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Introduction
Imagine a newborn with muscles the size of a professional bodybuilder. Hard (and a little dis-

turbing) to imagine, right? Just as babies are not born with well-developed physical capabili-

ties, they also are not hardwired with all of the skills needed to be good leaders. Rather, people 

develop the skills, starting in childhood, that result in them becoming effective leaders. Educa-

tional institutions recognize how important leadership skills are for students’ long-term suc-

cess at work and in life and that like many skills such as math and writing, it is important for 

people to begin developing and practicing those skills as early as possible.

As a result, the number of leadership programs in educa-

tional settings — particularly college campuses — is increas-

ing. Some forward-thinking institutions that CCL is working 

with are moving away from supplemental leadership pro-

grams, and instead are striving to build leadership devel-

opment into the very fabric of the college experience. For 

instance, at Southern Methodist University’s Lyle School of 

Engineering, in addition to formal, stand-alone “leadership 

programs,” faculty in a first-year engineering course inte-

grate leadership lessons and insights into team-based robot 

design engineering projects.

While there is broad-based recognition of the importance of 

helping students develop their leadership capabilities, there 

is limited empirical research regarding young peoples’ be-

liefs about leadership. Do students believe leadership is 

something that can be learned? Do they believe they can 

be leaders, even at their young age? Finally, what do stu-

dents think effective leaders do?

College students’ beliefs and expectations about leaders 

have important implications for their development of lead-

ership skills. People use their own ideas about leadership to 

decide how to develop leadership skills themselves and how 

they identify effective leadership in others.

1

World Leadership  
Survey for Students
About the Survey: The WLS-S 

is a survey of students’ views 

on leadership and important 

workplace issues. The survey 

is administered online to col-

lege and graduate students 

over the age of 18. The sample 

of 116 native U.S. students rep-

resented in this report include:

• 73% Female

• 27% Male

• Mean age = 23 years old

• 11 % 1st Year Undergrad

• 16% 2nd Year Undergrad

• 17% 3rd Year Undergrad

• 47% 4th Year(+) Undergrad

• 9% Graduate
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Students tend to believe that people develop 

into leaders more than they believe people 

are born leaders (with a mean score of 63 

on a scale from 0 being “all born” to 100 

representing “all made”). There were no dif-

ferences in responses to this item between 

students who had been through a leadership 

development program and those who had 

not. When asked to weigh (by distributing 100 

points across three options) what is most im-

portant in developing leaders, students priori-

tize experiences most highly (mean=45/100) 

followed by training (mean=27/100) and, lastly, 

traits (mean=23/100). Clearly, while students 

believe that people are born with a predispo-

sition to be a leader (e.g. leaders have certain 

traits), they believe that whether or not some-

one is a leader is a result of individual learn-

ing of leadership skills and having experiences 

to develop their leadership “muscles.”

Part of developing as a leader is practicing be-

ing a leader, and the vast majority of students 

(94%) believe that people of any age can act 

as leaders. In fact, beginning leadership devel-

opment at an early age gives youth learn the 

skills they need and have time to practice and 

hone those skills, which are so desired in the 

workplace. In Expanding the Leadership Equa-

tion1, 90% of employers surveyed indicated 

that they believe job skill and leadership de-

velopment needed to begin before age 18.

Overall, these results indicate that students 

believe they can learn to be leaders, and they 

can begin practicing being leaders at any age. 

While some leaders may be “born” leaders 

or possess certain leader-like traits, U.S. stu-

dents believe that leadership can be learned 

and developed through experiences in par-

ticular.

If students believe they can develop into lead-

ers, what types of leaders do they think are 

effective, and what does that indicate for  

development?

Students Believe They Can Learn to be Leaders
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Like everyone else, students have implicit ideas about what effective leadership looks like. To 

identify how they see leadership, we asked students to define leadership, to rate characteris-

tics contributing to outstanding leadership, and to tell us about their images of leadership.

Defining Leadership: When students were asked to define effective leadership, the responses 

ranged from “telling someone to do something and they do it” to “someone who cares about 

their employees and helps them strive for the best.” The most common types of responses re-

ferred to “achievement of goals,” “empowering,” and “inspiring” others.

Characteristics Contributing to Outstanding Leadership: These definitions are consistent 

with the way students assessed leadership characteristics in terms of how much they help or 

hinder “outstanding leadership.” (See Figure A.)

Our research shows that students believe leaders who are outstanding build teams that work 

together, and inspire and motivate followers. They also believe that being individualistic and 

self-reliant and motivating through authority contribute less to outstanding leadership. This 

means that students are likely to believe that leadership development in the areas of team-

building and inspiring and motivating others will help them improve their leadership skills.

“Effective leadership is getting everyone else excited to be a part 

of whatever it is they are working towards.” –Student Quote

3

What Leadership Looks Like to Students

Effectively builds and manages teams that work together

Inspires and motivates followers

Is supportive and compassionate

Shares power and allows others to take part in decision-making

Motivates others through authority

Is individualistic and self-reliant

Extent characteristic helps outstanding leadership

4.82

1 2 3 4 5

Characteristics Contributing to Outstanding Leadership

4.79

4.65

4.6

3.29

3.22

Figure A
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Images of Leadership: In addition to being able to define effective leadership and 

rate how much certain characteristics contribute to it, students also have images in 

their mind of what leadership looks like. To identify these images, we asked students 

to choose a picture (from a selection of 17 images2) that is closest to their image of 

leadership. Our findings show that there wasn’t one strongly predominant image. In 

fact, all 17 images were selected in this sample. This indicates that there is substan-

tial variation in terms of what images students associate with leadership. The most 

commonly chosen image for this U.S.-student sample was the picture of two people 

shaking hands (16.5%). When asked to describe the image (using a selection of 

words and phrases they could choose from), common responses included “leads by 

example,” “serves others,” and “takes initiative.” The second most commonly chosen 

image was of a warrior, which students most commonly described as someone who 

“leads by example.” Finally, the third most commonly chosen image was a picture of 

the ripples created by something dropping in a pool of water. For the students choos-

ing this image, the most commonly chosen descriptor was “inspires.” (For a report on 

the images chosen by a working executive sample, see Report3.)
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Common Descriptor for Ripple Effect:  

“Inspires”

Figure B

Shaking Hands
16.5% 

Image #1

Warrior
12.2%

Image #2

Ripple Effect
9.6%

Image #3

Leadership Images

Common Descriptors for Shaking Hands:  

“Leads By Example”, “Serves Others,” 

“Takes the Initiative”  

(3-way tie)

Common Descriptor for Warrior:  

“Leads By Example”

© 2014 Center for Creative Leadership. All Rights Reserved



6

Students tend to have a wide range of be-

liefs about what it means to be a leader. 

There is no one single definition or image 

that is commonly held by most students. 

This supports the idea that in developing 

leaders, providing a set definition or char-

acterization about leadership may not be 

particularly effective. 

At the same time, students do generally 

agree that effective leaders have a “get the 

job done/task-orientation” coupled with a 

strong focus on serving and inspiring oth-

ers. Therefore, students will likely be in-

terested in learning about how to increase 

their effectiveness in both arenas and may 

also look to their current leaders for a simi-

lar mix of attributes and behaviors.

While there is no single image or definition 

of leader, there was a consistent theme: 

Students believe leaders should be compas-

sionate, motivating, inspiring, and have the 

ability to take initiative and meet task-relat-

ed goals. Knowing this is how many young 

people conceptualize leadership, those 

who work with youth should provide op-

portunities for young people to build these 

skills. Clearly students believe they can be 

leaders, and the more chances they have 

to gain the experiences needed to develop 

into leaders, the better.

Helping Students Develop

One of CCL’s core models for the  

development of executives is the  

Assessment-Challenge-Support Mod-

el or ACS. This model has also been 

applied in dozens of contexts for our 

youth programming. The following is 

an example of the process we use:

Assessment: Students do self  

assessments of their own strengths, 

challenges, values, and identities  

as leaders and ask for feedback  

from peers, teachers or professors, 

parents, and others. 

Challenge: Students are asked to 

set goals for their own development, 

create their desired leadership styles 

and identities and to stretch beyond 

what is comfortable for them.

Support: We incorporate either for-

mal coaching or mentoring compo-

nents, or peer and faculty support 

groups to help students overcome 

challenges and develop as leaders.

Conclusions and Implications
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CCL’s President and CEO John Ryan, has been 

quoted as saying, “leadership is like a muscle, 

the earlier and more consistently you flex it, the 

stronger it becomes.” After all, being inspirational 

isn’t something that can be learned overnight, and 

learning how to motivate a team, and to be com-

passionate while still meeting goals is a skill that 

most people need practice to master. 

To develop these leadership skills, students need 

both opportunities to work with others and the 

time to reflect on the experience and learn how 

to do it better the next time. Students see experi-

ences as the best way to develop as leaders and 

appear to be open to the idea of getting a lot of 

practice. This is consistent with CCL’s Lessons of 

Experience4 research that found leaders develop 

through experience, relationships, and training 

— in that order. Leadership programs for college 

students are important, but organizations that 

sponsor them should prioritize helping students 

find ways to gain real experience as a leader. This 

doesn’t always mean taking on a formal leader-

ship role — like the engineering students at SMU 

demonstrate as they build their robots; there are 

opportunities to practice leadership in just about 

every corner of a college campus. 

Would you like to learn more 

about your students’ attitudes 

and beliefs about work and 

leadership? We offer custom 

summary reports free of charge 

for organizations that can pro-

vide responses to our survey. 

To learn how, please contact 

Jennifer Deal (dealj@ccl.org) or 

Sarah Stawiski (stawiskis@ccl.

org) at the Center for Creative 

Leadership.
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