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ABSTRACT 
[bookmark: _Hlk222132323]Leadership is the process of influencing the activities of an individual or a group towards attaining a specific set of goals. This influence can either be negative or positive depending on the leadership style adopted. This study established the relationship between leadership styles and employee productivity in the manufacturing sector in Malawi, Southern Africa. It used a mixed method approach that included data collected from questionnaires and interviews along with statistical testing using the Spearman’s rank correlation in SPSS. Results showed that in the Malawian manufacturing sector, based on employee perceptions, the most prevalent leadership style was the autocratic leadership style and the least prevalent was the Laissez-Faire leadership style. The democratic leadership was considered the most effective style for enhancing productivity, however, only the persuasive leadership style had a positive significant correlation with employee productivity (rs = 0.554, p < 0.01). It is recommended that organisations should formulate leadership policies that mix leadership styles such as democratic and persuasive leadership to enhance employee productivity. 
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[bookmark: _Hlk177325099][bookmark: _Hlk167378924]INTRODUCTION 
Over the years, various scholars have studied the concept of leadership with the aim of understanding and improving the inherent benefits of effective leadership, as such several definitions of leadership have emerged. Although the general consensus over time has been that leadership is a difficult concept to define (Winston and Patterson, 2006), however, more recent definitions describe it as “the ability to influence people to willingly follow one’s guidance or adhere to one’s decisions” (Rue and Byars, 2017) and “the process of influencing the activities of an individual or a group towards attainment of a common goal or a set of goals” (Northouse, 2018). 
There are numerous leaderships styles that exist in workplaces such as persuasive, laissez-faire, autocratic and democratic leadership; they are assumed to have a significant impact on the productivity of employees in an organization. Productivity is directly influenced by labour performance (specifically human labour) which is a key resource in any organization. Effective leadership styles in the workplace have been linked to increased productivity and labour performance along with good individual and group behaviour Leadership is a major element that determines the success of an organizations and/or government as it offers direction and purpose towards achieving the goals of the organization (Beyene et al., 2016).
The purpose of the study was to examine the relationship between leadership styles and employee productivity in the manufacturing sector in Malawi, using Candlex Limited as a case study. Specifically, to determine if there is a correlation (either negative or positive) between leadership styles and employee productivity. Related studies in this region have not yet examined how leadership styles influence employee and organizational performance especially in the manufacturing sector. 
Candlex Limited is a growing, aggressive, and leading manufacturer and marketer of quality home and personal care products (i.e., laundry powder, bathing soaps and cosmetics) that are distributed through independent shops, retail and wholesale chains scattered across Malawi. This manufacturing company has been functioning in Malawi for over 30 years and has significantly contributed to Malawi’s economic development and employment creation. Recently Candlex Limited has highlighted that low employee productivity has become a major problem that is due to the application of leadership styles that are not suitable for certain situations/challenges within the organization This has also impacted production targets (creating large financial gaps), employee retention and motivation (Chikhambi and Mafeni, personal communication). 
Nowadays, due to major transformation and innovation in the manufacturing sector, concerns regarding appropriate leadership styles (that are aligned with these changes) have been brought forward (Bass et al., 2003). Especially finding effective leadership styles that optimize productivity in all spheres (government, public and private) (Ogbonna and Harris, 2021). According to Bass et al. (2003), positive leadership influences productivity in both the workers and the organization. It is therefore imperative to choose the best and most experienced leaders for management positions; who can apply different leadership styles based on the situation/challenge. An effective leadership style improves employee retention, motivation, and productivity and thus, our study will contribute to theory and practice of leadership in organizations and public policies. It will also recommend a leadership framework for improving employee productivity in the manufacturing sector in Malawi which will be used by students, researchers, academic scholars, managers/ leaders, employees and Malawi government authorities. 
[bookmark: _Hlk167372183]The Malawi Government has recently expressed “the desire and resolve to be an inclusively wealthy and self-reliant industrialized upper-middle-income country by the year 2063” (Government of Malawi, 2020, p.11) and has recognised manufacturing along with visionary and transformative leadership as key components towards the attainment of Malawi’s Vision 2063 (Government of Malawi, 2020). Therefore, this study will make a significant contribution towards the advancement of knowledge to help the country’s goal and vision. 
The main aim of this study was to establish the relationship between leadership style and employees’ productivity in the manufacturing sector in Malawi through a) investigating the prevalent leadership styles b) determining effective leadership styles on productivity based on employee rating and c) assess the relationship between leadership styles and employee productivity. The study will be guided by the following questions pertaining to the manufacturing sector in Malawi: 
· What is the prevalent leadership styles?
·  What is the employees’ rating of effective leadership styles on employee productivity?
· [bookmark: _Hlk170304702]What is the relationship between leadership style and employee productivity? 

METHODOLOGY 
Research philosophy, approach and methodological choice 
This study used the research onion framework which explains pictorially the various aspects of the research to be examined through providing steps to formulate a research design and methodology (Saunders et al., 2019). This study also used ontological assumptions, or “nature of reality” faced in research because assumptions are inevitable as a researcher (Burrell and Morgan, 2019). Additionally, the pragmatism philosophy was used to incorporate both qualitative and quantitative elements of the study. In this instance, the researcher is an objective analyst of the external world; the end-product of research are law-like generalization (Saunders et al., 2019). There are 3 types of research approaches namely, deduction, induction, and abduction approach (Creswell and Creswell, 2017) and this study used the abduction approach. This combines qualitative and quantitative approaches to determine the relationship between the dependent variable “productivity” and the independent variables “leadership styles”. A mixed methods approach (using two or more methods of research mainly qualitative and quantitative methods) was also used. 

Research strategy and time horizon 
The research strategy used in the study was the survey method which is done using questionnaires or structured interviews (Schwedt, 2007). This study also used the cross-sectional time horizon which is a short-term study involving collection of data at a specific point of time. Data was collected in September 2022 (1 month) and the time horizon for the study was from August to October 2022. 
[bookmark: _Hlk171072195]Study location 
The study was conducted at the Candlex Regional Office in Makata Industrial area Blantyre, Malawi. This organization was selected because it was in convenient and easily accessible for data collection (close to the respondents) within a specified time frame. Candlex has also been reported as a growing, aggressive, and leading manufacturer and marketer of home and personal care solutions that has a long history (over 30 years) of delivering good quality products. Candlex contributes significantly to Malawi’s economic development by adding value and creating employment and was therefore ideal for this study. 
Study design 
The target population for this study at Candlex included members of staff (both male and female) at different levels (junior and senior) in the production management unit, accountants, senior management, auxiliary staff members and administrators (clerks). They were targeted based on their capacity to provide relevant information concerning leadership styles. Furthermore, “convenience sampling” was applied on senior management and these respondents in leadership roles were contacted telephonically at the researcher’s discretion. 
Sample size 
A sample size is a subset/sampling unit, or a group chosen from a larger population with the aim of yielding information about the population. According to literature, a good sample size needs to be representative and of adequate or sufficient size to allow for confidence in the stability of its characteristics. For this study, the sample size was determined using the Yamane (1967) formula which is as follows:


 
Data collection
Data collection was done using structured questionnaires which are reliable, easy and inexpensive research instruments that consists of a group of questions designated to elicit information from an informant to a respondent (Schwedt, 2007). Questionnaires were distributed to the staff of Candlex Limited to gather information related to the specific objectives of this study. Other documents (books, journal articles, dissertations etc.) were reviewed to obtain further required information and data as part of the “quantitative analysis” aspect of this study. We used a leadership style scale that was adopted from Bass and Avolio (1990) with five-point scale answers and ratings ranging from a minimum of 1.0 (strongly disagree) to a maximum of 5.0 (strongly agree). The employee productivity scale (adopted from Yousef, 2000) was used and employees rated their own productivity from a scale of 1 (very low) to 5 (very high).  
Data analysis 
After collection, the data was analyzed descriptively using tables, figures, graphs, diagrams and percentages. A Spearman’s rank correlation was done using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) which is used to measure the strength of the relationship between two variables and to compute their association. Basically, a correlation analysis calculates the level of change in one variable due to the change in the other (Duckett and Macfarlane, 2003). A Spearman’s rank correlation (denoted as rs) is used to evaluate relationships involving ordinal variable correlations, specifically when two variables have been ranked and “causation” needs to be established (i.e. the increase in one variable resulting in an increase/decrease in the other variable). In this study, a Spearman’s rank correlation was used to assess relationship between leadership styles and employee productivity. The sign of the correlation coefficient indicates the relationship between the variables, while its magnitude indicates the strength of the relationship (Table 1). Spearman's correlation coefficients range from -1 to +1 and the sign of the coefficient indicates whether it is a positive or negative monotonic relationship.

Table 1: Correlation coefficients and correlation strength
	Correlation Coefficient
	Correlation Strength

	0.1 – 0.3
	Weak correlation

	0.3 – 0.5
	Moderate correlation

	0.5 – 1
	Strong correlation






Validity, ethical considerations and research constraints  
The questionnaire was subjected to a rigorous validity test which refers to the extent to which an empirical measure adequately reflects the real meaning of the concept under consideration (Babbie and Rubin, 1989). As such, the questionnaire was tested for credibility, transferability, and dependability (Lincoln and Guba, 2011). Before the research was conducted, some preliminary steps were taken to ensure that ethical measures were followed. These included letters of consent for the research to be conducted and support from the university which granted the researcher permission to distribute questionnaires and collect data for academic purposes. The anonymity and confidentiality of each participant was observed, and questions and research findings were devoid of any biases in either language, words, gender, sexual orientation, race or ethnic group, disability, or age. Some research constraints included time, finance (printing, internet bundles, travel expenses) and technical constraints (network failures). A summary of the research methodology is found in Table 2.  

Table 1: Research Methodology Summary
	Item 
	Details

	Research Type
	Descriptive, Correlation Research

	Time Horizon
	Cross-sectional study design (August 2022-October 2022)

	Research Strategy & Methodology
	Survey Strategy (structured questionnaires adopted from other studies), Mixed Methods (both qualitative and quantitative).

	Sampling Technique & Sample Size
	Convenience Sampling, 45 respondents from a population of 87 staff members at Candlex.

	Data Analysis
	Demographic Profile
Descriptive Analysis
Spearman’s Rank Correlation in SPSS



RESULTS
Response rate and demographic characteristics 
From the initial sample size of 82 respondents, 45 completed and returned the questionnaires which equated to a 55% response rate. Adequate response rates have been reported as 40% and 50% respectively for descriptive studies (Creswell, 2003; Mugenda and Mugenda, 2003). Demographic characteristics included gender, age, and educational level. Firstly, in terms of gender, 64.4% constituted of male respondents while 35.6% comprised of female respondents (Table 3). This was mainly because the majority of the staff at Candlex Limited are male thus making the respondents mostly males. In terms of age, most of the respondents (69%) were in the age range of 40-45 years and this was followed by the age range of 25- 30 years (11%) (Table 3). Additionally, 79% of the respondents had secondary school education, while 20% obtained bachelor’s and 9% had a postgraduate degree (Masters). The findings indicated that most of the respondents had worked between 5 and 10 years, 24.4% had worked for 10 – 15 years and 26.7% had worked for 0– 5 years (Table 3). 
Table 2: The respondents’ demographic profiles (n = 45)

	Demographic Variables
	Description 
	Percentage (%) 

	Age (Years)
	<25 
	9 

	
	25-30 
	11

	
	31-35 
	2

	
	41- 45 
	69

	
	>46 
	9

	Gender
	Male 
	64.4

	
	Female 
	35.6

	Level of Education 
	High School (MSCE) 
	71

	
	Bachelor 
	20

	
	Masters 
	9

	Period of Employment (Years) 
	0-5 
	26.7

	
	5-10
	48.9

	
	10-15 
	24.4



Prevalent leadership styles and the influence of leadership style on productivity.
[bookmark: _Hlk179053561]The first specific objective of the study was to investigate the prevalent types of leadership styles being used in the manufacturing sector in Malawi. Figure 1 showed that respondents perceived autocratic leadership as the most prevalent (25 respondents) and Laissez-Faire leadership was the least prevalent (2 respondents). The second objective of the study was to assess how leadership styles influence employee productivity based on ratings by the employees using a productivity scale (1-5). Democratic leadership was rated as the most effective on their own productivity (3.63) while autocratic leadership was rated as the least effective (2.44) (Figure 2).
Figure 2: Graph showing how employees rated the influence of leadership style on their own productivity.
Figure 1: Graph showing the prevalent leadership styles in the manufacturing sector in Malawi based on distribution/respondent scores.


The third objective was to determine the relationship between leadership styles and productivity using the Spearman’s Rank Correlation analysis. Results of the Spearman’s Rank Correlation (Table 4) showed that only the persuasive leadership style had a positive and strong correlation with employee productivity in the manufacturing sector (rs = 0.554, p < 0.01). An increase in the use of persuasive leadership style results in a strongly positive change in employee productivity levels. There was a positive, significant but moderate correlation between democratic leadership style and employees’ productivity in the manufacturing sector (rs = 0.304, p < 0.05) (Table 4). Both autocratic and laissez-faire leadership styles had a weak, correlation with productivity. 

Table 3: Spearman’s Rank Correlation Analysis results (** p<0.01 (2-tailed; *p<0.05; n=45).   
	
	
	Variable

	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1
	Employees’ Productivity
	1
	
	
	
	

	2
	Autocratic
	0.236
	1
	
	
	

	3
	Democratic
	0.304*
	-.627**
	1
	
	

	4
	Persuasive
	0.554**
	0.278
	-0.09
	1
	

	5
	Laissez-faire
	0.285
	-.616**
	.955**
	-0.085
	1 



DISCUSSION 
Prevalent leadership styles used in the manufacturing sector in Malawi
The first objective of this study was to identify the types of leadership styles that are most prevalent in the manufacturing sector in Malawi using Candlex Limited as a case study example. The autocratic leadership style was ranked as the most prevalent and laissez-faire as the least prevalent. Based on these results, we assumed that most manufacturing companies in Malawi prefer autocratic leadership; where the leader/ manager controls all the decisions with minimal input from employees. However, this leadership style is disliked by employees as it has been shown to increase job stress (Harms et al., 2018). Also, autocratic leaders often make decisions independently without consulting employees, this often leads to a disconnect between leader and employee (Jaafar and Zambi, 2021). In contrast to our findings, other studies worldwide have observed that democratic leadership was the most dominant in the manufacturing sector. This is based on the notion that democratic leaders value teamwork and encourage employees to share opinions and ideas that foster creativity and overall engagement (Amiscua et al., 2018). Furthermore, the democratic leadership style is usually the most prevalent in organizations as it is more “employee-centered” (Setiawan et al., 2021). The prevalence of the autocratic leadership style in the manufacturing sector in Malawi may imply that most employees are possibly excluded from decision-making and cannot openly express their opinions and emotions. This has negative consequences not only on productivity, but also on other workplace dynamics such as conflict resolution, employee involvement, self-confidence and overall quality of work. Employees that are not trusted with important decisions and tasks may question the value they bring to this sector (Harms et al., 2018). 
The influence of leadership style on productivity 
[bookmark: _Hlk177388227]The second objective was to determine the leadership style that employees perceived to influence their own productivity the most. The third objective was to assess the relationship between leadership styles and productivity using the Spearman’s Rank Correlation. Studies have suggested that businesses in the manufacturing sector should focus on selecting leadership styles based on their correlation with productivity. This is fundamental for creating pleasant work environments that maximize employee productivity and supports overall economic growth in countries (Suprayitno, 2024). 
Democratic Leadership 
Democratic leadership was ranked as the style that employees perceived to have the most influence on their productivity (based on the productivity ratings). It also had a positive moderate correlation with productivity based on the Spearman’s Rank. This implied that it is a suitable leadership style for employees in the manufacturing sector in Malawi even though our earlier findings showed that it is amongst the least prevalent styles. Democratic leadership creates cohesion amongst employees; where everyone is free to express themselves and allows for complex issues to be resolved quickly and easily (Shanmugam et al., 2020).  Other studies which showed a positive correlation between employee productivity and democratic leadership included and Bhargavi and Yaseen (2016) and Oussible and Tinaztepe (2022). These studies concluded that democratic leadership positively influenced the productivity of employees, as it provides freedom of expression, the implementation of creative ideas and allows for employee participation in the decision-making process. 
Persuasive Leadership
The persuasive leadership style had the highest, positive and significant relationship with productivity. Persuasive leadership is highly correlated with productivity because persuasive leaders can influence employee behaviors and encourage mindset shifts. They communicate their vision and directives to their employees clearly and convincingly. A persuasive leader is strong and has centralized control (makes decisions for the business) however, they are also open to employee opinions and emotions. Iman and Lestari (2019) suggested that companies should apply the persuasive leadership style as it not only improves employee productivity, but it is also the most trusted style by employees. These results indicated that persuasive leadership is the best style to implement for increased productivity and employee performance in the manufacturing industry in Malawi. 
Autocratic Leadership
An interesting observation from our study was that autocratic leadership had the lowest productivity rating by employees and had a weak correlation with productivity despite it being the most prevalent style in the manufacturing industry in Malawi. However, this is in line with Setiawan et al., (2021) who also found that autocratic leadership had either no effect and/or a negative effect on employee efficiency. This is because autocratic leaders often make or force employees to be productive using a lot of incentives and rewards. Employees are often pressured or fearful when performing tasks under this leadership style rendering it ineffective on productivity. They are often stressed and have lower levels of productivity (Gastil, 1994). Similarly, a study done in the Chinese manufacturing industry concluded that autocratic leadership resulted in decreased company performance (Wei and Vasudevan, 2022). Additionally, Peker et al. (2018) noted that autocratic leadership discourages innovation and providing solutions for problems and thus should be avoided to improve company performance. Moreover, a study that was done in Gomal University in Pakistan also showed that autocratic leadership had the least impact on employee output, effectiveness and success in the manufacturing sector (Khan et al., 2023). 
Laissez-faire Leadership Style
[bookmark: _Hlk177384747][bookmark: _Hlk179055225]This leadership style was the least prevalent in the manufacturing industry in Malawi, was rated as ineffective on productivity (by employees) and was not correlated with productivity (based on the Spearman’s Rank Correlation). This was in line with our assumptions because the laissez-faire leadership style has been shown as an ineffective style linked to poor employee performance and lack of motivation. Laissez-faire leaders often fail to guide employees and do not believe in a punishment and/or reward system (Smajlović et al., 2019). The relationship between Laissez-Faire leadership and company productivity was rejected in a study done in the manufacturing sector in China. They concluded that when the laissez-faire leadership style is applied then the company performance declines (Wei and Vasudevan, 2022). This is mainly because laissez-faire leaders are often viewed as inefficient, unserious and “relaxed” therefore employees underperform and fail to achieve their work goals and targets. This leadership style can be successful in some instances where employees have a clear understanding of their tasks and how to execute them with minimal input and there is trust between employees and leaders (Jony et al., 2019; Hurd, 2020). 

The laissez-faire leadership style has become more prevalent after the COVID-19 pandemic which increased remote and hybrid work options (Noor, 2021). Virtual work has encouraged this leadership style as employees prefer to work more independently and “freely” which is has forced a more laissez-faire management style. The pandemic changed the way businesses operate, prevalent leadership styles and how employees view the relationship between work and well-being (i.e. work life-balance) (Desgourdes et al., 2023). Laissez-faire leadership has been shown to be the least favourable leadership style in the industrial sector generally and is associated with employees who are less engaged in their work and do not reach their goals as shown in as study done in Indonesia (Xuefeng, 2023). 

In Malawi, this style of leadership is the least practiced in the manufacturing sector as management fears that it gives employees too much freedom without supervision which may lead to confusion, indecision, decreased motivation when executing tasks and ultimately low productivity and under used potential. A suggestion is that industrial companies must incorporate strategies that include empowered leadership and psychological empowerment practices that result in innovation, better motivation, goal attainment and commitment to the organization (Turcotte‐Légaré et al., 2023; Suprayitno, 2024). 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study therefore contributed to expanding the body of knowledge on prevalent leadership styles and their relationship with the productivity of workers in manufacturing sector (based on employee perceptions and statistical testing). We showed that autocratic leadership was the most prevalent leadership style and Laissez-Faire was the least prevalent.

Our findings can help recommend a leadership framework that can improve employee productivity based on the selection of the most suitable leadership style(s). Through the established framework, the study contributed to the theory and practice of leadership in organisations and public policy. It also aimed to close the existing gap in current literature by providing a local case study example from the Southern African region and also compared findings to relevant international studies.  The study’s first contribution to the theory of leadership is that only democratic and persuasive leadership styles had a statistically significant and positive correlation with employees’ productivity in the manufacturing sector in Malawi. Democratic leadership also influenced employee productivity based on the employee productivity scale. Autocratic and laissez-faire leadership styles showed no significant correlation with employee productivity. Autocratic leadership may not be correlated with employee productivity as these leaders prefer to make decisions alone and often chose to assign tasks to subordinates without any prior consultation (tasks and methods are imposed on members). Additionally, there is little communication between the leader and the employees resulting in tension, fear and resentment between the two parties. 

[bookmark: _Hlk178996959]Results of the study are also relevant to practice of leadership in organizations and suggested that leaders in the manufacturing industry should make use of a combination of leadership styles for better management. From the findings in this study, it can be concluded that supervisors who intend to derive the best out of their employees should try and exhibit characteristics related to mainly democratic and persuasive leadership styles. The se findings were also relevant to public policy in Malawi, especially the realisation of policy goals set by the Government of Malawi in the Malawi Vision 2063 (Government of Malawi, 2020). The country “desires and resolves to be an inclusively wealthy and self-reliant industrialized upper-middle-income country by the year 2063” (Government of Malawi, 2020, p.11). The Government of Malawi recognises that manufacturing and visionary, transformative leadership as key enablers to attainment of Malawi Vision 2063 (Government of Malawi, 2020). Therefore, on one hand, through manufacturing, Malawi desires to have a “vibrant knowledge-based economy with a strong manufacturing industry driven by productive and commercially vibrant agriculture and mining sectors (Government of Malawi, 2020). On the other hand, visionary and transformative leadership is important in championing mind-set changes (Government of Malawi, 2020, p.17). The study established that democratic and persuasive leadership styles have a statistically significant and positive correlation with employees’ productivity in the manufacturing sector in Malawi which is a significant finding for policy-makers, capacity building and improved productivity. Therefore, the research on relationship between leadership styles and employees’ productivity is significant for the attainment of Malawi Vision 2063 as it will help the manufacturing sector in Malawi become vibrant and effective. 
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Employee ratings of how Leadership Styles influence their own Productivity 
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Prevalence of Leadership Styles in the Manufacturing Sector in Malawi
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