous processes [50]. In this view transformation is a pre-condition 
for change to take place. Table 1 shows a comparison of these processes and explains the differences. 

Another writer, Kelli summarizes the distinction between transformation and change as follows: transformation 
is the function of altering our being, that is, of creating something that is not possible in our reality; change is a 
function of altering what we are doing, that is, of improving something that is already possible in our reality [51]. 
Therefore, 1) transformation is either a process or a state; 2) transformation can be change in either a composi-
tional/structural or clear sense. 

3.2. Organization as Systems of Change 
Most of the time, people look for an organization independently from its system and components but this is fallacy. 
An organization is a complete functioning unit made up of integrated systems that allow it to run to carry out its 
purposes or goals. The separate subsystems of an organization include the social system, the technical or working 
system, and the administrative system [52]. 

Systems are, first, integrated wholes whose specific structures and identity derives from the interactions and 
interdependence of their constituent or parts [53]. Systems thinking emphasize processes and dynamic ongoing 
relationships and not isolated elements [52]. From this perspective, organizational change requires an under-
standing of, and intervention in, the wider context of what [54] [55] refer to as a system [56] support this by saying: 
“institutions no longer have a choice they must change to survive” (1998: p. 138). 

What Old calls whole system organizational change’ occurs on three levels: transactional (observable ongoing 
work), systemic (strategy, structure, culture, rewards, technology, information), and deep structure (underlying 
patterns) [57]. She argues that well-integrated change method and system is needed if organizations are to respond 
well to change and implant new thinking and a change orientation in the organization’s deeper systems and in-
teractions. 

The changes in workforces with a greater degree of demographic diversity, technological change, and increased 
international competition, which will place new demands on the leaders of tomorrow. Leadership as a change 
management process focused by fact that change, by definition, requires a new system and then institutionalizing 
the new approaches [58]. 

Producing change is the primary function of leadership [59]. Important, according to [58] is that leaders must 
adopt a new perspective to lead the changes required to build world competitive organizations. He adds that or- 
 
Table 1. The difference between transformation and change.                                                           

Change Transformation 

• A physical process 
• Simple 
• Time specific 
• Happens externally to the human being 
• Embodied in policy 

• Demands a process—involves human beings 
• Complex 
• Takes time—usually more than we expect 
• Requires exceptional skills and reorientation 
• Does not have a final script 

Source: Raubenheimer, 1996, p. 228. 
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ganizations are first social systems, secondly economic enterprises, and that action-orientated, value-driven, 
supportive leadership is at the center of every organization to give the driving force for change. But because of 
lack of new perspective to lead change in the organization, institutional transformation become unsuccessful [59]. 

Organizational change fails because of many factors. But most importantly, Kotter, believes that organizational 
change typically fails because senior management commits one or more fundamental errors. He recommends that 
organizations should follow eight sequential steps to overcome these problems: 1) establish a sense of urgency, 
create the guiding coalition, 2) develop a vision and strategy, 3) communicate the change vision, 4) empower 
broad-based action, 5) generate short-term wins, 6) consolidate gains, 7) produce more change, and 8) anchor new 
approaches in the culture. 

3.3. Leadership for Transformation and Change in Higher Education Institutions 
To meet follower performance and transform the institutions beyond the ordinary limits, leadership must be 
transformational [60]. Followers’ attitude, beliefs, motives, and confidence need to be transformed from a lower to 
a higher plane of arousal and maturity [61]. 

Transformational leadership is a new model of leadership that attracts scholars’ attention [62]. The concepts of 
transformational leadership is among the most popular and current approaches to understanding leader effec-
tiveness [63] [64], and developed as a new model of leadership [60] [65]. 

The goal of transformational leadership is to “transform” people and organizations in a literal sense-to change 
them in mind and heart; enlarge vision, insight, and understanding; clarify purposes; make behavior congruent 
with beliefs, principles, or values; and bring about changes that are permanent, self-perpetuating, and momentum 
building [65]. 

Transformational leadership describes the process of constructing commitment to the organization’s goals and 
making followers more confident to make these goals [61] [66]-[69]. As a result, traditional leaders: use their 
personal values, vision, commitment to a mission, and passion to energize and move others towards accom-
plishment of organizational goals [70]; help to map new directions [71]; mobilize resources, ease and support 
employees, and respond to organizational challenge [72]; consider change when it is necessary for the organiza-
tion; act as agents of change [73].  

The creative, imaginative, empathetic, and risk-taking leader is the centre of the transformation process that 
fosters organizational viability [74]. The process by which transformational leaders move large organizations 
through major change and found that these leaders move through three phases as studied by [74]. Firstly, the 
transformational leader recognizes the need for change and persuades key people in the organization of the seri-
ousness of this need. Secondly, the leader involves key people in the development of an inspiring vision of the 
future. Finally, he or she mobilizes commitment to the new vision. Thus, according to these researchers, organ-
izational transformation occurs in three steps: 1) recognizing the need for revitalization, 2) creating a new vision, 
and 3) institutionalizing change [74]. 

Similarly, [75] outline three slightly different steps to transformation: 1) create a new and compelling vision, 2) 
develop commitment for the new vision, and 3) institutionalize the new vision. Both groups of researchers contend 
that transformation involves changing the values of members to support an important, compelling, and rewarding 
vision that encompasses the members’ needs and values. 

Institutional leaders are expected to play pivotal role to make the process of change faster in academic de-
partments [76]-[79]. In order to materialize their mission, however, higher education institutions need proactive 
leaders and satisfied staff [80]-[82].  

Therefore, higher education leaders should select effective leadership style to direct their institutions toward 
success. Transformational leadership is one of the integrative leadership theories to which directing effective 
organizational change [61] [83]-[86]. 

3.4. Challenges of Higher Education Leaders under Transformation Process  
Transformational leaders have to take the HEIs to which they are assigned from their present situation to some 
future condition that would bring about the expected change. This, however, brings about various transformational 
challenges. Failure of transformational leaders to build trust among their followers is one of the challenges widely 
mentioned [51] [87]. 

The more people trust their leader, and each other, the more they take risks, make changes and keep organiza-
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tions and movements alive [51]. As righty noted by Kelli, “change often begins in trust” (p. 132), lack of trust, 
resistance to change, resources constraints, lack of employee commitment and poor management and leadership 
strategies are serious challenges in transformation process as [88]. 

Thus, above all, institutional leaders should give high emphasis to trust their staff by creating an environment 
based on communication, collaboration, inspiration, and integrity to comprehend the desired change in the insti-
tutions.  

3.5. Conceptual Framework1 of Transformational Leadership Behaviors 
Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework of transformational leadership. This study is based on conceptualiza-
tion of the Kouzes and Posner’s leadership model and other added vital components to realize transformation 
process. Their research, suggested that leadership is not a place, but a collection of practices, which are essential 
components of the concept of transformational leadership. They developed through intensive research on current 
leadership practices and recognized by many researchers as truly representative of highly effective leadership 
practices [89]. These practices are: challenging the process, inspiring a shared vision, enabling others to act, 
modeling the way, and encouraging the heart [90] [91]. But to properly realize the practices there need to be some 
sort of ingredients2. These ingredients are highly crucial to properly display the desired leadership practices. In the 
following sections, the practices and their ingredients discussed in detail. 

3.5.1. Leadership Practices 
Challenging the Process: Is a way of life for transformational leaders. By either creating new ideas or recog-
nizing and supporting new ideas, leaders show willingness to challenge the system in order to turn these ideas into 
actions and to get new products, processes, and services adopted, seek out challenging opportunities that test their 
skills and abilities and look for creative ways to improve their organizations, willing to change the things as they 
are, experiment and take risks with new approach, learning for them is a lifelong behavior. In order to succeed, it 
needs leaders’ focused approach to make mistakes because every false step opens the door to a new opportunity, 
instead of punishing failure; they encourage it because they learn from each. 

Inspiring a Shared Vision: Is vital for bringing people in any organization together to foster a commitment to 
a shared future they seek to create. Transformational leaders passionately believe that they can bring changes by 
envisioning the future and creating an ideal and unique reputation of what the organization can become, inspire 
such a vision in their followers with a positive and hopeful outlook, generate enthusiasm and excitement for the 
common vision from others through genuineness and skillful use of metaphors, symbols, positive language, and 
personal energy. 

Enabling Others to Act: Is fostering collaboration and empowerment, involve others in planning and give 
them freedom of choice in the decision-making process, allows followers to do their job and to realize their full 
potential, strive to create an atmosphere of trust and human dignity, to help each person feel capable and powerful, 
consider the needs and interests of others and let them feel as if they carry ownership and responsibility in the 
organization. 

Modeling the Way: Means specifically leaders go first, set an example and build commitment through daily 
acts that create progress and momentum, create a program of excellence and then set the example for others to 
follow, need to have a philosophy, a set of high standards by which the organization evaluated and a set of prin-
ciples about the way people treated and the way goals pursued that change the organization unique and distinctive, 
show by example that they live by the values they advocate. 

Encouraging the Heart: People often need encouragement and motivation to do the goals set by the organi-
zation. Successful leaders have high expectations for themselves and their employees, their credibility is based on  

 

 

1[92] has described a conceptual framework as “a skeletal structure of justification, rather than a skeletal structure of explanation” (p. 210; 
italics added). A conceptual framework is an argument that the concepts chosen for investigation, and any anticipated relationships among 
them, will be appropriate and useful given the research problem under investigation. Like theoretical frameworks, conceptual frameworks are 
based on previous research, but conceptual frameworks are built from an array of current and possibly far-ranging sources. The framework 
used may be based on different theories and various aspects of practitioner knowledge, depending on what the researcher can argue will be 
relevant and important to address about a research problem. 
2Ingredients are additional components which are vital to speed up and comprehended the transformation process of the institution so as to 
attend the intended goals of the organization. With the absence of these ingredients, it is impossible to realize transformation process of the 
organization. Thus, ingredients are not considered under the Kouzes and Posner 1995, 2002 models but now modified with the inclusion of 
those ingredients. 
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Transformational Leadership Practices

Challenging the 
Process

Inspiring a 
Shared Vision

Enabling Other 
to Act

Modeling the 
Way

Encouraging the 
Heart

• Vision and Mission
• Organizational 

Commitment
• Quality Management
• •University Autonomy
• •Stakeholders 

Participation
• •Change Agents
• •Resources
• •Technology
• •Reward system

Components Contributing 
to Institutional 
Transformation

• Show willingness to challenge the system
• Take risk with new approach
• Can make difference by envisioning the future
• Creating an ideal and unique image what the 

institutions can become
• Inspire a vision in their followers with positive & 

hopeful outlook
• Generate enthusiasm and excitement
• Consider the needs of others
• Give them freedom of choice in Decision Making 

Process
• Go First
• Set an example and build commitment through  

daily act
• Set  the example for other to follow
• Encourage and Motivate  people
• High expectation to themselves and followers
• Give credibility based on their record of 

achievement

Tasks Performed by Transformational 
Leaders

Outcomes

Developmental & 
Motivational change in 

Followers

Institutional Change

 
+ 

 
+ 

 
+ 

 
+ 

 
Figure 1. Kouze’s and Posner’s model in transformational leadership—2002, 2008, modified in 2014. Source: Kouzes and 
Posner’s model—2008, p. 650, modified—2014 by Mulatu D. Lerra.                                                 
 
their record of achievements, dedication, and daily demonstrations of what and how things need to be done, by 
influencing employee motivation, leaders attach rewards and recognition to job performance, play a special role in 
the celebrating of person or group achievements, because they are the most prominent personality in the organi-
zation and serve as role models. When leaders urge their employees through recognition and celebration, they 
inspire them to do better.  

3.5.2. Others Ingredients Contributing to Institutional Transformation 
Vision and Mission: The vision statement describes the way one wants the institution to be in the future. The 
organization’s vision includes: clarification of the organization’s values; agreement on the basic beliefs that guide 
the organization; exploring what ideas and trends could change the way the sector is doing business; identifying 
what needs are emerging as a result of demographic, technological, economical, political and regulatory trends; 
identifying who is needed to make the vision possible [93]. 

The mission statement provides the purpose or reasons for the institution’s existence, expresses philosophy, 
community service, research or educational commitments, affiliations and major functions or services offered by 
the institution [93]. The mission statement should be a specific, concise articulation of what the government 
wishes the sector to be and establishes the guiding principles from which the transformation process flows and is 
unique to your institution. Hence, transformational leaders are expected to have clear vision and mission in order 
to meet the intended outcomes of the institution. 

Quality Management (QM): Effective higher education system is pivotal in creating strong human resources 
that advance the future of nations. This system should include quality management as a first step in the creation of 
a strong organization that targets satisfying various stakeholders, such as students and parents, communities, 
public and private sectors among others. A system considers QM as a main cause that shapes the strategies to-
wards better higher educational institutions with a better satisfaction level [94]. 
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Researchers argue that organizations are not merely technical systems because they also have human systems 
[94]. Hence, transformational leaders give due emphasis to the quality management of the institution to mobilize 
and use the resources in a proper way to transforming the University in to an intended place. 

Resources: Are defined broadly to include knowledge, technology, power, material, people, time assessment, 
data and finance [95]. Transformational leaders should orchestrate all the necessary elements which clout the 
implementation of transformation process.  

Change Agent: New structures, work methods, and performance goals, all must adjustments in the way change 
agents behave. Change agents can have powerful effects on members’ behaviors, beliefs, and values and can in-
fluence members’ performance levels, task methods, and work relationships [96]-[98]. Having proactive change 
agent in transforming organizational changes can help to assure commitment to implementing them [99]-[101]. 

Reward System: Another useful means for helping employees bring their goals in close harmony with those of 
the organization is the use reward. The purpose of rewards is to increase the chance that work assignment will be 
accomplished through employee acceptance and commitment, and concurrently meet the transformational plan of 
the institution [102]. 

Information Communication Technology: It is clear that information communication technology (ICT) has 
changed all aspects of man’s living. The ways that different professions work has been dramatically changed over 
the past three decades [103]. The influence of ICT is considered as immense on education especially, in trans-
forming the institution and shaping the ways of delivery [103]. Many educators believe that ICT creates flexible 
and virtual learning environment that can attract large number of students with different background, offer op-
portunity to improve educational quality, support contact between instructors and students at different site, and 
enable Universities to be in a good place in education market. 

Organizational Commitment: Is considered as a useful measure of organizational effectiveness [104] [105]. 
In particular, a multidimensional construct has the potential to predict organizational outcomes such as per-
formance, turnover, absenteeism, tenure, and organizational goals [106]. Scholars [107] examined the relation-
ships between the broad construct of organizational commitment and the outcome measures of leadership trust, 
job involvement, and job satisfaction. In all three areas, [108] reported positive relationships with organizational 
commitment. More specifically, perceived trust in the leadership, an ability to be involved with the job, and 
feelings of job satisfaction were major determinants of organizational commitment.  

University Autonomy: Is defined as “the freedom of an institution to run its own affairs without direction or 
influence from any level of government” ([109], p. 123). University autonomy was introduced as a strategy so that 
Universities become more efficient and effective and it allows Universities to appoint faculty and staff without 
external influences; enable them to decide about admission criteria and number of students to admit, allowed them 
to decide about the contents of the curriculum and teaching methods, and enabled them to prove their own pri-
orities for Universities’ future growth and development [110]. According to some authors [111] [112], institu-
tional autonomy is a much debated concept and carries different meanings in different contexts and thus may hold 
different dimensions. Mostly it denotes the managerial ability of an institution to set its own goals and priorities, 
and determining its own means and set of standards to make these goals without external influences. 

4. Research Design and Methodology 
I opted for case study research method to this qualitative research design was because I wanted to do an in-depth 
study of a single organization. As to [113] [114], qualitative research is better way to dig views and perception of 
participants in a natural setting. Similarly, case study approach attempts to convey a balanced, multidimensional 
representation of the context, participants, and reality of the situation and allows investigators to keep the holistic 
and meaningful characteristics of real-life events very important to answer “how” and “why” questions [115]- 
[117]. 

Accordingly, Wolaita Sodo University is considered as a case study area for the research under concern mainly 
for the following reasons, the non-existence and/or limited empirical studies, seriousness of the problem, the re-
searcher practical experiences about the University. 

4.1. Target Population and Research Participants 
This is a case study done on a single organization and for this purpose I selected Wolaita Sodo University as a unit 
of analysis. A sample of 5 academic and 5 supportive staff for FGDs, 2 college deans, 1 director, 2 department 
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heads for interview took part in the study. Totally, this qualitative inquiry involved 15 participants. 

4.2. Sample and Sampling Technique 
The nature of the study required such kind of sampling from academic and supportive staff who are involved in the 
transformation process of the University. I started with the purposive sampling technique because data had to be 
gathered from all those who involved in transformation process of the University. Thus, it is said that when ob-
taining samples (occasionally called “judgment samples”), researchers use their subjective judgment and attempt 
to select sample units that a particular sampling units included in the sample primarily depends on the researcher’s 
subjective judgment [118]-[120]. It is with this intent, purposive sampling technique was used to address the 
objectives of the study from purposively selected respondents 

4.3. Data Collection Instrument 
The tools used to gather relevant data from the research participants were key informant interviews, focus group 
discussion (FGD) and relevant document analysis. The objective of the interviews was to examine respondents’ 
attitudes toward the transformation process of the University and was to look at the respondent’s point of views 
and not make generalizations about behavior and to scrutinize respondents’ attitudes toward the University 
leadership behaviors [121] [122]. Deans, department heads and director was part of interview. Focus group dis-
cussions (FGDs) was also used to explore details of data, to understand the workplace and get an insight into how 
people think and behave as well as work. FGDs are relatively quick, inexpensive; [114]. The academic teaching 
and supportive staff was part of FGDs. The strategic document of the University like growth and transformation 
plan (GTP), business process re-engineering (BPR), balanced score card (BSC), kaizen has also been used to 
evaluate the formal transformation process exist in the situations. Using documents as sources of data have two 
main advantages: 1) the data is “Non reactive”, 2) document exist independently of the researcher’s activity [113]. 
The analyses of documents in social research give the researchers control to capture details of happenings in its 
real context [123]. 

The participants (Deans, Department heads, Director) were interviewed by the researcher and made discus-
sions with FGDs (Academic teaching and administration staff) for average of 1:00 to 1:30 hours. All interviews 
and FGDs were recorded in detailed hand written notes, all of which were later compiled in to field notes. The 
data collected during the interviews was of qualitative and it was well documented as the data collected through 
quantitative means. The people interviewed were professionals, having the relevant designations and qualifica-
tions and had professional experiences, so their annotations expand and compensate large number of respondents. 

4.4. Procedures of Data Collection 
Firstly, review of literature made to assess theories and research reports on the issue under study to develop re-
search questions, FGDs and interview guides. Then, choice of study participants was made by judgment and 
sampling to get relevant data. Following this, data gathered from the key informants; deans, department heads and 
academic and supportive staff, as well as director. Respondents interviewed on similar issues with different ap-
proaches.  

During the course of interviews and FGDs, I allowed the respondents to fully express their views without any 
interruptions and remained very flexible with their approach. In case study method, the researcher should be very 
flexible with his/her approach to get the required data [124], but I redirected the respondents towards the topic, and 
made sure that all the dimensions of their study are fully covered. Considering the context and nature of the study, 
audio-recording device was not used to keep both the confidentiality and anonymity data given by respondents.  

Two FGDs were made with academic teaching and administrative staff respondents to supplement the views 
expressed during the interview sessions for 1:30 hours to each. Because the very objective is to capture dynamic 
issues which corroborates information obtained through other methods as well as look into issues of similarities 
and differences.  

4.5. Data Analysis and Discussion 
Data analysis and discussion consists of following steps: Data preparation and data reduction and coding. 
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Data Preparation: I jotted down all the necessary information from in-depth semi-structured interviews and 
FGDs. The next day, it was accompanied by interview and FGDs to completely capture the views of the re-
spondents. For this purpose, I followed the strategy of conducting only one interview in a day and this helped to 
transcribe the interviews on the timely, thus, there was only minimal loss of data.  

Data Reduction and Coding: During the exploration phase of the data analysis, I read the transcribed data re-
peatedly to highlight important areas and significant points, which was noted down in the form of memos. The 
important narratives were also identified and highlighted. Data reduction entails axial coding and it is types of 
coding which focus on thematic analysis or based on axes (transformation tools, transformation pill and indicators 
of change) and it helps to find different themes, categories and patterns that exist in the data [125] and it is also 
done in the exploration phase of information analysis. 

Similar patterns and themes were identified in the transcribed interviews and FGDs, where contrasts/compa- 
risons were made along themes. The most important narratives were identified and noted as evidences, which I 
quoted in places where needed. I also collected and reviewed institutional documents which, supported the data 
collected through interviews and FGDs. The key areas identified placed under the major themes. The data ana-
lyzed, and interpreted using these themes and categories, based on these themes conclusions were drawn from the 
findings. 

5. Major Findings 
5.1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants 
Out of the 15 academic and supportive staff participants, 13 were males while the rest 2 were females. All aca-
demic leaders were male. Despite gender equality in terms of University leadership is work in progress, my study 
implies that almost all the University’s leadership positions are occupied by men. On the other hand, while the 
majority, (10) academic and supportive staff were in the age group 30 - 40, the rest (5) aged 41 years and over. 
This shows that being in the working age group is an advantage for the University, because they will be willing to 
adapt ways of doing things towards institutional transformation. The interviews and FGDs results revealed that the 
greatest, (9) staff participants were master’s degree holders and only 4 had a bachelor degree qualification. The 
rest (1) completed diploma level of education. In other words, the smallest academic qualification was diploma. 
Hence, as expected academic staff were better qualified than the supportive staff. 

Out of the total participants, (3) of the respondents have less than five years of work experience, while majority, 
(12) of the participants fall within the range of 5 - 10 years of work experiences. The work experiences reveal that 
they can work hard towards institutional transformation process.  

5.2. Research Question 1: What Are the Perception of Staff towards Transformation &  
Leadership in Transforming Wolaita Sodo University? 

In order to check perception of the participants towards their leadership under transformation process, each re-
spondent was asked to share his/her views on the concept of transformation. The findings obtained from re-
spondents presented as follows: 

Despite the respondents work in the same institutions towards similar organizational goals, they have varied 
views on the concept of transformation. For instance, some put forward transformation as “… a new way of in-
stitutional change agent towards the desired goals ‘while, some other see it’… as an approach being introduced 
into institutional set up to enhance the capacity of leaders towards the preset objectives”. However, a common 
point to the respondents is that it is viewed as “… a process of change from an old way of doing… to new and 
modern one”. Hence, lesson learned from such conceptualization is that much need to be worked towards proper 
understanding of transformation among staff and work towards the success of institutional goals with similar level 
of understanding.  

Furthermore, for effective implementation of transformative change in HEIs, adequate knowledge of a change 
agent about the context of the institution under transformation is very important [126]. It should therefore, deal 
with changing people and the system. But the results obtained reveals that the efforts of top leaders made to in-
troduce the change to the academic and supportive staff was less, or not adequate as confirmed by both academic 
and supportive staff participants. 
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5.3. Basic Question 2. To What Extent Does Transformational Change Prevail at  
Wolaita Sodo University? 

To answer this research question, KIs were interviewed, FGDs made and reviewed various documents (reports, 
bulletins and achievement reports) of the University.  

Old states that a well-integrated change methodology is needed if organizations are to respond well to change 
[57]. But the research results from KIIs, FGDs, and relevant documents portrays that despite transformational 
change observed in the University compound, the expected change is not yet metalized. This is manifested in the 
before and after transformation scenarios described in the below. 

Initial Situation (Before Transformation): In the University, the annual performance results reports reveal 
that there is very limited internet access, no ICT center, no LAN existed, No E-teaching and learning lab, highly 
decentralized student administration, limited staff upgrading, limited scientific publications, limited industry 
linkage, no facility of system maintenance, few academic curriculum revision, limited opening hours of library 
service are some of the situations before the transformation process. 

After Transformation: The situations after transformation process reveal that there is good internet access but 
not satisfactory, wired and wireless LAN existed, ICT center established, systematic and preventive maintenance 
and repair established but not functioning well, no E-teaching and learning lab, pedagogical skill improvement 
and support center established but not well equipped, centralized enrollment and examination department estab-
lished but not functioning well, good staff upgrading particularly academic teaching staff, many scientific journal 
publications, still limited collaboration and partnership agreements with industries, no International office estab-
lished to support international exchange, good library service. Source: Adapted from Document Analysis 
(February 06, 2014). 

5.4. Basic Question 3. To What Extent Leaders Exhibit Transformational Leadership  
Behaviors at Wolaita Sodo University? 

Under this part I discovered the level of transformational leadership behaviors that University leaders show during 
their administrative practices on daily basis. The findings presented as follows: 

For example, KIIS, FGDs, and interviews made both with academic staff confirmed as to how leaders reactants 
is holding the institutional transformation process as:  

Even though academic staff work their level best to see the institution stand on its feet senior sister organiza-
tions, fewer attention and reluctance from the top officials held the organization progress as slow as… the journey 
if tortoise. This case is mean to illustrate the exerted efforts of the academic staff towards organizational trans-
formation process under bureaucratic and less willing top officials system of governance. Similarly, one of the 
woman from academic teaching staff in FGDs claimed that “leaders always unenthusiastic to take risk. With the 
same token, one of the lecturer from FGDs stated that, the level of readiness of the University leaders to learn new 
and challenging idea is not encouraging, (L1). 

However, paradoxically the director from key informant interview stated, “the University leaders did all their 
best potential to engage academic staff in research and community services, what matter is the amount of money 
allocated centrally from Ministry of Finance & Economic Development (Dr1)”. As seen here, the level of readi-
ness and politeness of the top University leaders to their academic and supportive staff is insufficient to com-
prehend the institutional transformation. 

The other transformational leadership behavior is inspiring a shared vision. In this sense both KIIs and FGDs, 
participants remarked, 

Dean: The University leaders to create enthusiasm among staff are not satisfactory as expected. Other dean 
from KIIs claimed, both staff as well as the leaders have less commitment to their organization, but few smart 
staff who are highly committed for their University betterment. Paradoxically there are teaching staffs who are 
not committed to achieve the vision and mission of the institute (D1). 

The Director from KIIs stated,  

Director: The president is highly committed to create collaborative working environment, but all the leaders 
under his supervision are not equally dedicated to make the working environment very smooth and conducive. 
He also states that both academic and supportive staff are pessimistic about the system functionality of the 
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University (Dr1). 

As can be understood from the participants response, to set high academic standards and motivate people to-
wards transformation process, the level of commitment of top leaders to generate enthusiasm and excitement for 
their common vision is not satisfactory. 

With regards to enabling others to act behavior, both colleges deans except the director asserted,  

One of the failures of leaders is low level of empowerment of the middle and first line managers who are 
highly engaged in operationalzing transformation process. Dean 1 & 2. Dean: Similarly, as department head 
1 & 2, they are averse to consider the interest and needs of others, lack of trust on their followers. One of the 
dean remarked, the level of respect to academic professionals including expatriates is insufficient. Both 
administration and academic wings are not working properly on this respect (D1).  

One can say that the leaders do not thoughtful to deal with their followers and their professional needs, there is 
no trust between staff and their leaders. As seen, the top leaders do not respect the staff and even expatriates and 
they want to use power against them. It gives the impression that University leaders failed to display enabling 
others to act behaviors in their daily activity.  

One of the dean stated, “The level of University leaders commitment to encourage their employees through 
recognition, reward, celebration, and inspiring them to do better is not sufficient (D1). 

As important to Mulatu (2013), encouragement is curiously, serious business. It’s how leaders visibly and 
behaviorally link rewards with performance. Despite University leaders tried to encouraging and motivating the 
academic staff to some extent, the results reveals that still there is a yawning gaps. Hence, I can infer that the types 
of transformational leadership behaviors were not satisfactorily exhibited in the University. 

5.5. Basic Question 4. What Major Challenges Are Encountering in the  
Transformative Change Process at Wolaita Sodo University? 

To find out the nature of challenges experienced by University leadership which are associated with transforma-
tion process of the respective University, the views of deans, department heads, academic teaching and admini-
stration staff and director were sought. 

In identifying the major challenges in implementation efforts both groups of respondents agreed on lack of 
clear understanding of transformation process; less awareness of all staff members; less commitment in all levels; 
shortage of resources; lack of team spirit, integrity and collaboration across and among faculties, schools, de-
partments; resistance to change; poor leadership and management; lack of academic freedom; less commitment of 
the University leadership to build trust among followers; lack of departmental and faculties/schools autonomy; 
lack of reward system and clear promotion as perceived by all study participants of the institution commonly. 

6. Concluding Remarks and Ways Forwarded  
6.1. Concluding Remarks 
On the basis of the description, analysis, interpretation of data made and results obtained, the following conclusion 
was drawn. Based on the discussion made and major findings obtained, I could arrive at the flowing conclusions. 

Any transformational change has to focus on the where to where of the organization. Despite the positive at-
titude of the participants towards transformation process, the finding, however, shows that the effort to introduce 
the changes towards the lower administrative unit and motivate the staff for better organizational transformation 
process remained questionable. On the other hand, structural and technological transformation was exhibited as 
the major areas of changes in the case study area. However, transformational leadership behaviors exhibited by 
academic leaders can be labeled as minimal. 

Less attention in building trust-ship among University community by top officials, lack of resources, lack of 
commitment, team spirit and collaboration among implementer were identified as the major bottlenecks for in-
stitutional transformation process in the study area. It is said that staff perception towards University leadership 
behaviors is not satisfactorily displayed as the studied groups. Therefore, due to inadequate introduction and 
awareness of the staff for the change, inadequate transformational qualities of the leaders, structure oriented 
concern of the change and the challenges identified, it is safe to infer that the change at Wolaita Sodo University 
lacks transformational dimension and hence the change may not meet its intended goals. 
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6.2. Ways Forwarded 
Based on the study results, discussions made and conclusions drawn the following workable recommendations 
were put forwarded. 

For effective implementation of any change, attempting better understanding of the implementer about the 
essence of the change is very essential. Regarding this, [126] [127] stated that, it is not easy to change something in 
an effective way if there is no understanding of what it is that is changing. However, the study revealed lack of 
understanding of the change implementer about what is changing. Therefore, continuous awareness creation ac-
tivities should be made by top academic leaders at the various levels on the essence and goals of the transformation 
and change. 

Transformational change is a process where an organization changes in its form, structure and culture to adapt 
to environmental changes [126]. It is a fundamental change that requires exhibiting effective transformational 
leadership behaviors. However, the study results showed that the academic leaders less practice transformational 
leadership qualities. Therefore, the leaders should be aware of transformational leadership qualities and show the 
behaviors so. Leaders should in turn need to be transformed to exhibit the behaviors in this respect. In any change 
process leaders are expected to build trust among followers. Regarding this, Kelli, contends that, change often 
begins in trust. However, lack of trust, resisting change, lack of team spirit, poor leadership/management qualities, 
resources shortage, lack of autonomy, reward and promotion, lack of commitment, and dedication were identified 
as some of the major challenges to the change process. Therefore, the University leadership should build trust, 
team spirit, integrity and share its autonomy to faculties and schools and department as well as supportive staff, 
and they should be committed to change.  

Transformational change in higher education focuses on changing people, structure and technological aspects 
of an institution. However, results of the study showed that the transformational change process of the institution 
gave much emphasis towards changing organizational structure. Therefore, the transformation should primarily 
focus staff empowerment on all levels of administration. The transformational leaders should focus on strategic 
issues instead of wasting time in changing and re-changing structures. 

Concomitantly, change implementer should be committed. To this effect their roles and responsibilities should 
be clearly specified, which calls for the adoption full decentralization processes at the study area. The realization 
of transformational goals requires mobilization of all the necessary resources including human and non-human. 
But, the study revealed that lack of resources as one of the challenges that meet the transformational change 
process. Hence, the University should diversify its sources of income instead of relying on government subsidy 
and should be autonomous to run its own affairs without direction or influence from any level of government. 
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Appendix 
Addis Ababa University School of Graduate Studies 
Interview and FGD Guiding Questions to Academic and Supportive Staff of WSU 

Purpose: This study examines the perception of academic and supportive staff toward their leadership in 
transforming Wolaita Sodo University. The questions categorized in to five parts based on the basic questions. 
Hence its purpose purely academic. 

Category One: What are the views of staff towards their leadership in transforming Wolaita Sodo University? 
1) What is transformation for you? 
2) Do you think all change agents are aware of the transformation process under the institution? If so, what is 

your justification.  
3) Do you think roles and responsibilities clearly assigned to all University workforces? 
Category Two: To what extent academic leaders exhibit transformational leadership behaviors at Wolaita 

Sodo University? 
4) Do you think that WSU is under transformation process? If so, what is your views and in what way? 
5) Is the organizational system properly functioning from top to bottom to realize the transformation process? 
6) To what extent organization and employees committed to realize the change process of WSU? 
7) Do you think that BPR properly implemented in your University? 
Category Three: To what extent does transformational change prevail at Woliata Sodo University?  
8) Does your leaders equally show all transformational leadership behaviors like challenge the process, in-

spiring a shared vision, enabling other to act, modeling the way, encourage the heart (for more understanding read 
the details below). 

9) Which leadership behavior highly realized under your institution?  
10) Does your leaders stimulate followers to be creative and creative? 
Category Four: What major challenges are encountering in the transformative change process at Wolaita Sodo 

University? 
11) What are the major challenges that hinder the transformation process of the WSU? 
Category Five:  
12) Do you have any more comments on transformation of the University? 
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