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Abstract: This study aims to understand the factors that influence faculty members’  participation in
decision making within the framework of the academic department as a social organization. From this
perspective, the researcher argues that how faculty members view the formal and informal structures
of the department directly and indirectly affect their participation in decision making. Faculty
members'  characteristics, such as age and gender, also influence their perceptions and their
participation in decision making. Through the path model developed by the researcher, a total of 185
faculty members who enrolled during the first semester 2006/ 2007 term at Jordanian Universities
participated in the study, and by using a 12-item survey, this study shows that elements of a
department’s formal and informal structures and of faculty members’ attributes directly and
indirectly influence self-reported participation. Most notably the variables which exhibit substantial
influence on participation in decision making include two measures of the formal structure as reported
by faculty members: (chairperson-faculty interaction and faculty members’ perception of the
chairperson as the authority of knowledge); one measure of the informal structure: (faculty members’
fear of peer disapproval), and two measures of faculty members’ attributes: (age and confidence). The
most important finding to be taken  from this investigation pertains to chairperson-faculty interaction
outside of the department. 

Introduction
This paper is based on the hypothesis that decision-maker behavior in naturalistic settings
does not occur in a social vacuum. The idea is that action is situated and can’t be explained
solely by reference to an individual’s choices. Consequently, it proposes that decision-maker
behavior is shaped both by formal systems of rules and organizational hierarchies, and by
the multilevel relational contexts within which action occurs (Langley, 1989; O’Reilly &
Chatman, 1996). For many reasons, decision makers’ operative norms and behaviors may
depart substantially from formal requirements, and decision makers may perform a function
in ways that are at odds with what is prescribed. It can be argued that adherence to or
departure from formal requirements is shaped by the immediate contexts of action as well as
the wider organizational context in which decisions are made (Sutcliffe & McNamara, 2001).
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Applying this line of thinking to this study suggests that multiple levels and factors of
influence structure decision-making practice and participation in decision making within
organizations. Participation in decision making is influenced by the department context in
which decision makers are located, reflected in characteristics such as department size,
department specialization, employee gender, peer relations, interaction with the employer,
and employee confidence. Organizational structures and an individual's role within the
organization (Kanter, 1977) influence perceived participation in decision-making.  

Research supports the idea that larger departments are more likely to require decision
makers to adhere to formal decision policies than smaller departments (Scott, 1992). Thus,
we would expect that decision makers in larger departments will rely more heavily on
prescribed criteria and less on ad hoc criteria than decision makers in smaller departments
that are less concerned with formal rules and procedures. Since institutions are structured so
that administrators control information, it is important that other constituents, including
faculty, have a voice that is distinct from the administration (Welsh, Nunez, & Petrosko,
2005). Thus, institutions vary by the extent to which the decision making is participatory or
autocratic (Garmon, 1984; Kukalis, 1991; Waters, 1996).

If faculty members' participation is so central to the managerial and leadership process in
academic departments, what constrains the more active involvement of faculty members?
Scholars have identified a host of factors ranging from, for instance, department size (Scott,
1987; Constantinople, Corneilius, & Gray, 1988), chairpersons’ authority, gender (Denton &
Zeytinoglu, 1993), or faculty emotions such as confidence or fear (Collins, 1984).

These constraints on participation might be more generally understood in terms of the formal
and informal academic department structures within which they are embedded. Academic
departments are the workplace for administrators and instructors and students, where statuses
are defined, goals and tasks are laid out, and rules are specified. As with all organizations,
beneath this formal structure lies an implicit, informal one wherein actors conduct their daily
activities while adhering to mostly unstated rules pursuing ill-specified goals that may deviate
from or even undermine the stated ones. This informal system - akin to Snyder’s (1971) ‘hidden
curriculum’ - is as essential to the operation of the organization as the formal system for
adjusting to an ever changing internal and external organizational context. 

Purpose of the study
The present investigation attempts to understand and integrate the research on faculty
members’ participation in decision making within a broader framework that views the
academic department as a social organization with its own structure. Faculty members’
perceptions of, and experiences within, the social organization of the academic department
play a crucial role in shaping their participation in decision making in their departments.
From this perspective, the researcher argues that how faculty members view the formal and
informal structures of the department directly and indirectly affect their participation in
decision making. Faculty members’ characteristics, such as age and gender, also influence
their perceptions and their participation in decision making.

Importance of the study
The department chairperson role begins with the challenging statement that up to 80 per cent
of all administrative decisions made in colleges and universities are made by department
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chairpersons (Carroll & Wolverton, 2004). The Chairperson plays a central role in the
governance and productivity of postsecondary institutions (Wolverton, 1999). Bowman
(2002) suggests that the real work of academic chairpersons demands a diverse set of
leadership capabilities: well-honed communication skills, problem-solving skills, conflict-
resolution skills, cultural-management skills, coaching skills, and transition-management
skills. Therefore, results of this study have important implications for department chairs and
faculty members.

The importance of the present study lies essentially in reaching the following intended
outcomes: (a) to gain a deeper understanding of the factors which influence faculty members'
participation in decision making, (b) to help administrators in higher education settings
recognize the importance of informal structures of departments, and (c) to help
administrators consider the importance of faculty members' attributes, when discussing and
taking decisions in departments. The result of this study will also help fill the gap in the
literature related to academic department organization and faculty participation in decision
making at Jordanian universities.

Theoretical framework: Formal and informal structure, faculty
attributes, and participation in decision making
Perceived participation in university decision making is influenced by a number of factors.
According to the human capital theory (Becker, 1975), employers make rational decisions in
choosing their employees, and only those candidates with the best education and experience
for the job are considered. In universities, those faculty members possessing the highest
degree (a doctorate), tenure, and extensive work experience gained through years of
teaching would be most likely to be selected to participate in decision-making committees.
Thus, according to the human capital model, faculty members' perceived participation in
decision making should be influenced by their level of education and their work experience. 

Organization structure can influence the choice and direction of faculty members' participation
in decision-making (Scott, 1992). This suggests that department organization  plays a key role in
participation in decision-making. In this study we argue that the academic department, like any
other workplace, is a social organization where power is asserted, tasks are assigned and
negotiated, and work is accomplished through the interplay of formal and informal social
structures. The present study, therefore, relates a variety of otherwise unconnected variables
and concepts to the broader theoretical framework of social organization.

Influence of the formal structure
The formal structure of the academic department constrains actions that occur within it. As
argued below, department size, authority relations, and faculty members’ fears circumscribe
their reports of participation in decision making.

Academic department size: Blau and Schoenherr contend, ‘Size is the most important condition
affecting the structure of organizations’ (1971, p. 57). Numerous studies show a positive
association with various measures of structural differentiation such as the number of ranks
in a hierarchy and the division of labor (Blau & Schoenherr, 1971; Hall, Hass, & Johnson,
1967; Meyer, 1979; Scott, 1992). Size also positively relates to formalization, centralization,
and standardization, and, thus, to increased power of the formal authority (Blau &
Schoenherr, 1971; Hall et al., 1967; Pugh, Hickson, Hinings, & Turner, 1969).
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As with other organizations, size fundamentally affects how academic departments function.
As department size grows so does the overall scale of operations, along with the level of
coordination and formal control required (Scott, 1992, p. 260). To meet these greater
demands, department chairpersons understandably resort to formal procedures, and this
may limit opportunities for faculty to participate. It becomes more difficult for a chairperson
to develop close mentoring relationships with faculty in larger departments where
anonymity, for the most part, prevails. Finally, in larger, and correspondingly more
formalized departments' settings, chairpersons more typically rely on standards for
‘objective’ evaluation of faculty performance. Assessment becomes ‘less negotiable,’ and
chairperson authority vis-à-vis faculty becomes further enlarged.

The influence of department size on interaction and participation is quite independent of the
quality of faculty or chairperson engaged in the exchange. Large departments permit greater
anonymity, enable faculty members to locate themselves at the periphery of the department,
and thereby facilitate the strategic withdrawal of the majority. Smaller departments not only
make general  participation in decision making feasible but also render passive withdrawal
less tenable. Further, greater opportunities for  participation in decision making are likely to
prevail. Based upon these arguments and evidence, we expect that faculty members will see
large department size and lack of opportunity as a hindrance to their participation in
decision-making.

Department Chairperson as the authority of knowledge: The department’s hierarchical nature,  its
power structure, and any distinct divisions between the chairperson and faculty might also
constrain participation in decision-making. The department chairperson typically ‘leads’ the
department, defines what is to be planned, identifies the activities and objectives faculty are
to undertake, and determines how faculty performance will be evaluated (Sutcliffe &
McNamara, 2001).

Faculty who perceive the chairperson as having ‘expert’ authority and mastery over
knowledge will likely see themselves as having little to contribute to department discussion
and will readily withdraw into silence. Hence, this perception of chairperson authority
might well diminish faculty's’ confidence and indirectly encourage passive withdrawal. This
perception might also engender faculty's fear of criticism from the expert or disapproval
from peer. This too dampens participation in decision-making. Hence, it might be expected
that faculty who view the chairperson as ‘experts’ will report diminished participation in
decision making (Meier, 2005).

Chairperson-Faculty interaction: While department size and chairperson authority might
discourage participation, chairperson interaction with faculty members outside the
department setting might diminish obstacles to communication and, in turn, encourage
overall participation in decision-making.  The chairperson can initiate interaction in various
ways. For instance, they might encourage faculty members to visit them in their office, to
exchange e-mails when they have questions or problems, or to discuss issues concerning
faculty or career opportunities. Where possible, the chairperson may include faculty
members in their scholarly work or take them on field trips or to academic conferences.
Professional socialization in this manner also helps them learn professionalism and view
criticism in a constructive way. In turn, this might diminish fears of chairperson criticism. 

Fear of chairpersons’ criticisms: ‘Before anything else,’ writes Barbalet (1998, p. 26), ‘emotions
must be understood within the structural relations of power and status which elicit them.’

ISEA ñ Volume 35, Number 2, 2007 85



Emotions mediate the impact of the formal and informal social structures that provide the
‘social energy’ required to sustain organizations (Collins, 1984). The emotion of fear suggests
a withdrawal or contraction of energy and serves to depress sociability. Such fears
undermine faculty members’confidence in their ability to contribute meaningfully to the
department discussion. Confidence offers the ‘social energy’ needed to animate the
department, and a confidence deficit depresses the climate of interaction. Many faculty
members may consider it safer to retreat into passivity than to risk outright rejection from the
person in power. It is expected, then, that members’ fear of chairpersons’ criticisms will be
viewed as a hindrance to participation.

Influence of the informal structure
Fear of peer disapproval: Informal peer networks influence the department’s emotional climate
and regulate faculty behavior. It is expected that faculty members’ fear of peer disapproval
will regulate faculty’s department behavior, and their participation in decision making.
Peers and peer groups influence how faculty construct their reality (Morgan, 1986, pp. 126
–27). Lacking close connections with chairpersons and with few resources and time available
to them, faculty members often rely upon each other to meet work demands. An informal
structure arises wherein peers serve as powerful forces that define and enforce informal
norms associated with department- related behaviors. 

Such fears might negatively affect faculty members’ confidence and in this way indirectly
influence participation as well. Hence, we expect that faculty members who report such
concerns regarding peer disapproval also will report lesser department participation.

Influence of faculty attributes
Age and gender are primary characteristics that affect a wide range of behaviors including
faculty members’ participation in decision making. Similarly, they vary greatly regarding the
levels of confidence they bring to the department situation. We discuss below how these
attributes might influence their participation in decision making.

Age: Chronological age represents an estimate of life experience which contributes to the
development of systematic and cautious judgment in situations of decision-making. Precise
comparison of the findings is methodologically problematic, because various studies
compare different age groups and describe different decision-making tasks given to the
subjects (Cornelius & Caspi, 1987; Fullerton, 1988). Despite these difficulties, there appears to
be a trend toward acceptance of a relationship between age and cognitive competence in
decision-making (Klein, 1999).

Older faculty members are likely to be at different stages in their life cycles than younger
ones. Older faculty members will depend less upon department peers for social support and
approval and will be less inclined to identify with their younger faculty peers or to see them
as a reference group. Hence, older faculty members’ social distance from their younger
counterparts might limit the extent to which the former will recognize or feel pressure to
conform to peer-defined norms that might otherwise limit participation and encourage ‘civil
attention.’ Moreover, older faculty members’ social distance from the chairperson may be
less than that of younger faculty members, and, hence, they may be more bound to the
formal structure that emphasizes and values participation. Since older faculty members feel
less bounded by the informal rules that regulate faculty participation and since they are more

ISEA ñ Volume 35, Number 2, 200786



identified with the formal structure, they would be more inclined to participate than
younger ones. It is expected that older faculty members will report higher levels of
participation in decision making than their younger counterparts.

Gender: Women are relative newcomers to decision-making positions in many organizations,
including universities and academic departments. It is still difficult, however, for women to
attain senior-level decision-making positions in the corporate and academic worlds (Denton
& Zeytinoglu, 1993). Female faculty members tend to be concentrated in the lower ranks of
the university hierarchy (Gilbert  & Guppy, 1988), and less likely than males to be tenured or
to hold an administrative position (Bognanno, 1987; Peitching, 1989; Sandler & Hall, 1986;
Spencer & Podmore, 1987). Therefore, relative to male faculty members,  they may perceive
themselves and other females as less powerful and less able to participate in decision-making
in their university.

Another factor that might cause academic women to perceive a lack of participation in
decision-making is their small number relative to males. For example, in the present study,
about 25 per cent of the faculty in 2006 were female. Moreover, women are often excluded
from men’s networks, the dominant networks within which significant organization-related
information is exchanged (Clark & Corcoran, 1986; Denton & Zeytinoglu, 1993; Dipboye,
1987; Sandler & Hall, 1986; Spencer & Podmore, 1987).

Despite efforts to foster a more collaborative, egalitarian, and open context, the researcher
suspects that gender might still play a role in affecting faculty members’ participation in
decision making. Hence, it is expected males will report greater levels of participation than
females.

Confidence: Confidence offers a form of ‘social energy’ that animates the department while its
lack depresses it. Confidence enhances the belief that the chairperson will favorably receive
one’s remarks or questions and thus constitutes a minimum condition for any participation
in the department. On the other hand, insufficient confidence may generate passivity and
withdrawal and undermine the solidarity, cohesiveness, and energy of the group. 

As a form of social energy, however, confidence not only ‘upholds the social structure’ but
also is ‘produced by it’ (Collins, 1984, p. 385). Hence, faculty members’ confidence will be
shaped by other variables that relate to the formal and informal structure of the department
but directly affect participation in decision-making. For instance, a strong perception of the
chairperson as an authority might undermine faculty members’ confidence in the
contribution they might be able to offer. Confidence probably relates to fear of peer
disapproval or the chairpersons’ criticisms as well. It is from this viewpoint that the
researcher explores how confidence affects faculty members’ participation in decision
making. While various other factors may influence the level of confidence a faculty member
might have and the degree to which faculty members see the lack of confidence as an
obstacle to participation, the researcher suggests that faculty members’ confidence directly
affects their participation in decision-making.

In this study the researcher argues that the academic department, like any other workplace,
is a social organization where power is asserted, tasks are assigned and negotiated, and work
is accomplished through the interplay of formal and informal social structures. The present
study, therefore, relates a variety of otherwise unconnected variables and concepts to the
broader theoretical framework of social organization. Furthermore, the path model the
researcher develops allows an estimation of the direct and indirect influence of faculty
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members’ attributes and their perceptions of various dimensions of the academic
department organization on their participation in decision making.

Overview of the path model
The research reported here makes use of a path model  developed to estimate how faculty
members’ perceptions of the formal and informal structures, as well as members’ attributes,
directly and indirectly influence their participation in decision-making (see Figure 1).  The
dependent variable –Participation in decision making– was measured by asking members
about the extent of their participation in decision-making using a 5 category scale: never,
seldom, sometimes, usually, or always. Among the predictor variables, four measures of the
perceptions of the formal structure were used: department size, chairperson-faculty interaction,
chairperson as the authority of knowledge, and fear of chairperson's criticisms. One variable
measured the perceived influence of the informal structure: fear of peer disapproval. Faculty
members' attributes were measured by their gender, age, and confidence. Faculty participation
in decision making serves as the dependent variable. Three of the predictor variables
–perceived department size, chairperson as the authority of knowledge, chairperson-faculty
interaction–are latent constructs, each measured by two or more items derived from a factor
analysis. The value of each construct is a factor score. 

Department size was measured by using two items concerning faculty's perception of whether
large department size hindered their participation in decision-making. Chairperson as the
authority of knowledge was measured by using two items that pertain to faculty's attitudes and
behaviors toward chairperson authority. Five items that measure chairperson-faculty interaction
reflect the extent of academic-related chairperson-faculty interaction beyond the department.

All items in the three constructs used a standard 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 =
strongly agree). Faculty participation in decision-making was measured by using faculty members’
responses to the statement ‘I regularly participate in department decision-making,’ with a 5-
point scale (1 = never and 5 = always). Gender was indicated by sex identity as male or female.
Age in years was measured using members’ self-report. Other variables –self-reported
confidence, fear of chairpersons' criticisms, fear of peer disapproval– were measured by single items as
responses to the question ‘My department participation in decision making is hindered by . .
.’ To simplify the interpretation and presentation, lack of preparation and lack of confidence were
reverse coded to produce the variable confidence.

The path model begins with four constructs measuring the impact of the formal structure as
perceived by the faculty. Most faculty members will view large department size as negatively
affecting participation in decision making both directly and indirectly, through its influence
on faculty's emotions –particularly by increasing their fear of chairpersons' criticisms and fear of
peer disapproval. Similarly, chairperson as the authority of knowledge will negatively affect
participation in decision making directly and indirectly by increasing faculty's fear of
chairpersons' criticisms and fear of peer disapproval and by reducing their confidence. On the
other hand, perceptions of chairperson-faculty interaction will positively affect participation in
decision-making directly as well as indirectly through enhancing faculty's confidence and
reducing their fear of chairpersons' criticisms and fear of peer disapproval. The last variable
measuring the formal structure, fear of chairpersons' criticisms, will have negative effects on
participation in decision making both directly and indirectly by reducing faculty's confidence. 

The path model then proceeds with the influence of the informal structure as perceived by

ISEA ñ Volume 35, Number 2, 200788



the faculty members. Fear of peer disapproval will negatively affect participation in decision
making directly and indirectly by reducing faculty members’ confidence. It also mediates the
indirect effect of chairperson-faculty interaction on participation in decision making. The path
model specifies the influence of faculty's attributes on participation in decision making. Both
gender and age will affect participation in decision making directly and indirectly by
affecting faculty's emotions_ fear of chairpersons' criticisms, fear of peer disapproval, and
confidence. Finally, confidence will have positive direct effects on faculty participation in
decision making.

Figure I: Path Model of Direct and Indirect Inlluences on Faculty Participation in Decision
Making

Hypotheses of the study
Based upon the path model, the research assessed the following 8 hypotheses:

1. Faculty members' perception of large department size negatively affects their
participation in decision making both directly and indirectly by increasing fear of peer
disapproval and of chairperson's criticisms.

2. Faculty members’ perception of chairperson authority negatively affects their
participation in decision making both directly and indirectly by increasing fear of peer
disapproval and of chairperson’s criticisms and by decreasing level of confidence.

3. Faculty members’ rates of interaction with chairperson positively affect their
participation in decision making both directly and indirectly by decreasing fear of peer
disapproval and of chairperson's criticisms and by increasing levels of confidence.

4. Faculty members’ fear of peer disapproval negatively affects their participation in
decision making both directly and indirectly by decreasing their level of confidence.

5. Faculty members’ fear of chairperson's criticisms negatively affects their participation in
decision making both directly and indirectly by decreasing their level of confidence.
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6. Faculty members’ age positively affects their participation in decision making, both
directly and indirectly via confidence and diminished fear of peer disapproval and of
chairperson's criticisms.

7. Male faculty members will report higher levels of participation in decision-making, will
report higher levels of confidence, and are less likely to develop feelings of fear of peer
disapproval and of chairperson's criticisms than female faculty members.

8. Faculty members’  confidence positively affects their participation in decision-making.

Methodology

Research design
This study was conducted using a quantitative research design. A path model was
developed to estimate how faculty members’ perceptions of the formal and informal
structures, as well as their attributes, directly and indirectly influence their participation in
decision-making (see Figure 1). A 12-item survey was used in this study not only to assess
how faculty members perceive their participation in their work environment, but to form a
database of information for future research by educational researchers in Jordan,  in the
wider Arab world, and at international levels.

The study population and sample
A total of 185 faculty members, or 38 per cent of the entire population of 487 faculty members
(Professors, Associate professors, Assistant professors, and Instructors) enrolled during the
first semester 2006/ 2007 term, participated in the survey. After deleting cases with missing
values on pertinent variables, the sample resulted in 179 valid cases, or approximately 96 per
cent of the entire sample. The sample included 25 per cent women and 75 per cent men. 

Instrumentation
A 12-item survey was used in this study. The instrument was developed from several
sources. The first source was adapted from literature and research that related to this study
(e.g. Eidles-Maoz, 2006; Welsh, Nunez, & Petrosko, 2005; Denton & Zeytinoglu, 1993).
Another resource was through incorporating the faculty's' ideas and feedback on the form
and content of the questionnaire through a pilot study. The final questionnaire consisted of
12 items for assessing faculty members’ perceptions of a wide range of issues pertaining to
their experiences with participation in decision making. 

The questionnaire contained a number of items designed to assess how faculty members
perceive their participation in their work environment. All items in the variables (Department
size, chairperson as authority of knowledge, fear of chairperson criticisms, fear of peer disapproval, and
confidence) used a standard 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 =
agree/disagree, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree). The variable Chairperson-faculty interaction
and faculty participation in decision making  were measured with a 5-point scale (1 = never, 2 =
seldom, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, and 5 = constantly). Gender was measured by sex identity
as male or female. Age was measured by members’ self-reported years of age. 

This measure had a reliability coefficient of 0.94, indicating high reliability. Scores ranged
from 1.00 to 5.00 with a mean of 3.18, with 1 indicating a perception of a complete lack of
participation in decision-making activities and 5 indicating a perception of a high level of
involvement in decision-making. The validity of the questionnaire was assessed by ten Ph.D.
persons specialist in the field of education in Jordanian Universities. 
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Data collection and analysis
The instrument was administered by the researcher and hand scored following the
administration and scoring guidelines in the instrument. The Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS) computer program was used to analyze the collected data, using Path
Analysis, t-Test, Chi Square, and frequency distribution. In all tests of the hypotheses, the 0.05
confidence level was used for determining statistical significance.

Results
Figure 1 presents a recursive model estimated by the path-diagram for decomposing the
direct, indirect, and total effects of the causal variables on faculty members’ participation in
decision making (Chen, 1983; McClendon, 1994). Table 1 displays the amount of variance
explained in the dependent variable of members’ participation in decision making and for
three other dependent variables –confidence, fear of chairpersons' criticisms, and fear of peer
disapproval. Path coefficients of the direct, indirect, and total effects on reported faculty
members’ participation in decision making and on three other dependent variables also are
presented in Table 1. 

Influence of the Formal Structure
Academic department size: The hypothesis predicted that large department size would intensify
faculty's' fear of peer disapproval and fear of chairpersons' criticisms, and thus would be viewed as
hindering faculty participation in decision-making. The path coefficients fail to support this
argument.

As shown in Table 1, perceived department size fails to show an effect on participation in
decision making. Not only is the coefficient insignificant, it also points in the wrong direction
(beta = 0.025 and 0.015). Although faculty members  view department size as having a
moderate and significant effect on fear of chairpersons' criticisms (beta = 0.101, p < 0.05), it has
the weakest total effect on confidence (beta = _0.004) and the second- weakest effect on fear of
peer disapproval (beta = 0.071, p < 0.05). As a result, the indirect effect is insignificant and
negligible (beta =_ 0.010). 

TABLE 1: Standardized Coefficients for the Direct and Total Effects of Predictor Variables on
Endogenous Variables
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Causal Effects
Outcomes Determinant Direct Effect Indirect Total 

Effect Effect

Faculty Participation in (1) Department Size .025* -.010 .015*
decision making (2) Chairperson-Faculty Interaction .266* .033 .299*
R2 =0.030 (3) Chairpersons as Authority of knowledge -.089* -.059 -.148*
Standard error of the (4) Fear of Chairpersons' Criticisms -.047* -.007 -.054*
estimate =0.68 (5) Fear of Peer Disapproval -.131* -.093 -.224*

(6) Confidence .187* ----- .187*
(7) Gender .021* -.020 .001*
(8) Age .251* .013 .264*

Confidence (1) Department Size .039* -.035 -.004*
R2 =0.210 (2) Chairperson-Faculty Interaction .059* .043 .102*
Standard error of the (3) Chairpersons as Authority of knowledge -.081* -.114 -.195*
estimate =0.624 (4) Fear of Chairpersons' Criticisms -.039* ----- -.039*



* p < 0.05

Authority, fear, and chairperson-faculty interaction: In examining the effects of the formal
structure on members’ participation in decision-making, the researcher emphasized the
central role chairpersons play in influencing faculty members’ participation in decision-
making as reported  in the survey. As shown in Table 1, the path coefficients indicate that the
perception of the chairperson as an authority of knowledge has a moderate negative direct effect
(beta = _0.089, p < 0.05) on faculty participation in decision making. This variable also has the
second-largest effect on fear of chairpersons' criticisms (beta = 0.142, p < 0.05) and fear of peer
disapproval (beta = 0.218, p < 0.05), and the third-largest direct and total effect on faculty
members’ confidence (beta = _-0.081 and _0.195 respectively, p < 0.05). Thus, through
increasing faculty members’ fears and reducing their confidence to speak up in the
department, the perception of the chairperson as the authority of knowledge indirectly affects
members’ participation in decision-making as reported by faculty members.  Overall, this
variable has a significant total effect on faculty participation in decision-making (beta = _0.030, p
< 0.05). This supports the argument that the more faculty members perceive the chairperson as
an authority of knowledge, the less likely it is that they will participate in decision- making.
Somewhat surprisingly, fear of chairpersons' criticisms does not exert an important effect on
members’ participation in decision-making. Results of the regression analysis (see Table 1) show
the direct effect (beta = _0.047) and the indirect effect (beta = _0.007) to be insignificant and
negligible.  These findings indicate that, in assessing the role of the chairperson, other predictor
variables, rather than fear of chairpersons' criticisms, exert greater relative importance to the
understanding of faculty members’ participation in decision-making.

One of the most valuable roles chairpersons can play in influencing faculty participation in
decision-making involves their engagement with faculty members outside the department.
As Figure 1 shows, faculty members perceive chairperson-faculty interaction as influencing
their participation rate both directly and indirectly through increasing their  confidence and
through reducing their fear of chairperson's criticisms and fear of peer disapproval. Chairperson-
faculty interaction has large direct, indirect, and total effects (beta = 0.266, 0.033, and 0.299
respectively, p < 0.05) on members’ participation in decision making. We can thus conclude
that the findings support the argument that chairperson-faculty interaction outside of the
department helps faculty members learn professionalism, view criticism in a constructive
way, and enhance their confidence in the department. Chairperson-faculty interaction is thus
critical for explaining faculty members’ participation in decision making.
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(5) Fear of Peer Disapproval -.498* ----- -.498*
(6) Gender -.085* -.037 -.122*
(7) Age -.007* .027 .020*

Fear of Chairpersons' (1) Department Size .101* ----- .101*
Criticisms (2) Chairperson-Faculty Interaction -.066* ----- -.066*
R2 =0.211 (3) Chairpersons as Authority of knowledge .142* ----- .142*
Standard error of the (4) Gender -.77* ----- .077*
estimate =627 (5) Age -.059* ----- -.059*

Fear of Peer Disapproval (1) Department Size .071* ----- .071*
R2 =0.430 (2) Chairperson-Faculty Interaction -.082* ----- -.082*
Standard error of the (3) Chairpersons as Authority of knowledge .218* ----- .218*
estimate =538 (4) Gender .069* ----- .069*

(5) Age -.051* ----- -.051*



Table 2 shows that most faculty members do visit chairpersons when they have questions or
problems with their work. When we combine the categories of ‘sometimes,’ ‘often,’ and
‘constantly,’ 84.3 per cent of the faculty members reported that they visited chairpersons
when they have questions or problems with their work; 53.1 per cent reported that they
talked with their chairpersons about various issues; and 43 per cent reported that they
exchanged emails with their chairpersons. Again, when we combine the categories of
‘sometimes,’ ‘often,’ and ‘constantly,’ 21.8 per cent of the faculty members met chairpersons
in less formal/ social settings. 

TABLE 2: Frequency Distribution of Chairperson-Faculty Interaction

Influence of the informal structure
Fear of peer disapproval: In exploring the influence of the informal structure of the academic
department on faculty members’ participation in decision-making, the researcher
emphasized the role peers play in defining various rules for regulating in-department
behaviour, and peer disapproval is a way of exacting conformity to them. While certain rules
might discourage too much participation, they do not necessarily require complete
withdrawal from participation either. What, then, is the  informal norm surrounding the
appropriate rate of participation, or a ‘fair day’s work’? In this study, of those who
responded to the item regarding frequency of participation in decision-making, 17.8 per cent
reported ‘never or seldom,’ 71.5 per cent ‘sometimes or usually,’ and 10.6 per cent ‘always’
(see Table 3). Nonetheless, the faculty members’ responses suggest that an informal norm
that defines acceptable levels of participation exists. Since 71.5 per cent of faculty members
reported that ‘sometimes’ and ‘usually’ might be the informal norm of acceptable rates of
participation in decision-making. Members who reported ‘always’ (10.6 per cent) might be
those who tend to dominate participation in decision-making, while those who answered
‘never or seldom’ (17.8 per cent) might make little, if any, contribution to participation in
decision making. Either way, that pattern of behaviour in the department might not be
highly valued by peers.
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Items Never Seldom Some Often Constantly
times

I see the chairperson when I have questions N 3 25 48 67 36
or problems with my course work. per cent 1.7 14.0 26.8 37.4 20.1

Cumulative
per cent 1.7 15.7 42.5 79.9 100.0

I exchange emails with the chairperson. N 55 47 43 26 8
per cent 30.7 26.3 24.0 14.5 4.5
Cumulative
per cent 30.7 57.0 81.0 95.5 100.0

I discuss various issues with the` Ν 35 49 58 28 9
chairperson (graduate school, career per cent 19.6 27.3 32.4 15.7 5.00
opportunities, etc.). Cumulative

per cent 19.6 46.9 79.3 95.0 100.0

I meet with the chairperson in less Ν 89 51 28 8 3
formal/social settings. per cent 49.7 28.4 15.6 4.5 1.7

Cumulative
per cent 49.7 78.2 93.8 98.3 100.0



Table 3: Rates of Faculty Members Participation in Decision Making: Young and Old Faculty
Members (Chi Square)

Chi Square Test 2-tailed Sig. p < 0.01

In assessing the role peers play in exacting conformity to the informal norm that
circumscribes participation in decision making, faculty members report fear of peer disapproval
as affecting participation both directly and indirectly, which produced the third largest total
effect (beta = _0.224, p < 0.05; see Table 1). The indirect effect of fear of peer disapproval mainly
derives from its influence on confidence. In fact, among all variables studied, it has the largest
negative effect on confidence (beta = 0.498, p < 0.05). 

Faculty Members’ Attributes and their Participation in Decision Making:
Age: Research has found age to be a strong predictor of faculty members'  participation in
decision making_older faculty members are more likely to participate than younger ones as
does faculty self-reported participation in decision making. The path coefficients show that
age has both the second-largest direct effect and the second-largest total effect (beta = 0.251
and 0.264, respectively, p < 0.05; see Table 1) on faculty participation in decision making. The
researcher also divided the study sample into two groups_young members ( 28-40 years old)
and old members ( 41 or more years old)_for comparison. As Table 3 shows, about 70 per
cent of both groups reported that they ‘sometimes or usually’ participate in decision making
(72.3 per cent and 69.6 per cent respectively). The majority of members, both younger and
older, reported conforming to the peer ‘normative pressure’ (Weidman, 1989) of
participation at a level of ‘sometimes or usually.’ Nonetheless, young members were 1.7
times more likely to report that they ‘never’ or ‘seldom’ participate in decision making, while
older faculty were nearly 2.4 times more likely to report that they ‘always’ participate. Once
again, this suggests that the few who assume primary responsibility for participating are
more likely to be older faculty members, and therefore  younger faculty members are less
likely to participate in decision-making.

Finally, viewing age as a primary status variable helps us understand why older faculty
members may perceive power differences differently from younger ones, and why, perhaps,
they report their participation to be less influenced by faculty ‘peers,’ fear of chairperson
criticism, and other variables. 

T-test results shown in Table 4 compare younger and older faculty members on all the
predictor variables. These results suggest that older ones were less likely to view large
department size and lack of opportunity (p < 0.01) as a hindrance to participation in decision-
making or to be restrained by fear of peer disapproval or fear of chairpersons’ criticisms (p < 0.01).
Older members report having a higher level of confidence (p < 0.01). Further, they were
slightly less likely to view the chairperson as an authority of knowledge, and engaged in a
slightly higher level of chairperson-faculty interaction, but these differences were statistically
insignificant.

ISEA ñ Volume 35, Number 2, 200794

How often do you participate in decision making? Younger Faculty Older Faculty
N per cent N per cent

Never or Seldom 27 19.7 5 11.9
Sometimes or Usually 99 72.3 29 69.0
Always 11 8.0 8 19.1
Total 137 100.0 42 100.0



TABLE 4: Comparing Young and Old Faculty on Participation and Predictor Variables (T-Test)

Gender: The study results indicate that gender has little or no effect on self reported
participation rates. As Table 1 shows, gender has the smallest direct and total effect (beta =
0.021 and 0.001, respectively) among all predictor variables. That means the study
hypothesis is not supported by this evidence.

Confidence: As Collins (1984) points out, confidence is a form of social energy that both
upholds and is produced by social structure. The findings of this study support this view. In
the path model, formal and informal structural variables explain over 50 per cent of the
variance in faculty members’  confidence as a hindrance to participation in decision-making as
reported by faculty members. The model also shows that confidence directly affects members’
participation in decision-making (beta = 0.187, p < 0.05). Although in the path model
confidence is found to have only the fourth-largest direct effect and the fifth-largest total effect
on faculty members’  participation in decision making, the findings nevertheless support the
view that confidence is both affected by and sustains the social structure of the academic
department.

Discussion and conclusion
This study recommends that we understand factors that influence faculty members’
participation in decision-making within the framework of the academic department as a
social organization, and the study data offers evidence to support this notion. The path
model shows that elements of the department’s formal and informal structures and of faculty
members’  attributes directly and indirectly influence members’ participation in decision-
making. These findings help clarify sometimes contradictory arguments in the literature
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Variables Faculty Age N Mean Sig. (2-tailed)

Faculty Participation in Decision
Making Young Faculty 137 3.11 0.001

Old Faculty 42 3.90

Department Size & Opportunities Young Faculty 137 3.09 0.001

Old Faculty 42 2.81

Chairperson-Faculty Interaction Young Faculty 137 2.50 0.082

Old Faculty 42 2.47

Chairperson as Authority
of Knowledge Young Faculty 137 3.18 0.092

Old Faculty 42 3.29

Fear of Chairperson’s Criticisms Young Faculty 137 3.12 0.001

Old Faculty 42 2.12

Fear of Peer Disapproval Young Faculty 137 2.51 0.001

Old Faculty 42 2.17

Confidence Young Faculty 137 2.27 0.001

Old Faculty 42 2.57



about the role the chairperson, faculty, and the department structure play in affecting
participation. Several variables from the study survey of faculty members’ perceptions
exhibit substantial influence on participation in decision-making. Most notably, these
include two measures of the formal structure as reported by faculty members: (chairperson-
faculty interaction and faculty members’ perception of chairperson as the authority of knowledge);
one measure of the informal structure: (faculty members’ fear of peer disapproval); and two
measures of faculty members’ attributes: (age and confidence). The most important finding to
emerge from this investigation, however, pertains to chairperson-faculty interaction outside the
department. While the study survey results suggest that participation is constrained by the
organization of the department, faculty members report that chairperson interaction outside
the department influences their participation within it. We can take faculty members’
perceptions of chairperson-faculty interaction as a starting point to discuss the theoretical and
practical implications of the study findings.

Formal and informal structure
The findings of this study show that among 8 causal variables investigated, chairperson-
faculty interaction seems to have the largest direct, indirect, and total effect on participation,
as reported by faculty members. This suggests, therefore, that chairpersons not only
indirectly shape department dynamics but also directly influence faculty members’
behaviours in the academic department through the relationship they develop with their
faculty members during out-of department activities. 

This finding helps us understand how chairperson-faculty interaction might influence faculty
participation in decision-making. Significant chairperson-faculty interaction outside the
department is often considered an advantage of small, and liberal arts, colleges. In contrast,
the department itself remains the focal point of faculty-faculty and chairperson-faculty
interactions in the larger colleges. This does not mean, however, that faculty members at
such colleges do not interact with chairpersons outside the department. 

According to the faculty members the study surveyed, chairperson-faculty interaction
outside the department remained the most important variable affecting self-reported
participation in decision making. As others point out, narrowing the social distance between
the chairperson and the faculty can diminish this negative influence on participation.
Moreover, the data suggests that faculty members’ views of  the chairperson as the authority
of knowledge reduces self confidence, increases fear of criticism, and hinders participation.

Thus, while chairperson-faculty interaction might be expected and encouraged in small
colleges, this is probably not so in larger universities. Faculty and administrators would do
well to acknowledge and even reward this important activity, particularly in contexts where
chairperson-faculty interaction is otherwise undervalued. Only by recognizing the value of
establishing and sustaining strong chairperson-faculty relationships will resources and
rewards be available to encourage them.

In examining the informal structure, the evidence suggests that conformity to group norms,
and thus fear of peer disapproval, has a large negative effect on self-reported participation. Fear
emerges from a lack of knowledge, uncertainties in the environment, and insecurity within
oneself. Characteristics of the conventional large department typically promote such
feelings. For example, segregation of chairperson and faculty create social isolation within
the department, often accompanied by stress, fear, and the development of an informal
system to either survive or ‘beat’ the formal system. Fostering a learning community using a
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collaborative approach may entail, for instance, forming smaller work groups within a larger
department, opening channels for horizontal communication among faculty members, and
empowering them by partially shifting department organization goal setting and knowledge
creation from the chairperson to the faculty members. Moreover, one might argue that doing
so also encourages faculty members to come to university better prepared, since their action
affects not just themselves but others as well.

Faculty attributes
Faculty members’ age showed an important influence on self-reported participation. Do
campuses and academic departments that serve large numbers of older faculty members
enjoy higher levels of faculty participation in decision-making? It remains unclear what
larger numbers of older faculty members might mean in terms of overall faculty participation
in decision making. At first, one might expect that departments with older faculty members,
who bring both wider experiences and a greater willingness to share them, would have
increased overall participation. At the same time, if what persistently constrains faculty
participation remains operative, then contributions might continue to be limited to a few.
The ‘consolidation of responsibility’ might well persist and simply be located with older
faculty members. Indeed, the division between those who participate and those who mainly
maintain  mere ‘civil attention’ might simply harden. It remains an open question whether
larger numbers of older faculty members who enter the department will alter this
overarching tendency.

This study found gender to have little effect on self-reported participation. Its modest
influence on faculty members’ fears (of chairperson’s criticism and peer disapproval), and
confidence, however, might affect participation in other ways not measured in the present
study. A more detailed understanding and investigation of how gender and gender
differences between the respondent and the chairperson may influence these variables and
other measures of faculty participation seems warranted. 

The path model of this study further shows that reports of faculty members’ confidence not
only directly influences self-reported participation but also mediates the effect of almost all
other predictor variables. Confidence not only represents a core ingredient that provides the
energy that animates social organization, but it is also simultaneously produced by it.
Because emotions such as confidence so greatly affect department dynamics, it becomes
essential to understand how we might enhance faculty confidence and so energize the
department. The influence of confidence no doubt extends beyond direct faculty
participation in decision-making and into various other measures of participation as well.
Future research might further examine how other structural variables enhance or depress
faculty members’ confidence as well as how confidence relates to various dimensions of
faculty members’ participation in decision-making.

The path model of this study did not explore the non-reciprocal effects of the variables in this
study, though surely many are at play. The researcher suspects these effects to be moderate
and believes that knowing them would not substantially alter the study conclusions.
However, future research is needed to investigate such non-reciprocal effects and to assess
their impact on this research model and on our understanding of faculty members’
participation in decision-making. 

It seems essential to recognize what the chairperson can do to support faculty participation
in decision-making, as well as to acknowledge how their efforts might be limited by
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conditions beyond their control. The path model this research proposes  helps sort through
the myriad factors that do influence self-reported participation and situates them within a
framework that understands the academic department as a social organization with formal
and informal structures. The analysis suggests that there are ways whereby the chairperson
can foster participation in decision-making. Encouraging chairperson interaction with
faculty members outside the department to cultivate learning communities, for instance, is
one such way. 

Chairpersons are influenced by the broader social context within which they operate and
which constrains their ability to devote the time and energy necessary to engage faculty
members and move toward the development of learning communities. It would be
worthwhile for future research to investigate those characteristics of the chairpersons and of
the chairperson’s environment that encourage interaction with faculty members inside and
outside the academic department setting. 

The formal and informal environments of the institutions of higher education in Jordan
influence their internationalization policies, academic values, and international practices.
Faculty members’ participation in decision-making influences international relations by
increasing international research publications, increasing co-authored research articles with
international colleges, increasing funding, and implementing the national reform of higher
education. Higher education institutions engage in international relations to increase the
academic quality of their research and education, attract new students and to compete for
funding.

As societal influences transformed the structure and purpose of institutions of higher
education, faculty members also served to modify the leadership role of department
chairpersons and determine the decision-making competencies required for success. Today,
in the internationalized and globalized society of the 21st century, the nature of  the
chairperson’s decision-making competencies continues to evolve. Therefore, future research
should focus on studying variables between and among decision-making participation’s
across institutions of higher education in Jordan, the wider Arab World and through
international perspectives in order to investigate similarities and differences in response. 

In this age of globalization of educational markets, higher education institutions have to be
aggressive in their internationalization strategies to be competitive in the global market. To
survive through this century, Jordanian higher education institutions have to expand their
international networks and strengthen ties with institutions abroad. Only through the
effective use of decision making strategies and increasing participation of faculty members in
decision making such objectives can be achieved today.
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