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Abstract: Globally, adolescents and young adults are calling for action from governments on global
humanitarian crises, taking on leadership roles that have contributed to redefining leadership
in terms of behavior and action rather than qualities and status. However, there is a significant
gap with regard to the conceptual and theoretical understanding of how adolescents and young
adults experience leadership. In this paper, we present the results of two qualitative studies that
examined the phenomenon of leadership among adolescents and young adults. Study 1 involved
interviews with young adult leaders to analyze the fit between traditional leadership theories and
their experience of leadership. Following this, Study 2 utilized the results from Study 1 to design a
diary study of adolescents attending a leadership program. Both studies revealed that leadership
is experienced as a pathway that involves three mechanisms of transferability: sensemaking, action
and reflection. The findings of the studies are contrasted with traditional models of leadership
that underrepresent the developmental nature of leadership and the transferability of leadership
skills across different environments.
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1. Introduction

Despite the view that childhood and adolescence are important stages for adult
leadership development and performance, there is little empirical evidence to support
this view [1]. There is a significant gap regarding the conceptual and theoretical under-
standing of how adolescents and young adults experience leadership [2]. The three main
theories of leadership (the path-goal theory, the contingency theory and the transforma-
tional/transactional theory) have not adequately accounted for how youths develop as
leaders and there is limited literature on how these theories apply to young adults and
adolescents. Understanding leadership among adolescents and young adults has been
central to psychology, sociology, and pedagogy but it has typically been examined under
different headings, e.g., “social interaction”, “sociometric status”, “deviant peer influences”,
“interpersonal development”, and so forth [3,4]. The current literature is missing a well-
established theory of youth leadership development from young people’s own experiences
and views about leadership.

This gap in the literature is in contrast to the increasing numbers of young people
that are assuming leadership positions. Globally, children and adolescents are calling for
action from governments on global warming and the environmental crisis. For example,
one significant action came from six adolescents from Portugal who sued 33 countries
for not doing enough to reduce emissions and fight climate cha nbnge [3]. In addition,
high-profile individuals such as Greta Thunberg, Vanessa Nakate and Malala Yousafzai
have taken leadership roles and, in doing so, have provided role models for younger
people as to how to take agency. They are contemporary examples of leadership in terms
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of behavior and action rather than leadership as something defined by qualities and status.
Moreover, young people are positioning themselves as leaders in the virtual world via
YouTube vlogging, TikTok and Reddit. This highlights the importance of studying the
contextual development of leadership rather than relying on methods that seek to identify
leadership styles.

However, not all examples of peer leadership are positive. There is considerable
evidence of negative peer influence [4]. Both positive and negative examples of adolescents’
leadership can be viewed through the lens of peer and adult modelling, but there is rela-
tively little literature on developmental models for leadership. Through their interaction
with their peers, students can develop a strong sense of community, social integration and
a rich network of resources [5], which are all elements of leadership. Thus, it is useful to
examine leadership during adolescence as what occurs during an individual’s developmen-
tal years can have an impact on the leadership exhibited later in the workplace or in other
positions as an adult [6]. Additionally, studying adolescent displays of leadership could
further our understanding of adult leaders as well [7]. Understanding youth leadership
necessitates an appreciation of how the contemporary context has changed in terms of the
way that developments in the virtual sphere have enabled and encouraged youth voice.
Moreover, such activities are supported by their families and networks.

The state-of-the-art is indicative of a major research and literature gap on adolescent
leadership development and adolescent leadership models [2]. Quantitative methods
require a pre-existing model or approach to be tested in the form of hypotheses and/or
predictions; a review of the literature suggests that no such models have been established
for adolescent leadership development [2]. Thus, an exploration of adolescent leadership
without being anchored in any specific adult leadership model or theory emerged as
the most meaningful way to add to the state-of-the-art of this phenomenon. It is well-
established that qualitative methods are adequate “tools” to utilize when focusing on
exploring ideas and formulating frameworks that will provide an understanding of a
relatively unchartered domain like adolescent leadership development. To that end, two
qualitative studies were conducted to explore the experiences and views of adolescents
and young adults with regard to leadership development contributing to the development
of an initial theoretical framework for the process of leadership skills transferability in
young persons. Study 1 involved interviews with young adult leaders to analyze their
experience of leadership. Following this, Study 2 utilized the results from Study 1 to design
a diary study of adolescents attending a leadership program aiming at understanding the
participants experiences of transferability of leadership skills.

2. Study 1
2.1. Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of young adults who assumed
leadership roles in youth organizations via retrospective interviews in order to understand
more about how their experiences have inspired and informed their understanding of
themselves and others as leaders in their current positions.

The research questions were:

1. How do young adults positioned as leaders in youth organizations conceptualize leadership?
2. How do young adults positioned as leaders in youth organizations describe the

characteristics of effective leadership behavior?
3. What are the components of leadership teaching and development that young adults

who are positioned as leaders in youth organizations perceive to be effective?

2.2. Materials and Methods
2.2.1. Design

A qualitative study with semi-structured in-depth interviews was conducted. While
other methods of data collection have been widely used among young adults effectively
(e.g., focus groups), semi-structured interviews were deemed as the most appropriate
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method for this study in terms of fitting with the aims—to collect detailed and in-depth
accounts on each participant’s experience from a single perspective at a time [8]. Thus, the
design of the study was driven by the aims. Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) was used
to analyze the collected data and produce relevant themes and sub-themes informed by the
critical realism approach. Critical realism combines a realist ontology with an interpretive
epistemology [9,10], which assumes that there is a real world, but our knowledge of the
world is socially constructed and, therefore, fallible [11]. The emphasis was on explaining
how adolescents and young adults form their understanding of leadership, which experi-
ences they describe as influential and what real entities and structures could be identified
as mechanisms. Mechanisms are at the center of a critical realist methodology, and on
a general level, they can be defined as reciprocally causal structures that can potentially
trigger events [11]. The complexity of leadership development, especially during a very
critical developmental stage like adolescence/young adulthood, requires a methodology
that accounts for a contextual understanding of the outcomes of the various mechanisms in-
volved. Critical realism allows for a contextual approach; thus, the focus was on exploring
contextual mechanisms that might produce different outcomes in different contexts under
the limitations that reduced the generalizability of the research findings. By informing the
analytic approach with the critical realism methodology, we assume that the real entities
and structures that were presented as potential mechanisms are mainly used to explain the
phenomenon of adolescent leadership and not to predict it; this means that the principle of
contingent causality was used [12]. The utilization of contingency causality has been used
frequently in the study of leadership [13,14].

2.2.2. Participants

In total, 15 young adults were interviewed, and the sample was comprised of eight
female and seven male participants. The mean age was 22 years old, ranging from
21 to 23 years, and they were all undergraduate university students (Table 1). All par-
ticipants were currently active in a youth organization and performed a leadership or
coordinating role. Most of the participants were members of youth organizations with
a mission to enable youth to develop leadership qualities through their experiences in
international internships, volunteer opportunities and projects, as well as influence the
world for the better. Participant recruitment was conducted via invitations posted on on-
line university platforms and social media groups/pages related to university students.
Convenience and snowball sampling were used. Before the interviews, researchers
explained the purpose of the study and confidentiality was guaranteed. Participant
names were replaced with pseudonyms in all stages of recording, analysis and report-
ing. Participation in the study was voluntary, and participants gave their consent to
the recording of the interview. Participants were interviewed individually in an office
that was quiet, and the average time of interviews was 30 min. Any attempt to define
sample size based on data saturation was deemed unnecessary, as according to Braun
and Clarke [15], data saturation is not consistent with the values and assumptions of
RTA, especially since meaning is generated through the interpretation of data (and not
excavated from data); therefore, judgements about saturation are most often subjective
and cannot be predefined prior to the completion of the analysis.

2.2.3. Data Collection

Data was collected using semi-structured interviews (April–May 2018). Semi-structured
interviews were used as such an approach allows the researcher to frame the questions
while providing the opportunity for open exploration of identified issues [16]. Semi-
structured interviews consist of a preconceived interview plan, allowing, however, great
flexibility in the order that the questions are asked, in the modification of their context
according to the interviewed party, as well as the adding and subtracting of questions [17].
Prior to the interviews, a pilot assessment of the interview guide was shared with 17 indi-
viduals (20–24 years old) to assess face validity. It was important to ensure that prospective
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participants would not find the topic alienating or difficult to comprehend. Two of the
questions were changed as the participants considered them not to be clear. The final inter-
view guide included 20 questions which were developed on the basis of the literature [2].
The interview was conducted using only open-ended questions, allowing the participants
to freely elaborate on their ideas and opinions without restrictions [18].

Table 1. Information about the participants.

Participant Sex Age Faculty Leadership Position

Mary F 21 Economics Instructor of Robotics for School Students
John M 21 Economics Volunteer Coordinator—TedX
Helen F 21 Pedagogic Science Instructor of Robotics for School Students
Michael M 21 Political Science Coordinator of a Youth Association
Kate F 21 Pedagogic Science Event Coordinator—TedX
George M 22 Economics Project Coordinator—TedX
Christine F 22 Psychology President of a Youth Association
Sophie F 22 Business Administration Coordinator—Undergraduate Students’ TedX
Vicky F 22 Special education Coordinator of a Youth Association
Lucas M 22 Business Administration President of a Youth Association
Steve M 22 Math Instructor of Robotics for School Students
Karoline F 22 Political Science Coordinator of a Youth Association
Ann F 23 Business Administration Coordinator—Students’ TedX
Jim M 23 Law Coordinator of a Youth Association
Jessica F 23 Law Coordinator of a Youth Association

2.2.4. Data Analysis

Data was collected via interviews and analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis
(RTA) [15]. RTA has entered the “canon” of qualitative research as a well-known and
widely used method for analyzing qualitative data since the publication of the original
article by Braun & Clarke in 2006 [19] as Thematic Analysis (TA). Most recently, the
authors have suggested RTA as an even more flexible approach to generating themes
from qualitative data. According to Braun and Clarke [19,20], TA offers a method for
identifying patterns (‘themes’) in a dataset, and for describing and interpreting the
meaning and importance of those.

RTA, as developed by Braun and Clarke [15], is not a priori grounded in any specific
theoretical paradigm and can be applied across different ontological/epistemological
paradigms. This fits within the ‘big Q’ qualitative approach, the application of qualitative
techniques within a qualitative paradigm, as opposed to the “small q” qualitative research,
used to classify qualitative research in more quantitative—positivist models [21]. The six
steps have remained the same as in the initial Braun and Clarke [19] TA paper, informed
now by the flexibility of the revised reflexive TA (Table 2, the six phases of reflexive TA
adapted from Braun and Clarke as cited in [22]).

Thematic analysis has been previously used to examine the experiences of adolescents
who participated in leadership programmes [23,24]. Parkhill et al. [24], using a construction-
ist approach and interpretivist framework, found the following themes: the development
of resilient attitudes, the identification of a personal leadership style, and the development
of a sense of group belonging. De Jongh et al. [23] explored a group of learners’ experiences
of their participation in a leadership camp and how this developed their leadership skills.
The researchers conducted two focus groups with six learners and identified four themes
using thematic analysis; becoming myself, learning life’s lessons; ‘I can take on the world’,
and health-promoting schools. Thematic analysis can be used to analyze most types of
qualitative data, including qualitative data collected from interviews, focus groups and
diaries. The theoretical and research design flexibility of TA allows researchers advantages,
including that multiple methods can be applied to this process across a variety of episte-
mologies [19], it allows for inductive development of codes and themes from data [25], and
is applicable to research questions that go beyond an individual’s experience [26]. The
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analysis was informed by a constructionist approach with an interpretivist framework. A
similar approach was used by Parkhill et al. [24] and De Jongh et al. [23], who also explored
the views of young learners regarding leadership training and development.

Table 2. The six phases of reflexive TA adapted from Braun and Clarke (as cited in [22] p. 2014).

Analytic Phase Description Actions Taken

Data familiarization
Immersion in the data to understand
depth/breadth and initial search of key
meanings/ideas

Transcription of audio data verbatim
Re-reading dataset
Notes

Initial code generation Initial codes generation to organize
data—all data equally significant

Organization of data in meaningful
groups and coding (labels)

Generating (initial) themes
Generating initial themes by sorting initial
codes and first attempt to identify meanings
and relationships between codes

Mapping
Themes writing and definition
of basic properties

Theme review
Identification of more coherent patterns
on the coded data level and review of the
whole data set

Ensuring data sufficiency and
“keyness” of themes
Managing overlapping themes
Refining themes and codes

Theme defining and naming
Identification of a “story” of each theme and
fitting the themes in a “broader story” to
address research questions

Reviewing data and themes to
organize a “story”

Report production
“Story” told by the data presented in a
concise and interesting account within
and across themes

Producing argumentation to address
research questions
Discussion beyond the description of themes

2.2.5. Ethical Considerations

The research protocol for the research (i.e., research design, data collection, and ethical
procedures) was approved by the University of Macedonia prior to the research being
conducted (Ref. No. 428/05-03-2018). Moreover, the ethical procedures according to
the Declaration of Helsinki when conducting research with human participants during
all phases of the present study were followed. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants before their participation in the study. The consent form that was addressed
to the participants clearly stated what they would be doing, thereby drawing attention to
anything to which they could conceivably object. Participants were informed in detail of
the purpose and the process of the study and were informed that their participation was
voluntary, and they were free to withdraw at any time. Furthermore, the measures taken to
ensure the confidentiality of data were communicated to the participants.

2.2.6. Reflexivity Statement

The authors (DK, AM) have been actively involved in leadership training for adoles-
cents and young adults prior to and during the time the study was conducted. During
the data collection (DK) and data analysis stages (DK, OL) the involved authors engaged
in reflexivity (reflexivity diary logs) to identify potential sources of researcher bias. The
authors’ experiences as a school psychologist in Greek high schools (DK), prior interactions
with adolescents and young adults in the broader educational context (DK, OL) as well as
views in favor of integrating leadership skills training in the school curricula have been
identified as potential sources of bias.

2.3. Analysis

Theme 1: “Comprehensive” definitions of leadership.
Participants shared their ways of defining “leadership”; those definitions are de-

scribed as “comprehensive” in this theme, as they were attempts to communicate the
participants’ “wide mental grasp” of comprehensive knowledge around what leadership
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is. Excerpts included in this theme show the participants’ attempts to communicate their
understanding of leadership in a broad manner, using broad and wide concepts that
incorporate a lot of qualities, skills and behaviors that comprise their conceptualization
of leadership. This theme consists of the following sub-themes: (1) Leadership, as the
ability to “Inspire and Motivate” and (2) Leadership, as the “Leader”. The definitions
of the sub-themes reflect the broader concept around which the participants built their
“comprehensive” definitions of leaders.

Sub-Theme 1: Leadership, as the ability to “Inspire and Motivate”.
In this sub-theme, leadership was conceptualized as the ability to inspire or motivate

other people. In Excerpt 1, participant Lucas identifies the word “inspiration” as the
“keyword” for his conceptualization of leadership, almost as if there can be no leadership
without inspiration. In Excerpt 2, the participant Sophie also uses the word “inspire”,
while the use of “even” seems to be suggesting that if somebody can inspire people just by
sharing their experiences, they can be named “leaders”.

Excerpt 1: “I believe that leadership is an inspiration. For me, the keyword is inspiration in
leadership . . . to be able to inspire the people around you about something . . . ”. (Lucas)

Excerpt 2: “I think people that are leaders, even if they just talk about their experiences, they
inspire you. So, you start to see, try how you can do it as well, adapt it to yourself.” (Sophie)

In Excerpt 3, the participant Vicky makes an attempt to use a descriptive definition
of inspirational motivation to define leadership, in contrast to manipulation, which is
excluded from her comprehensive understanding of leadership. Excerpt 4 incorporates
the idea of inspiration and motivation, similar to the previous excerpts. Thus, leadership
is reflected in the ability to inspire other people and motivate them to achieve their
own dreams:

Excerpt 3: “A leader is not somebody who will manipulate you into a specific direction
but somebody who will make you stronger so you can follow your direction based on
yourself.” (Vicky)

Excerpt 4: “ . . . The image of a leader ( . . . ) [is in] their capacity to transform their
personal experiences into life lessons they can motivate the people below them to go after
their dreams and also to feel strong enough that they can succeed.” (Ann)

It is important to note that in this sub-theme, there is an implicit emphasis put by the
participant on the ability to inspire. This is an important structure, potentially indicative of
a conceptualization that sees leadership as an ability exhibited by a person and not as a
person exhibiting an ability.

Sub-Theme 2: Leadership, as the “Leader”
For other participants, leadership overlaps with the person in the leadership position,

thus the “leader”, as the person who possesses particular qualities/characteristics, skills or
exhibits particular behaviors. In Excerpt 5, participant George states that his definition of
leadership is “through the leader, better”; thus, leadership is not comprehended as an action
alone or an abstract notion but rather as a person. The implicit emphasis on the person (the
leader) can also be extracted from the very generic phrasing in Excerpt 5; “managing” is a
neutral word, and the phrasing “some affairs” suggests that little significance is put on the
processes or mechanisms between the person-leader and the achievement of a goal:

Excerpt 5: “I can define leadership ‘through’ the leader, better. [A leader] is somebody
who manages a team or some affairs aiming to achieve a goal.” (George)

In Excerpt 6, participant Helen defines “leadership” by describing a “real leader”; the
“real” leader is a person who “does not sound fake” and does not make things look more
difficult than they are; a potential implication here is that the “not real leaders” would
probably be persons who although might be in leadership positions, are not really leaders:

Excerpt 6: “A real leader is a person who does not sound fake and also does not make
things look difficult when they are in charge of a project or a team.” (Helen)



Merits 2023, 3 212

In Excerpt 7, the participant is transitioning from the “leadership as a capacity” to the
“leadership as a person” comprehension. Leadership is comprehended as a person with
self-awareness of their strengths and weaknesses rather than, e.g., the capacity to manage
one’s strengths and weaknesses effectively.

Excerpt 7: “Leadership is the capacity to, first of all, be the leader of yourself, which means
to know what are your strengths that you can rely on but also to know your weaknesses
. . . ” (Karoline)

Compared to the previous sub-theme, here the analysis generated a comprehensive
pattern based on the “leader” with an emphasis on the personal/individual aspects of
being a leader rather than the ability to exhibit “leadership”.

Theme 2: Viewing the self as a leader ”I am a leader only with a team”
The second theme was generated from the excerpts where participants shared their

views of themselves as leaders. Participants discussed their observations and experiences
regarding how they view themselves as leaders. In the following excerpts, the participants
view themselves as leaders in relation to taking responsibility for something and in relation
to how they behave toward other people. In Excerpt 8, the participant states that she could
view herself as a leader because she can take responsibility for something and successfully
deliver it, as well as by putting a lot of effort into how she behaves towards other people.
In Excerpt 9, the self as a leader is also viewed in relation to other people; however, in
this case, the participant can see herself as a leader only when being in a team and not
independently, as an individual.

Excerpt 8: “I could be yes (a leader), why not? Because I can definitely be responsible in
something that I will do, if I take it on, I will definitely want it to be perfect. I put a lot of
thought in how I will behave towards other people . . . ”. (Jessica)

Excerpt 9: “I believe that through teamwork leading teams might emerge . . . with good
management and goal achievement. I don’t think that I am a leader by myself, only with
a team.” (Christine)

In a similar way, in Excerpts 10 and 11, the participants also draw upon their experi-
ences and observations that involve the self as a leader while being in a team. In this sense,
some of the participants view themselves as leaders when they can connect with people,
“influence” them and “make them fanatical” about the project (Excerpt 10) or because
they can “communicate well” with other people (Excerpt 11). There is a strong contextual
component that can be identified when participants discuss their own ability to lead, e.g.,
how other people have responded to them or how well they can interact with other people.
Their views of themselves as leaders are dynamic, experience-based and depending on
how other people respond to them and interact with them.

Excerpt 10: “ . . . I can attract people towards something that I like, in a team for
example, if it is something that I like that the team will do . . . . If this is leadership,
then I am a leader. But yes . . . hmm . . . with this definition I am a leader. For example,
I am a person who connects the people around her ( . . . ). I am a person who will
connect people and make them fanatical about an issue. In that sense, I am a leader,
you could say that.” (Jessica)

Excerpt 11: “ . . . I think I am a good leader but based on the model that I will communicate
with the other (person), I will make fun, I will say a few more words and then I will
handle the person in a good sense, that this is what we have to do now, of course, there is
a lot more I have to improve, I am very “soft”, very mild, but until now I have had good
results, I have not been in a situation where I would say “this has led to a very negative
result.” (Christine)

Although the explicit focus is on the participants’ skills and experiences that they
perceive can portray them as leaders, the implicit pattern emerging is that in the examples
shared, the other people did not “oppose” their leadership attempts. From a leadership
development perspective, this is potentially an important factor, especially for young
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people, whose self-views of leadership are at an emerging stage, fragile and sensitive to
external validation (or invalidation); the degree to which people around them “embrace”
their leadership seems to be a critical mechanism that can enable and/or constrain their
actions and the views of themselves as leaders.

Theme 3: What makes a good leader: Safety vs. Authoritarianism.
Within their interviews, participants referred to some of their observations and ex-

periences that indicate qualities they view as either positive or negative when it comes
to leadership. Thus, this theme included two subthemes: One, Good leadership means
enabling a sense of control and psychological safety and two, Steering away from authori-
tarian leadership.

Sub-theme 1: Good leadership means enabling a sense of control and psychological safety.
The participants identified various behaviors and attitudes that they perceive to be pos-

itive; on a latent focus level, those different attributes seem to be all connected as necessary
conditions to allow the team members to have a sense of control and feel psychologically
safe. In the following excerpts, participants mainly speak from the position of the team
member or the observer; they are sharing their experiences and their observations of other
people as leaders.

In Excerpt 12, knowing what each member should do in a team is perceived as a
positive aspect of leadership as well; speaking from the position of a team member, the
participant shares her own experience of safety; the phrase “I felt safe” has a very powerful
meaning here as well as the choice of the word “control”:

Excerpt 12: “When I knew what I had to do, I felt safe and could control my time and
emotions. When you know your duties, it is easier for you and the team.” (Ann)

Similarly, the ability of a leader to control the way they express themselves and mediate
conflict to restore safety in the team is also perceived as a positive quality (Excerpt 13).
Listening, expressing views, having empathy for others, and accepting criticism are also
components that help construct the importance of experiencing safety and a sense of control
as members of someone’s team:

Excerpt 13: “ . . . listen, be able to express correctly what they think because it is very
important to transmit what you are saying; it is not what you say, it is the way you say
it, be a mediator, and be able when they are between two sides to function as the link that
will connect and not take one’s side . . . ” (Jim)

Other participants reported that receiving justification and discussing the procedure
was significant to them in order to understand the thoughts and actions of the team
members. When they knew the reasons, that helped them feel safer and in control, as seen
in Excerpt 14. Being able to understand the need for help and communicate that need is a
positive leadership quality. In order for a team member to ask for help, a psychologically
safe climate would be required (Excerpt 15).

Excerpt 14: “She was always justifying why the members of the team had to do the specific
task, and that made us feel very good.” (Mary)

Excerpt 15: “In a situation that I could not handle the time pressure, I asked for help. I
knew it was the best thing to do at the time.” (Christine)

Sub-theme 2: Steering away from Authoritarian Leadership.
Qualities of leaders that are viewed by the participants as negative seem to be falling

under the label of “authoritarian style” behaviors. This is opposite to the previous sub-
theme; observations and experiences in this sub-theme indicate the absence of psychological
safety and lack of a sense of control and are rather indicative of authoritarian leadership.
In the following excerpts, participants reported attitudes and behaviors such as: imposing
views (Excerpt 16), increasing the tone of voice, giving orders (Excerpt 17), sounding dis-
missive, and not listening (Excerpt 19). Increasing the tone of voice was considered an old
model of leadership practice connected to authoritarianism, reducing their psychological
safety and sense of control (Excerpt 18). Giving orders is considered an ineffective way of
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communication since it suggests inequality among the team members, and participants
considered it to be disrespectful and caused them feelings of unsafety:

Excerpt 16: “Imposing your view is not working and is good for no one.” (Mary)

Excerpt 17: “I found myself to act badly every time I spoke more loudly.” (Michael)

Excerpt 18: “Telling the team what to do and being like do this and do that made me feel
insecure.” (Christine)

Excerpt 19: “If you are not listening to the team then you are a bad leader.” (Helen)

The two sub-themes function supplementary, as the positive and negative qualities
discussed by the participants could almost be described as “polar opposites”, meaning a
leader that leads via safety could be the opposite of the leader who leads via fear. Both
psychological safety and a sense of control are important structures that enable actions and
behaviors. Psychological safety and sense of control are in a reciprocal relationship; when
the participants feel safer, they feel they can be more in control. When the participants
are more in control, they feel more psychologically safe. From a leadership development
perspective, it is more likely for young people to behave as good leaders when mechanisms
that enable a stronger sense of psychological safety and control are activated.

Theme 4: Facilitation of leadership development at a young age.
Within their interviews, participants discussed potential facilitators of leadership

development. These emerged in two sub-themes: facilitation related to nurture from the
close environment and facilitation via focused leadership training.

Sub-theme 1: Leadership skills nurtured by the close environment.
Here the participants reflect retrospectively on forces that at the present they believe

can help a young person shape their leadership development since early childhood and
during their adolescent years. According to participants, facilitators related to nurture
include parents, teachers and extracurricular activities; as discussed in Excerpt 20, parents
act as role models to their kids since they provide them with opportunities to take up
leadership roles and support them.

Excerpt 20: “My mum has helped me mostly, my family overall . . . this is a main factor
that helps you develop leadership. ( . . . ) I went camping, and I wanted to leave, but my
mum did not let me. I stayed for a month alone with the other kids, she came to visit but
contrary to other mums that took their children back home when they were crying, she
explained . . . . At that point, I realized that I had to change some things, and I found my
strength.” (Mary)

Teachers that are engaged in their role were reported as role models that showed them
the way to believe in themselves and that was beneficial to the participants since that gave
them the confidence to believe in themselves and take up leadership roles (Excerpt 21).

Excerpt 21: “A teacher has been really inspiring to my development. He helped me believe
in myself and always try for the best, not to give up.” (John)

The interactions some of the participants had with their peers and with their tutors as
part of their involvement in extracurricular activities (e.g., scouts; Excerpt 22) were identi-
fied as very meaningful as well, highlighting skills that have been previously identified as
those that make a good leader (Theme 3, sub-theme 1):

Excerpt 22: “Being in scouts from a young age helped me learn to interact with others.
They were giving us feedback to learn to communicate effectively, not impose our opinion
but learn to discuss with the team and listen to the others.”

This sub-theme refers to facilitators that the participants have identified in retrospec-
tion of their experiences during their upbringing as children and adolescents; they are
not hypothetical scenarios neither speculation; they are rather empirical reflections of the
participants of what they, in retrospection, believe has helped them in their leadership
development so far.
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Sub-theme 2: Acquiring leadership skills via focused training.
Within their interviews, participants discussed how targeted trainings and programmes

for developing leadership skills can help young adolescents become better leaders. Ac-
cording to the participants, leadership skills can be taught, and this sub-theme was mostly
generated from the participants’ retrospective reflections and perceptions.

Excerpt 23: “Yes, sure, I believe we can [teach leadership skills] ( . . . ) it can be taught
through experiences, through people you are interacting with . . . ” (Kate)

Excerpt 24: “Yes, with a particular timeline, with a particular programme because this is
something very important that cannot be communicated via a course in the classroom
or in the university. With a particular programme for a number of years, during a time
period, some things can be taught.” (Sophie)

Experiential learning emerged as a pattern in the interview transcripts as follows:
leadership “can be taught through experiences” (Excerpt 23); “cannot be communicated
via a course in the classroom or in the university” (Excerpt 24); “For children, they must
experience it and take upon a leadership role” (Excerpt 25); “I think that a leadership
programme . . . must be experiential” (Excerpt 26); “many workshops that simulate certain
situations” (Excerpt 27).

Excerpt 25: “You cannot teach leadership the same way that you teach maths in a direct
way . . . it is something that we have to experience. For children, they must experience
it and take upon a leadership role, see it in action and step-by-step practice in order to
transfer the skills in real life . . . ” (Steve)

Excerpt 26: “I think that a leadership programme ( . . . ) must be experiential . . . in a
leadership development programme ( . . . ). To manage a team in difficult circumstances
in an unsafe environment must definitely be a part of the programme . . . ”. (Ann)

Excerpt 27: “Activities that will develop leadership so workshops, many workshops that
simulate certain situations in which participants will have to make certain decisions, to
form groups. Through groups, they need to make something together.” (Mary)

Participants understand the complexities and the difficulties of teaching leadership
skills to children and adolescents; they have been adolescents themselves recently, and
potentially now that they are young adults experiencing leadership positions, they are
more aware of how complicated “teaching” leadership can be. They all seem to agree,
however, that the best way to teach leadership is by providing adolescents and children
with opportunities of experiencing leadership first-hand. On a more implicit level, the
participants’ accounts indicate that traditional teaching and schooling/university educa-
tion does not promote or allow them to engage in opportunities to develop leadership
skills. Leadership training is seen and experiences as something active, engaging, interac-
tive, experiential and practical, as opposed to the more passive and cognitively inclined
school/university education. Table 3 presents a summary of all themes and sub-themes
that emerged in the analysis.

Table 3. Themes and sub-themes that emerged from the analysis.

Theme Subthemes Example Excerpt

Theme 1: “Comprehensive”
definitions of leadership

1. Leadership as the ability to
“Inspire and Motivate”

2. Leadership as the “Leader”

“I believe that leadership is inspiration.
For me the key-word is inspiration in
leadership . . . to be able to inspire the
people around you about something . . . ”.
“I can define leadership “through” the
leader, better. [A leader] is somebody
who manages a team or some affairs
aiming to achieve a goal.”
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Table 3. Cont.

Theme Subthemes Example Excerpt

Theme 2: Viewing the self as a leader:
“I am a leader only with a team”

“I could be yes (a leader), why not?
Because I can definitely be responsible in
something that I will do, if I take it on, I
will definitely want it to be perfect. I put
a lot of thought in how I will behave
towards other people . . . ”.

Theme 3: What makes a good leader:
Safety vs. Fear

1. Good leadership means enabling a
sense of control and
psychological safety

2. Steering away from
authoritarian leadership

“When I knew what I had to do I felt safe
and could control my time and emotions.
When you know your duties, it is easier
for you and the team.”
“If you are not listening to the team then
you are a bad leader.”

Theme 4: Facilitation of leadership
development at young age

1. Leadership skills nurtured by
the close environment

2. Acquiring leadership skills developed
via focused training

“My mum has helped me mostly, my
family overall . . . this is a main factor
that helps you develop leadership . . . ”.
“I think that a leadership programme, (
. . . ) must be experiential . . . in a
leadership development programme ( . . .
) To manage a team in difficult
circumstances in an unsafe environment
must definitely be a part of
the programme . . . ”.

3. Study 2
3.1. Research Questions

The purpose of Study 2 was to examine the experiences of adolescent participants
attending a leadership programme. Study 1 was a necessary first step in building an
understanding of how young leaders experience leadership. Prior to exploring leadership
among adolescents, it was beneficial to identify themes and asses the most appropriate
methodology to use in collecting leadership data from adolescents. The analysis of themes
from Study 1 indicated that leadership was experienced as a form of facilitation that was
developed on a trial-and-error basis daily with safety and control being identified as
important mechanisms in promoting good leadership. Thus, it was obvious that a more
dynamic methodology (i.e., diaries) was needed to explore how taking on a leadership
role was experienced on a day-to-day basis (e.g., with peers/friends, family or at school)
among adolescents while attending a leadership development program. More specifically,
in Study 2, the research conducted aimed at answering two research questions that have
been developed to illuminate their experiences of developing leadership skills via attending
a leadership programme. We focused specifically on memorable incidents while attending
the programme, and the application of leadership skills in their school and/or personal
lives. The questions were formulated as follows:

1. In what ways did the experiences of the programme transfer to the school life and
non-school life of the participants?

2. What were the main elements of the programme that were identified as important for
the transferability of the learned skills?

3.2. Materials and Methods
3.2.1. Design

A qualitative study involving data collection with diaries was conducted. The epistemo-
logical, ontological and analytical approach of Study 1 was also applied in Study 2.
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3.2.2. Participants

The study sample consisted of 20 Greek adolescent students attending a leader-
ship programme that was held at the University of Macedonia, Greece and was de-
signed to enrich students’ leadership skills. Purposive sampling was applied. The
authors of the article were involved in the programme as tutors. The programme
aimed to train students in leadership skills that include communication skills, problem-
solving, teamwork and self-awareness. The sample consisted of 11 girls and 9 boys aged
12–16 years old, and the mean age of the sample was 13.75 years. Everyone who partici-
pated in the programme was included in the research, and the selection criteria for their
participation in the programme were their age (between 12–16 years old), knowledge
on English language (due to the program being bilingual, see Section 3.2.3) and their
personal interest in attending the programme.

3.2.3. Description of the Programme

The leadership training programme aimed to develop the students’ ability to cooperate
in a team, and demonstrate effective communication skills, public speaking skills, critical
thinking and self-awareness. The programme is addressed to adolescents in the age range
of 12 to 16 years and the duration of the programme is nineteen weeks, and each course
lasts for 2.5 h. The programme is bilingual in Greek and English. Students developed their
leadership skills through role-playing, presenting seminars to others, public speaking at
events and management of groups. Students were encouraged to develop an approach that
would inspire them and provide them with motives to work with others, considering the
needs and characteristics of the members of the group. The students participated in public
action events (e.g., creating a new political party and communicating their vision to the
media) twice during the course.

The programme is guided by principles from action research, meaning that the process
of the programme is structured to allow the participants to drive the content and activities.
In this way, the programme tries to avoid participants taking a passive student’s role. There
were multiple small group activities that assigned students to different groups to share the
benefits of the programme with the other members. Small group sessions that required
reflection, sharing ideas, solving problems, and networking in a collaborative, supportive
environment and students engaged in self-reflection, self-discovery, and discussion through
weekly challenges and reflective worksheets and activities. Throughout the sessions,
students learned about leadership characteristics and qualities and knowledge of group
dynamics and teamwork. They were encouraged to develop their personal leadership style
and how they could distinguish themselves as a leader.

3.2.4. Data Collection

For this study, data was collected via weekly diary entries. Through the diary approach
there is the opportunity of capturing the dynamic picture of adolescents’ memorable
experiences when attending a leadership development programme providing detailed
descriptions. Within the social sciences, a diary approach is commonly used in clinical
and educational contexts to evaluate human behavior, as well as the process and content
outcomes in educational settings [27]. Previous studies have used diaries as an evaluation
strategy to examine education/training effectiveness, the perceptions and feelings of the
studens’/trainees’ and the perceived benefits [28,29]. Diary studies, which assess within
subject experiences, offer the opportunity to collect rich data and allow us to study the
frequency of “critical incidents”. Critical incidents (or memorable incidents) represent
the point at which important information is revealed as to what attitudes and behaviors
are valorized [30]. Critical/Memorable incidents analysis collected in the form of short
narratives of incidents that the students judged to be important and relevant to their
learning experiences is a well-suited method that can provide in-depth information on the
impact of conflicting experiences in students [31]. Recording critical incidents positions
the students in situations that allow reflection upon experiences that facilitate personal
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growth [32], which in turn allows the researchers to access those experiences and the
meaning the participants have attributed to these experiences.

The recommendations of Bolger, Davis and Rafaeli [33] were taken into account when
designing the diaries. As such, (1) diaries were designed to be portable and pocket-size,
(2) the diary format was pilot-tested, (3) ongoing contact with participants was maintained,
and (4) the difficulty in filling out diaries was communicated to participants and individuals
were prompted to exclude their diary if they believed that they had not filled it in adequately.
All diaries were anonymized, transcribed and archived electronically in a database to which
both researchers could have access. Two researchers independently analyzed the data using
RTA as described previously and compared their results. The independently generated
themes were reviewed by the two researchers and a final agreement was reached. At the
end of each weekly course, participants received a hard copy of the weekly diary and
returned it completed at the next course. If a student was absent, they did not receive a
diary. For each week, the individuals were asked to fill in the diaries by answering the
following questions:

(1) Thinking back on last week did anything happen in school or out of school where you
thought what you learned at the programme was useful?

(2) What specifically was it that you learned in the programme, and how was it useful?
(3) What skills did the programme help you develop, and how are you using these skills?

Finally, the participants were asked whether they discussed the programme with other
people. The students completed the diary at home and were advised to write it the day
before the course so that they would include the experiences and incidents of the week
that passed. They received a reminder message on their mobile phone one day before the
course so that they would remember to fill in the diary case they had forgotten to write it.

3.2.5. Data Analysis

Data collected via the diaries was analyzed with the use of RTA [15], as in Study 1.

3.2.6. Ethical Considerations

Informed consent was obtained from all participants before their participation in the
study, and in the case of adolescents (under 18 years old), informed consent was obtained
from the parents as well. Historically, data obtained from children have been viewed
as unreliable and invalid because it was believed that children were too immature to
understand their worlds and lacked the necessary verbal and conceptual abilities to convey
their experiences [34]. Our modern approach is that, as with adult participants, children’s
and adolescents’ accounts have their own validity in terms of their perspective on how the
world appears to them [35]. Globally, there has been a growing recognition of children’s
rights, particularly in relation to their involvement in decision-making as a result of the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [36]. Finally, reflexivity is seen as
another means of managing the culture gap and enabling adult researchers to be aware of
their own assumptions about childhood and how this may influence the research process
and their understanding of those they study [37]. Ethical considerations and institutional
approval as described in Study 1 apply for Study 2 as well.

3.2.7. Reflexivity Statement

The authors (DK, AM) have been actively involved in leadership trainings for ado-
lescents and young adults prior to and during the time the study was conducted. During
the data collection (DK) and data analysis stages (DK, OL), two authors (DK, AM) were
tutors on the leadership programme, having knowledge of the curriculum and the aims.
Thus, two authors (DK, AM) were acquainted with the participants of the study prior to
recruitment, as the participants were students in the programme. The authors involved in
data collection (DK) and analysis (DK, OL) engaged in reflexivity (reflexivity diary logs) to
identify potential sources of researcher bias. The authors’ knowledge of the program aims
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as well as the relationships with the participants due to being students (DK), have been
identified as potential sources of bias.

3.3. Analysis

In total, 217 diaries were returned and analyzed. None of the participants provided
feedback for all 19 weeks. The average number of weeks that the participants filled their
diaries was 11 weeks; 90% of the participants answered all four questions, and the mean
number of sentences over the 19 weeks was six. Participants filled in the date and time
they filled the diary, and they followed the same schedule each week for the completion
of the diary, mostly in the evening hours. A total of 87 meaningful units—diary entries
that consisted of excerpts that were analyzable—were analyzed. Participants reported that
they had acquired competencies through their participation in the programme at both the
intrapersonal and interpersonal levels.

Axis 1. Empirically observed skills
Theme 1: Developing interpersonal skills.
Students reported acquiring interpersonal skills that helped them effectively interact

with their peers in the programme and also applied them in their everyday life.
Teamwork skills were mentioned multiple times by the participants, who reported

that they use collaboration skills a lot in their everyday lives and mostly at school. Being
able to work effectively in different group combinations was mentioned by all the partic-
ipants (e.g., Table 4, Excerpts 1). Participants mentioned the team as an important factor
in their development and the interaction they had with their peers in the programme
(Table 4, Excerpts 2,3,4,5).

Participants reported developing emotional regulation skills that included the aware-
ness and management of their emotions and their empathy towards others. According to
the majority of the participants realizing and managing their emotions helped them in their
everyday interaction with others. The majority of participants highlighted the importance
of their emotional awareness since they were able to understand and distinguish their
emotions. Before the programme, they mentioned that they felt difficulty recognizing their
emotions. Emotional awareness was mentioned several times (e.g., Table 4, Excerpt 6), as
well as emotion management, which was connected mostly with the management of their
fear, anger and stress (e.g., Table 4, Excerpt 7). Being able to understand the emotions of
others and, through this, being able to accept them and see their viewpoints was highly
mentioned by the majority of students, suggesting empathy as one of the skills that were
developed (e.g., Table 4, Excerpt 8).

Theme 2: Cognitive Skills.
Cognitive skills involve decision-making, problem-solving, critical thinking and per-

suasion. Participants highlighted the importance of understanding the process of making a
decision, solving a problem and using their critical thinking.

Participants reported acquiring decision-making processes both as individuals as well
as a member of a team. Decision-making was mentioned several times by the participants
and often was linked with time management since in most activities they had to make
decisions in a specific amount of time (e.g., Table 4, Excerpt 9), as well as problem-solving
skills (Table 4, Excerpts 10 and 11).

Theme 3: Self-Development.
All students reported that they understood differently many aspects of themselves

that they were not aware of (e.g., their sociability) and that that helped them since they
better knew their strengths and weaknesses and they linked those skills to their leader
identity. As one student said, ‘Knowing who I am I can find my leadership style better’. Within
their self-development, they included self-evaluation, self-confidence and public speaking
(Table 4, Excerpts 12, 13, 14).
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Table 4. Excerpts for Study 2.

Excerpts

1: “The greatest and most useful skill that the programme helped me develop, I think, is teamwork because I see that groups exist
everywhere: in school, work, family is a team, the peers. So, through teamwork, you learn, you give, you receive, and generally,
you live. It is a skill that I will use forever, and I will improve myself through that.”

2: “We were working with a few students, and I felt I could speak that no one would judge me.”

3: “Classmates helped the team cause the team is important, and I felt secure enough to work and be myself.”

4: “We could laugh and have fun and, at the same time, learn such valuable things.”

5: “We had a clear role description; we knew what we had to do within the team project every time we worked together.”

6: “I learned to recognize my feelings and understand what I am actually feeling by being able to name it.”

7: “I learned how to manage my feelings and manage situations.”

8: “The most useful skill that I developed in the programme was the ability to understand others how they feel, it started with my
classmates in the programme, and then I could apply it to my family, friends and the rest.”

9: “I learned how to use my time in a creative way and make decisions with the team.”

10: “I learned how to solve a problem and not only the easy way but the steps I have to make and the road I have to follow in order
to reach the solution. In the school board, I took the leader’s role and along with the team, we found the solution.”

11: “The most useful skill that I developed in the programme is to see beyond the obvious and having a critical approach to things
which I improve every day.”

12: “I learned how to criticize not only myself but also the others so that they won’t be offended but also appreciate it.”

13: “I learned to believe in me and have the confidence to stand in front.”

14: “I was taught how to speak in public.”

15: “I could observe the others and learn; I could see the others and learn from them.”

16: “We could see from many different aspects.”

17: “I was exposed in front of the audience, but the subjects I had to present were new and interesting to me.”

18: “I learned that except of being influenced we can influence others. That changed my point of view, I felt I could have a say.”

19: “Tutors were there for us, and believed in us and that helped me believe in me.”

20: “We could move in the class, and that helped me feel free to express, to explore.”

Theme 4: “Learning” leadership skills.
Participants reported enhancing skills and knowledge due to their participation in the

programme regarding leadership and some factors that acted as facilitators to this process.
The factors could be categorized into three categories: exposure to leadership behaviors,
safe environment and relational aspects.

Through their interaction with their peers, they could see and learn from the different
approaches and styles that their classmates had and be inspired (Table 4, Excerpts 16 and 17).

Participants reported that the new information they gained every week helped them in
their own process of identifying their leadership identity, and they often considered them as
‘life lessons’ that encouraged them to find new ways to look at established things (Table 4,
Excerpts 17 and 18). In addition, the participants highlighted the need for facilitators in
order for the students to explore their potential. Safety from their tutors and classmates
enhanced their sense of comfort, and they could actively listen to their classmates and
speak their views. Tutors were reported by the participants as a safety net that they could
rely on, and they felt they could trust them and act without fear or stress (e.g., Table 4,
Excerpt 19). Moreover, they mentioned they could reflect after the course and discuss it
with their family and compare it with school, which they did not discuss with their family.
Participants reported that physically moving in the classroom acted as a facilitator for them
since they felt free (e.g., Table 4, Excerpt 20).

Axis 2. A critical realism approach to the mechanisms underpinning the development
and transferability of leadership skills through the critical/memorable incidents.
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Participants reported a variety of incidents in which they exhibited and applied
the skills they were exposed to during the programme. The incidents described in the
diaries indicate that participants utilized the experiences from the course in their everyday
life, mostly within the school context and within their interpersonal relationships and
interactions with others. Teamwork was mentioned on 26 occasions, public speaking
on 25, critical thinking on 22, communication on 17, and decision-making on 15. The
settings where incidents took place were; the school, home and outdoor activities (Table 5
see excerpts). In total, 62 unique incidents of leadership behavior were described by
the students. The incidents focused on the interaction with others and the reflection the
participants had on them.

Table 5. Examples of Critical/Memorable Incidents (Excerpts) involving mechanisms for transferabil-
ity (Mechanisms—real domain) of leadership skills (Skills—empirical domain).

Skills—Empirical Domain Mechanisms—Real Domain Excerpts

- Managing emotions
- Communication skills

- Sense of Control/Agency
- Psychological Safety

“I had a fight with a friend of mine, and I think that
the programme was helpful to me in staying calm and
managing my feelings and be able to explain how I
feel without being nervous.”

- Taking initiatives
- Assertiveness

- Sense of Control/Agency
- Psychological Safety

“Last week, we had a team project at school, and we
only had an hour to prepare it.” Unfortunately, the
team where I was did not do much about the project (
. . . ). At some point, when I saw that we did not have
much time, I took the situation into my hands, stood
in front, and explained to them that if they continued
that way, we would not finish the project. They
listened to me and managed to persuade them that we
needed to find a way to work and start the project. The
programme helped me to be able to persuade others
and “assert myself” to the rest of the team in order to
work together and achieve our goal. In another case, if
I had not participated in the programme, I might not
have been able to persuade them.”

- Problem-solving
- Adaptability - Sense of control/Agency

“My gym teacher asked me to find out the real reasons
for which some of my classmates declared being
injured and therefore could not participate in the
school championship. I did not know these kids
personally, so I thought that it would be better to find
the reasons why they did not want to take part by
using an indirect method. So, I found some common
persons who were friends with these kids, and I
learned the info that I needed. I made use of another
technique than the one I used to perform since every
situation is different, and we need to adjust and use
the best method for every case.”

- Problem-solving
- Organizational Skills
- Public Speaking

- Sense of Control/Agency
- Psychological Safety

“In our school, we had to make a project, but we had
not completed it 8 h before the presentation. In this
situation, I provided many solutions since I spoke
with the professor to give us more time. So, I managed
to have an extension, and I organized my classmates
to prepare the presentation. Then we had to present it
in front of an audience. Presenting in an audience
before I did the programme would have made me feel
shy, but because we had experience in the programme
of public speaking activities, I was able to concentrate
on my goal and not be nervous.”
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Table 5. Cont.

Skills—Empirical Domain Mechanisms—Real Domain Excerpts

- Mediation - Sense of control/Agency
“During a game [my friends were playing in], the
two teams had a quarrel and I decided to become the
mediator and help the two teams make up.”

- Argumentation
- Persuasion - Sense of control/Agency

“The previous Saturday, we had to hand in a project
for formula 1 in school. The tension within the group
was increased. Specifically, as the head of the team, I
felt the responsibility for the irresponsibility of some
members and in order to explain to them how to
improve I used the sandwich technique for the
feedback that I learnt in the programme.”

- Problem-solving
- Responsibility

- Sense of Control/Agency
- Psychological Safety

“I made quite an effort in order not to fight with some
of my classmates, and I tried to calmly discuss with
them. Before the programme, possibly, I would have
avoided discussing with them, and I would not have
tried to solve the problem.”

- Argumentation
- Problem-solving

- Sense of Control/Agency
- Psychological Safety

“In my school, there is a kid that is special
(intellectual disability) and we had a meeting with the
teachers and the members of the students’ club so that
we can discuss this issue since there have been some
complaints about this kid. Many of my classmates
were influenced by the teachers’ views, whereas they
did not quite agree. Many discriminations had been
made against this kid. The courses within the
programme helped me handle this situation and
express my opinion with arguments and help in the
solution of this problem.”

- Communication
- Managing emotions
- Self-awareness

- Sense of Control/Agency
- Psychological Safety

“One of the previous days, I had to speak to one of my
best friends and tell her how I feel regarding an issue
that was bothering me for a while. I think that the
programme helped me understand initially what was
troubling me and therefore find the courage to speak
about my emotions. Our tutors often ask us to express
our opinion and our emotions regarding many
situations. I tried to do the same to the situation that I
had to deal.”

The critical/memorable incidents consisted of situations where the participants per-
ceived they managed to transfer skills they developed in the leadership programme to
real-life situations in school life and non-school-life (e.g., relationships with friends and
extracurricular projects). In that sense, diaries serve a reflective function in the learning
process, influencing the experienced outcomes of the programme for the participants and
potentially the transferability of the learned skills.

The overall analysis can be best understood by considering Figures 1 and 2 in parallel,
which depicts a pathway of how transferability works as experienced by the participants
(see Figure 1) and presents the layers of reality as suggested by the critical realist approach
(see Figure 2). Taking this into account, the analysis of the incidents generated patterns that
are related to the skills that the participants observed themselves (see Table 5, empirical
domain). These were generated on the level of semantic focus and are related to the
empirical domain of observable experiences; thus, those themes reflect what the participants
themselves perceived they have learned in the programme and managed to transfer to
real-life situations. On a latent-focus level, the analysis generated two main themes that
are related to the hidden mechanisms (see Table 5, mechanisms—real domain) that have
generated the actual events—the examples of “transferability” of the learnt skills. Following
this analysis, psychological safety and sense of control/agency are the two mechanisms
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that have generated the actual events. In that sense, when the participants do not feel
psychologically unsafe, the sense of control is unstable and thus, agency is inhibited. These
mechanisms belong in the real domain (see Figure 2) and have ontingent causal forces to
generate or stop actual events. Thus, when the participants feel more psychological safety
is low, they are more likely to engage in actual situations that occur in a safe environment,
with peer and tutor facilitation (see Figure 1). This will increase the perceived sense of
control over the situation and will also allow the participants to act on the situation. This
mechanism of sense of control/agency will generate the event in the actual domain and
will lead to the experience; the students will reflect upon the skills they feel they have
used based on their experience, as well as peer and tutor feedback (see Figure 1, Reflection
based on . . . action). As the participants feel more psychologically safe, the sense of
control increases and is expressed via agency; thus, outside of the programme this time,
they attempt to transfer skills from the programme to real-life situations. Diaries helped
the participants reflect on the experience. The red arrow (Figure 1, Transferability) is a
representation of transferability over time, repetitive exposure and reflection. This does not
indicate a linear causal relationship between simulated situations and real-life situations; it
is a model of contingency causality; and potentially a feedback loop.
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4. General Discussion

The overall aim of this research was to investigate how leadership can be studied
among adolescents and young adults and how they conceptualize and experience leader-
ship. This research addresses a significant gap in the literature—that of leadership being
a well-studied phenomenon in adults but not in adolescents. We identified core elements
of leadership development in adolescents using a qualitative approach and added to
the literature on youth leadership by examining the phenomenon using interviews and
diaries. More specifically, the research has explored the meaning of leadership and
examined the perspective of adolescents and young adults with regard to the concept
and experience of leadership.

Through the interviews in Study 1, participants shared experiences where they ex-
plained how they view themselves as leaders. When sharing their perceptions of leadership
(Theme 1), participants significantly relied on how potential leaders make other people
feel; thus, when discussing leadership as an abstract notion, most of the participants po-
sitioned themselves as potential “followers” or “team members” and implicitly reflected
on how they want a leader to make them feel. When sharing their perceptions on how
they view themselves as leaders (Theme 2), participants significantly relied on experiences
where interacting with other people has made them feel competent and validated as lead-
ers; in this case, they reflect on the issue being positioned as leaders. From a leadership
development perspective, this could mean that young people rely on how other people
make them feel both when positioned as followers and as leaders; external validation of
their leadership role is a generative mechanism that enables or constrains their actions,
regardless of whether they are a team member/follower or a leader. Regardless of that,
however, they seem to give equal importance to psychological safety and a sense of control
(Theme 3, sub-theme 1) and are against behaviors and attitudes that are affiliated with
authoritarian leadership models (Theme 3, sub-theme 2). This can be reinforced by the
facilitators of leadership development they reflect upon (Theme 4, sub-theme 1): parents,
teachers and childhood extracurricular activities, while they are in favor of organized
leadership trainings where children and adolescents can experience leadership roles in
settings of psychological safety and sense of control (Theme 4, sub-theme 2).

Study 2 explored the experiences of adolescents in a leadership training programme.
Twenty students completed diaries over a six-month period. The interactions that
participants reported in the programme with each other acted as a milestone to their
empowerment of their self-awareness. The critical incidents indicated how a safe envi-
ronment allowed them to explore their leadership potential and transfer skills beyond
the programme. Participants reported that they gained confidence as leaders in the areas
of teamwork, communication and public speaking and were better able to manage and
regulate their emotions.

Adolescents are in this developmental-sensitive period in their lives where cognitive,
social and emotional changes occur. The safety of their learning environment and
the trusting relationships with their tutors are important to them [38]. Even though
research with adults shows that psychological safety is important, psychological safety
in adolescents might be qualitatively different and heavily influenced by peer acceptance.
A person’s emotional condition affects the physiological procedures of learning, where
more in-depth and permanent learning happens when all areas of the brain are used,
including the emotional center [39]. However, in adults, psychological safety leads to
increased learning, particularly in groups with hierarchical membership [40], adolescents’
attitudes, values, and behaviors are influenced by their peers and by peer leaders, and
can have a very powerful impact on both positive and negative behaviors [41]; thus,
among adolescents, psychological safety might be affected more by peer support and
approval compared to adults.

Utilizing Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development [42], adults reach full moral
development when they answer to an inner conscience, adhering to a small number of
abstract principles that produce specific rules. In that sense, if a leader is defined as a
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person who inspires and motivates other people towards achieving their own goals, then,
when reflecting on the self as a leader, an adult is expected to draw upon experiences where
they inspired and motivated other people to achieve their goals. Additionally, although
the theory of Kohlberg [42] suggests that approximately only 15% of adults reach that
stage of moral development and there is very limited objective evidence on how moral
adults really are, the majority of adult leadership models that are being currently endorsed
and highly valued (transformational leadership; ethical leadership; authentic leadership;
servant leadership) are based on the assumption that all people reach the “universal ethical
principle” [42] or at least on Kant’s [43] idea about “the natural predisposition of good”.
Meanwhile, research evidence indicates that toxic leadership and abusive supervision
prevails among different settings [44]. Thus, this highlights how leadership development
in adolescence can potentially be a critical period to promote moral development, and
this can be better achieved in environments that are experienced as psychologically safe
and provide adolescents with a stable sense of control. In essence, we need to provide
adolescents with a “trial-and-error” environment.

Sensemaking provides a useful way to understand how young adolescents actively
conceptualize their ideas about leadership [45], as evidenced by the data in the two studies.
Sensemaking, with its focus on how meaning influences action, also provides a way to un-
derstand the evolution of adolescents’ thinking about themselves as leaders. Sensemaking
is not about truth and “getting it right” but about the way people develop their own narra-
tives. Firstly, it is about the continued redrafting of an emerging story so that it becomes
more comprehensive, incorporates more of the observed data, and is more resilient in the
face of criticism [45]. Secondly, the language of sensemaking captures the realities of agency,
flow, equivocality, transience, accomplishment, unfolding and emergence—realities that
are often obscured by the language of variables, nouns, quantities and structures [45]. The
efforts of the adolescents (Study 2) and young adults (Study 1) to make sense of leadership
complement the contradictions they experience in trying to figure out leadership as an
action from a context in that their experiences highlight a more authentic and service-based
form of leadership.

We need a bespoke model of leadership for younger people. However, we can still
appreciate the way that more traditional approaches are reflected in the behavior of adoles-
cents and young adults. The findings suggest that various leadership theories are expressed
in participants’ leadership behavior. The transformational leadership approach appears
to be opposed to the old model of formal, one-person leadership, as it focuses on the rela-
tional, collective and purposeful interactions [46,47], where leaders do not impose authority
and control but acknowledge the significance of their followers. The model focuses on
principles of teamwork, collaboration and communication.

The research highlighted the importance of adolescence as a developmental stage for
the development of leadership behavior. Adolescents who had taken part in a wide range
of activities stated having been exposed to more leadership opportunities and an active role
in decision-making procedures [48]. A safe environment with empathy and acceptance on
behalf of the adults who empower the adolescents’ self-confidence has a significant positive
contribution to their leadership identity. Rogers [49] has studied the role of empathy within
the leader role, and the ability to have empathy can be taught with practice. Establishing
trusting relationships with their tutors and peers was highlighted in this research, where
participants’ basic needs of safety were met [50]. Where the willingness to collaborate is
low, so is trust, and people will opt to work from a self-interest perspective rather than
work for the interests of the whole group [51].

This research highlighted that while youth perceptions of their leadership skills are
developed upon a variety of factors, they are also heavily informed by their own experiences
and sensemaking. Tutors need to find ways, such as youth-adult partnerships, to involve
parents and other adults in extracurricular activities. Support from parents, teachers and
other adults has a significant role in developing leadership skills. Adolescents who sense
that significant adults have an active interest in their development rate themselves more
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highly in their leadership skills and their willingness to undertake leadership roles [52]. The
importance of role models as well as the importance of peer support in a safe environment,
was underscored in this research.

4.1. Implications for Future Research

Our research leads to important questions that future studies should address. Fur-
ther research could expand our approach to studying the experiences of primary school
students and explore the issues in these younger children, which could shed light on how
younger children conceptualize leadership. Involving data from parents and teachers in
research would provide researchers with an enhanced idea of leadership development
among adolescents. At the moment, we are not aware of any comprehensive model or
theory of leadership that adequately reflects students’ perspectives. Teaching leadership in
schools could have multiplier benefits for students in terms of their career development.
Mitra [53] suggests that students who attend a school where they are empowered by school
administrators to share their voices are more likely to develop as leaders. Likewise, we
would expect that mentoring relationships with teachers and faculty advisors should en-
hance future leadership development [54]. Research has found that the more students
are involved in student organizations and leadership programmes, for example, the more
likely they are to develop the leadership skills needed later in their working lives [55].

4.2. Practical Implications: Developing Future Leadership Programmes for Adolescents

The findings in this research indicate the positive impact of leadership opportunities
and training during adolescence. Henein and Morisette [56] highlight their priorities for
the field of education, which include the creation of core leadership educational materials
provided to students at all levels in all areas, adjusted to age level. A predominant principle
for those included in positive youth development is that adolescents should be agents of
their own development and, thus, in control of the benefits of these opportunities [57].
Therefore, as youth are enabled to participate in programmes with more levels of voice,
empowerment, and contribution, youth are more expected to become engaged in the
programme. Hansen and Larson [58] found that youth benefit developmentally from these
types of programmes when they are engaged in leadership roles.

The findings of tour research suggest that experiential activities were experienced the
most effective learning method for the leadership qualities that could be taught. Further-
more, the importance of peer learning as a means of applying leadership was emphasized.
The natural human desire to help others is based on the belief that when a person gives
and becomes valuable to others, feelings of self-worth are increased, and a more positive
self-concept is built. The powerful feeling of being engaged in ‘something beyond oneself’
can be transferred to ones’ peers. When adolescents’ contributions to helping others are
acknowledged, meaning and purposefulness become more important [59].

4.3. Limitations

Alongside the strengths of this research, there are also important limitations to ac-
knowledge. Firstly, all data are based on participants’ accounts and represent a single source
about their experience of leadership. For example, interviewing their teachers and/or their
school colleagues could have provided an interesting perspective on the genesis of their
development as leaders (study 1) and their experience of leadership within the school envi-
ronment (study 2). Secondly, study 2 was conducted in one single leadership programme,
making the generalizability and transferability of findings limited. Furthermore, when
analyzing qualitative data, the influence of the researcher is something to consider, given
that the process of interpretation can be subjective.

The scope of this research was the investigation of the experiences of adolescent
leadership using a qualitative approach. However, it is important to recognize that other
research approaches to youth leadership exist in the literature, and therefore there are
constructs that were not covered in the two studies. For example, personality research
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across the lifespan indicates that leadership is associated with personality traits such as
extraversion, sociability, and gregariousness [60–62]. Additionally, at the very beginning
of life, conceptualizations of leadership begin to form [63,64], which means that children
probably build implicit theories of leadership that contain expectations about leadership
traits and attributes [65]. Equally, in the area of attachment theory, there is evidence that
secure attachment in infancy is associated with leadership ratings 15 years later [66]. One
possible explanation is that individuals with secure attachment at early ages have more
ego resources or social capital for seeking out leadership roles [67,68]. Examining the
developmental journey of adolescent leaders was beyond the scope of the two studies, but
such factors may contribute to how the participants in the present research understood
leadership development.

Future research on youth leadership could utilize Bronfenbrenner’s [69] Ecological Sys-
tems Theory, which highlights the role that environmental forces play in initially shaping
one’s identity and modifying it throughout life through constant interactions with environ-
mental factors. We need a lifespan approach to leadership development. Individuals at
each developmental stage have opportunities to work on their leadership development and
acknowledging the long developmental trajectory that underlies effective leadership can
only enhance our knowledge of more effective ways to develop leaders for the challenges of
the future [70]. The next steps in furthering this research involve testing our model among
a broader group and developing links between our model and adult models of leadership.

5. Conclusions

Leadership continues to be a complex topic [71–73]. Understanding leadership de-
velopment in children and youth is an important step in the process of improving and
developing effective leadership education. This research highlighted the importance of
adolescence as a developmental stage for the development of leadership behavior. Partici-
pants’ experiences highlighted the importance of active and experiential learning, and a
safe environment was reported as a significant facilitator in the participants’ leadership
development as they felt accepted by their tutors and peers.
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