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Abstract 
 

This study investigates the perceptions of leadership of African American undergraduate 

males who attend a predominately-White institution in the Southwest after participation in a 

leadership development program. Research concerning African American undergraduate males 

in education has been from a deficit-orientated narrative and focused primarily on academic 

achievement or lack of involvement, with little attention paid to African American males 

performing leadership. As society continues to focus on graduation and college attendance by 

African American males, it is important to explore African American undergraduate male 

leadership as a viable method to engage and influence graduation and attendance. This study 

examines the way in which African American undergraduate males make meaning and define 

leadership. Results indicated that African American undergraduate males defined leadership as 

either leader behaviors or specific characteristics that leaders possess. The study indicates a need 

for leadership educators and student affairs professionals to develop and implement a common 

language concerning leadership with student leader 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The development of future leaders has been the original purpose and cornerstone of 

higher education since its inception (Dewey, 1916). According to Dewey, the role of educators is 

not to view education “as something, like filling a vessel with water, but rather [as] assisting a 

flower to grow in its own way” (Dewey, 1916, p. 38). The creation of an educated society has 

been promoted as the method to ensure that people prosper and evolve to their utmost potential 

(Sarason, 1971). As stated by Nohria and Khurana (2010), higher education is charged to 

develop the next generation of “leaders who possess the competency and character necessary to 

lead our modern society” (p. 3). Numerous studies have been published concerning the plight of 

African American males in the United States education system (Becker & Becker, 2003; Bonner 

& Bailey, 2006; Fashola, 2005; Fleming, 1984; Harper, 2003; Howard-Hamilton, 1997; Jackson 

& Moore, 2006; Weatherspoon, 2005). 

 

The need to explore plausible solutions due to the literature and how the media continued 

to depict African American males as unconcerned, unintelligent, and lacking the ability to lead or 

excel (Hooks, 2004; Majors & Billson, 1992). Several studies informing the experiences of 

African American male college students have been conducted by (Harper, 2014; Bonner & 

Bailey, 2006; Brown, 2006; Chavez, Guido-DiBrito & Mallory, 2003). The most influential 

factor that informed the experiences of African American males was Black racial identity. While 

Byars-Winston (2010) identified being Black as central to identity for Blacks, DeCarlo (2005) 

argued that the impact of race was only recently “included and obliquely expounded upon in 

conceptual models of human development” (p. 36). Specifically for African American male 

college students, Allen (2000) and Gray (1995) noted continued low college matriculation and 

graduation rates of African American males as directly correlated to the decline of the African 

American family structure (Allen, 2000; Gray 1995). Several scholars have agreed that a 

relationship exists between environmental and cultural factors that influence human behavior, 

including academic performance and self-perception (Becker & Becker, 2003; Brookover & 

Erickson, 1969; Maxwell, 2004; Morrow & Torres, 1995). The term and focus for this study is 

African American, which is consistent with the racial definition of the participants in the study. 

 

According to Brown (2006), as some colleges and universities experience improvement 

in enrollment of African American males, the struggle to retain and graduate those students 

continues. Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso (2010) contended that out-of-classroom experiences often 

play a significant role in African American male students’ early departure from the university. 

The term microagressions was defined as subtle insults (verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual) 

directed toward people of color (Pierce, 1974). The microagressions ranged from behaviors such 

as peers not selecting them for study groups and organizations based on race to comments such 

as, “I don’t want to work with you because you’re Black.” As noted by the researchers, the 

students stated that they felt hopeless, tired, discouraged, and prone to disengage from the 

university and that they performed poorly academically. Harper and Harris (2010) and Strayhorn 

and Terrell (2007) identified possible methods to address the needs of African American male 

college students that called for action by faculty and student affairs professionals. Due to the 

nature of student affairs professionals’ roles as gatekeepers to student organizations, they have 
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been thrust into the front lines in addressing the growing disparities between African American 

males and other males in higher education (Brown, 2006). 

 

As student affairs professionals continue to grapple with engaging African American 

males, there must be intentionality in the design of campus opportunities to meet the needs of 

these students. This study sought to identify student involvement needs by assessing perceptions 

of leadership among African American male college students who participated in a gender- and 

race-specific college leadership development program. To examine and make meaning of 

African American male college students’ perceptions of leadership, it was important to review 

relevant literature. In the following section, African American male identity, college student 

involvement for African American males, and leadership were reviewed to inform the study. 

 

African American Male Identity 
 

As a person discovers who they are and their personal role as defined by society the 

individual develops a sense of self (1968). The undergirding principle of a sense of self is that of 

the development of ego and identity which stems from social interaction. The study of identity 

development discusses the incorporated biological and racial perspectives and the influence on 

how individuals view themselves as compared to society. In an attempt to explain and understand 

African   American   male   identity,   the   researcher   reviewed   literature   relevant    to                    

African American racial identity, male gender identity, college male identity, and the intersection 

of each of these identities. 

 

African American Racial Identity. Racial identity is “one of the most heavily 

researched areas that focuses on the psychological experiences of African Americans” (Sellers et 

al., 1998, p. 19) and includes attitudes and beliefs about being African American and part of the 

African American race (Decuir-Gunby, 2009). Cross and Fhagen-Smith (2001) and Sellers et al. 

(1998) are frequently cited in reviews of recent literature describing African American identity 

the use of both frameworks outline African American identity development to be socially 

constructed. 

 

The Cross and Fhagen-Smith (2001) Lifespan model of Black Identity Development 

suggests cyclical stages over the course of the African American’s life. African Americans with 

positive self-perceptions have a better understanding of being African American and actively 

engage with society as an African American. The multidimensional model of racial identity 

posed by Sellers et al. (1998) provides a theoretical framework for the significance that African 

Americans. The four dimensions of MMRI describe the significance and meaning of race in the 

self-concepts of African Americans: identity salience, centrality of identity, ideology associated 

with the identity, and regard in which the person holds African American people. Through 

testing this theory, a significant relationship between race and the self-identity of African 

Americans was identified (Sellers et al., 1997). Persons for whom race played a significant role 

in identity and who emphasized the uniqueness of being African American were more likely to 

participate in African American-centered activities and interact more with other African 

Americans (Sellers et al., 1997). 
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The MMRI described salience as the belief in how much race plays a part in self-concept 

and is dependent on the context of the situation. The dimension of centrality is similar to salience 

in that it focuses on the individual’s idea of the implication of race on self-concept; however, it is 

dependent on the individual’s normal behavior versus situational behavior. The third dimension, 

ideology, was defined as how the individual feels that a member of the African American race 

should believe, behave, and offer opinions as related to interactions with other people in society. 

This dimension of ideology was described with four specific ideologies: (a) nationalist 

philosophy, focused on the importance and uniqueness of being of African descent; (b) oppressed 

minority ideology, highlighting the similarities between African Americans and other oppressed 

groups; (c) assimilationist philosophy, targeting the similarities between African    Americans    

and the rest of American society; and (d) humanist philosophy, emphasizing the commonalities 

of all humans. These ideologies are manifested across four areas of functioning: political-

economic issues, cultural-social activities, intergroup relations, and interaction with the dominant 

group. 

 

The final dimension, regard, may be defined as how a person feels about himself or 

herself. This dimension encompasses how a person positively feels toward other African 

Americans and being placed in that group. The public regard in this dimension consists of how 

the person believes others feel positively or negatively about African Americans, while the 

private regard relates to how the person feels, positively or negatively, about being placed in the 

African American group (Sellers et al., 1997). 

 

Male Gender Identity. Kimmel (2010) suggested that males experience masculinity as a 

“homosocial enactment” whereby men “are under constant careful scrutiny of other men; “Other men 

watch us, rank us, grant our acceptance into the realm of manhood. Manhood is demonstrated for 

other men’s approval” (p. 23). Majors and Billson (1992) also discussed masculinity as they 

introduced the concept of masculine attainment, a term that refers to the “persistent quest for gender 

identity” (p. 30). They contended that what constitutes a man is the ability to be responsible and 

provide for himself and his family. This challenge is heightened for Black males in America due to 

systemic racism. Systemic racism is defined as “Racialized exploitations and subordination of 

Americans of color by White Americans that encompasses the racial stereotyping, prejudices, 

and emotions of Whites, as well as the discriminatory practices and racialized institutions 

generated for the long term domination of African Americans and other people of color” (Feagin 

& Barnett, 2005, p. 1100). The results of systemic racism of negative self-perception, overarching 

opinion that America is racist and a pessimistic outlook of the future negatively affect the African 

American college males’ matriculate. African American males in college are less likely to hold the 

worldview that with hard-work you can be successful regardless of race and anyone may be 

successful (Levin, Federico, Sidanius, & Rabinowitz, 2002). 

 

College Male Gender Identity. Student affair professionals must refrain from 

developing students as compartmentalized entities due the multiple identities students possess 

which upon entering into college (Orbe, 2004). Chickering and Reisser (1993) and Harper and 

Harris (2010) informed this study concerning college male identity. 
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Chickering and Reisser (1993) outlined concepts for college student development, 

including (a) developing competence, which is confidence in the ability to achieve a goal; (b) 

managing emotions, where students learn to identify and express emotions appropriately; (c) 

moving through autonomy toward interdependence, freeing students from needs for approval, as 

well as increasing decision-making abilities; (d) developing mature interpersonal relationships, 

where tolerance and appreciation of differences increase; (e) establishing identity as students 

begin to develop comfort with appearance and racial, gender, and sexual orientation, as well as a 

sense of self in social and cultural contexts; (f) developing purpose, as students develop the 

ability to establish commitments to personal interests, beliefs, and values; and (g) developing 

integrity, where abilities grow to balance self-interest with social responsibility. The stage of 

developing interpersonal relationships and establishing racial and gender identity directly 

influences this study. As African American college males are not only matriculating through 

college, but also experiencing these specific stages of the college study identity development 

there is direct impact on their matriculation. According to Harper and Harris (2010), 

“Understanding the development of college men requires examining their socially constructed 

experiences [because] masculinities have noticeable influences on the ways men experience 

college” (p. 18). The “noticeable influences” include how they develop friendships and where 

they allocate their out-of-class time, among other influences. 

 

Intersection of Racial, Gender, and College Identity. The methodology of this study 

was informed by the multiple bodies of work concerning racial, gender, and college student 

identity. Sellers et al. (1998) noted the significance that African Americans assign to being 

African American as compared to their White counterparts. The layer of racial identity was often 

noted as more important than other aspects of their identity (Sellers, et al, 1998). Kimmel (2010) 

identified concepts of masculinity that are exercised as the need for approval by other men. 

Harper and Harris (2010) validated the need to capture socially constructed experiences to make 

sense of college male identity. Majors and Billson (1992) contributed the notion of male identity 

as a demonstration of personal responsibility and being a good provider. These scholars noted 

that this demonstration is not “straightforward achievement” for Black men: 

 

Outlets for achieving masculine pride and identity, especially in political, economic, and 

educational systems, are more fully available to whites than to black males. This in turn 

restricts the Black man’s ability to achieve in family systems, to take care of a wife and 

family, or to be a present and supportive father. (p. 31) 

 

Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) establishment of identity vector informed this study as African 

American males grow in their comfort levels with being African American, as well as male, on 

their college campuses. 

 

College Student Involvement for African American Males 
 

Astin (1996) suggested that student involvement is an important campus opportunity that 

correlates with student achievement and development. Tinto (1993) indicated that student 

organizations play an important role as agents of social integration for college students. 

Considering that social integration, specifically student involvement, has a direct impact on 
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student retention and graduation, understanding the influence of student involvement on all 

students on college campuses should be a priority. 

 

A study by Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) indicated that the higher frequency and 

quality of student involvement in out-of-class campus opportunities, the greater the students’ 

educational aspirations, improved self-confidence, and increased interpersonal and leadership 

skills. Further, quality student involvement experiences have led to greater satisfaction with the 

university and decreased departures (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993). Although 

student involvement has been recognized as beneficial, the task to ensure that these experiences 

are constructive and to integrate learning often rests on the shoulders of student affairs 

professionals (Strayhorn & Terrell, 2007). 

 

Involvement and engagement in out-of- class activities have positive effects on identity 

development for African American male college students (Cokley, 2001; Harper, 2006a, 2006b; 

Harper, Carini, Bridges, & Hayek, 2004; Harper & Quaye, 2009; Strayhorn, 2008). A study by 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) indicated that the higher frequency and quality of student 

involvement in out-of-class campus opportunities, the greater the students’ educational 

aspirations, improved self-confidence, and increased interpersonal and leadership skills. Further, 

quality student involvement experiences have led to greater satisfaction with the university and 

decreased departures (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993).Although research into the 

impact of leadership on African American male college students has increased, research 

concerning how African American college males frame or define leadership is minimal (Ospina 

& Foldy, 2009). Research has explored experiences of African American male who assumed 

leadership roles in predominately White organizations and/or race-based organizations 

(Guiffrida, 2003; Kimbrough & Harper, 2006; Sutton & Terrell, 1997). There is minimal 

literature that discusses how African American males perceive leadership after assuming these 

positions (Harper, 2009). If student affairs professionals are to aid in creation of safe learning 

spaces in and out of the classroom for African American males, they must address the variables 

that may negatively influence student involvement experiences. 

 

Leadership Development 
 

There is increasing need by the world for workforce leaders equipped to work with a 

diverse workforce and higher education has been challenged with the task of developing these 

leaders. Leaders in society should be equipped to cultivate partnerships, address issues critically, 

and develop collaborations with local communities and key stakeholders (Ewing, Bruce, & 

Ricketts, 2009). Higher education is tasked to produce not only technically competent leaders but 

also leaders who possess the ability to motivate and lead others different than themselves. 

 

To meet this task, many colleges and universities have chosen to incorporate leadership 

development in their mission statements (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 

2012; Astin & Astin, 2000; Boatman, 1999; Guthrie, Jones, Osteen, & Hu, 2013; Roberts, 2007) 

and have met this goal through encouragement of students to become involved in student 

organizations. The use of student organizations and leadership development has been well 

documented, as well as benefits of development of students as responsible citizens or leaders for 

58 



DOI: 1012806/V15/I3/R1 Volume 15 Issue 3 Research Journal of Leadership Education 
 

 

 

the community and positive effects on social integration of students, regardless of race (Astin & 

Astin, 2000; Harper & Harris, 2010; Tinto, 1993). 

 

Quality student involvement experiences, specifically taking on leadership roles in 

student organizations, require leadership skill development due to eventual transitions to 

leadership roles (Frazier, 2009). Leadership development concepts for college students, both in 

and out of the classroom, have been reflected in the literature for years (Keeling, 2004). In a 

study by Foreman and Retallick (2013), students who held a leadership position in a student 

organization scored significantly higher on the scales of consciousness of self, commitment, and 

individual values on the Socially Responsible Leadership Scale. Rubin, Bommer, and Baldwin 

(2002) reported that an extracurricular index score indicating the number of student 

organizations, leadership roles, and hours spent in those organizations significantly predicted 

development of skills such as communication, initiative, decision making, and teamwork. The 

concept of leadership has developed to be more relational, process oriented, service directed, and 

systems focused over the past 30 years. 

 

As the concept of leadership has evolved, the face of higher education has also evolved. 

Universities and colleges have become more diverse and reflective of the changing 

demographics of the United States. It is expected that by 2042 the United States will become a 

minority majority country (U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, 2010); thus, the 

challenge to meet the initial charge of education—educating leaders for society—has become 

more daunting. Higher education has recognized the need to explore the intersection of 

leadership development and diversity (Guthrie et al., 2013). Student affairs professionals and 

leadership educators have a unique opportunity to address this challenge by developing 

opportunities to engage African American undergraduate males in student organizations and the 

activities of leadership. 

 

Early attempts at development of leadership frameworks for African American college 

males were often generalized from studies that focused on students of colors in general (Ospina 

& Foldy, 2009). This practice did not account for the intersectionality of African American 

college males’ multiple identities and removed the unique voice of this population (Guthrie et al., 

2013). In order to develop leaders, student affairs practitioners and leadership educators must 

understand and legitimize the multiple identities of students (Chen & Van Velsor, 1996). 

 

As cited by Sutton and Terrell (1997), research was conducted concerning African 

American leadership in student organizations; however, very little research has focused 

specifically on African American males. Early research conducted on African American males 

often focused on barriers to involvement or experience after holding a leadership position; very 

few focused on the perceptions of leadership before assuming leadership roles or how African 

American college males framed their concepts of leadership (Frazier, 2009; Harper & Quaye, 

2009). The assumption by early researchers was that African American males did not assume 

leadership roles due to being unprepared, intimidated, or convinced that the leadership 

experience was irrelevant. The idea that African American males might construct their leadership 

framework differently from that of their White counterparts was not considered (Fleming, 1984; 

LaVant & Terrell, 1994). 
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A study by Sutton and Kimbrough (2001) indicated that African American undergraduate 

males did not view leadership as positional but instead as the role played in the organization. The 

term leader and the concept of leadership were associated with “acting White” or “trying to 

shine,” both of which were viewed negatively (Arminio et al., 2000). In review of the limited 

literature concerning the voice of African American undergraduate males who participated in 

gender- and race-based college leadership development programs, I was led to explore this 

silenced population. 

 

Purpose of the Study 
 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions and personal 

definitions of leadership held by African American male undergraduate participants in a race- 

and gender-based leadership development program at a predominately White institution (PWI) in 

the southwestern United States. The research questions used to frame the study were the 

following: 

1) How do you define leadership? 

2) What do you believe are key components of effective leadership? 

 

Methodology 
 

The two most common approaches to research are the quantitative and qualitative 

methods. The methods are dictated by different views of reality. The quantitative method relies 

on numerical values to express the data and is often used in large populations to construct 

generalities. A qualitative study is defined as an inquiry process of understanding a social or 

human problem, based on building a complex, holistic picture, formed with words, reporting 

detailed views of informants and conducted in a natural setting. The qualitative method is based 

on the assumption of multiple realities (Guba, 1990). 

 

In this study, the qualitative method was used to offer a forum for participants’ voices to 

be heard. The study employed the basic features of the phenomenological approach. According 

to Patton (1990), in phenomenological research there is a core to the meaning of common 

experience among participants. During the phenomenological research process, prior experiences 

and interest are shortly cast aside so as not to interfere with the research. This was important in 

the current study, which focused on second-semester freshmen African American males at a 

university in the south. The core framework of the research followed standards set forth by 

Moustakas (1994) that a phenomenological account should get inside the common experience of 

a group of people and describe the what, how, and meaning of that shared experience. 

 

Based on past experience with the phenomena and willingness to participate, a purposive 

sample approach was used. Twelve participants were interviewed concerning their experiences 

with a college leadership program created for African American males at Big South University 

(BSU; a pseudonym) called Black Men Lead (BML; a pseudonym). The common phenomenon 

was the BML, an 8-week program for second-semester and sophomore African American males 

and was sponsored by the BSU National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC) fraternities, the 

governing council for historically African American fraternities and sororities. The BML 
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program incorporated peer leaders, leadership skill training and leadership theory overview, life 

skills training, academic study groups, history of Blacks in the United States, Black identity 

development, small-group discussions, a leadership excursion, and a culmination project. 

 

Setting and Context. I identified and invited study participants using a criterion and 

convenience sample (Appendix A). The study participants ranged in socioeconomic 

classification and academic major. All held a grade point average of 2.5 or higher and had 

participated in leadership positions in high school, had played a sport, or were members of a high 

school honor society. I collected data using 1-hour to 1.5-hour semi-structured interviews and 

transcribed and organized data into statements for data analysis. The statements were clustered 

into themes and evaluated across participant interviews for commonality and similarities. 

 

Interviews. Each participant was informed of the purpose of the study and signed a 

consent form (Appendix B) prior to participation. The demographic data for each participant 

were collected prior to the study via the BML program application and interview. Participants 

were encouraged to use pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality and were offered opportunities to 

question the interviewer at the conclusion of the interview. The names of participants were 

withheld and distinguishable characteristics or comments were withheld from the final report. 

Each interviewee was assigned a numerical value to acknowledge identity. 

 

The interviews were hosted on campus and lasted approximately an hour. Open-ended 

and guiding questions were generated based on the literature review. The interviews were 

transcribed by hand during the interview with no audio recording with each participant allowed 

to review my notes at conclusion of the interview. They varied in style, which allowed for free 

expression by the participant. I employed interview techniques such as paraphrasing, 

summarizing, and empathizing to develop rapport and insight into each student’s experience. The 

questions focused on the BML experience, identity, perceptions, interactions with peers, and 

leadership. After coding the data from the first interview, each participant met with me in person 

or by telephone to discuss discrepancies between their statements and my interpretations. 

 

Data Analysis. I analyzed the interview transcripts using the constant comparative 

method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This method involved simultaneously performing a systematic 

coding and analysis of the data to generate research themes instead of beginning with a 

hypothesis in mind. The data were analyzed and assigned codes to categories that emerged from 

the data (Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Techniques identified 

by Miles and Huberman (1994) and Moustakas (1994) were used to analyze data systematically. 

The analysis process began with a reading of the verbatim interview transcripts and was 

completed by a three-level coding method. 

 

The first level of coding included “carefully examining the data and selecting phrases, 

words, and stories when observed individually contains a single unit of meaning” (Schreiber & 

Stern, 2001, p. 69). The first-level coding included a review of the interview transcript and 

making notations on the notecard to identify key words or phrases. The second level of coding 

was “examining and collapsing codes into categories or higher-level concepts” (Schreiber & 

Stern, 2001, p. 70). As the data were reviewed and analysis continued, it was important to note 
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convergences and divergences among categories. In the third level of coding, relationships 

among categories were observed and final themes emerged (Schreiber & Stern, 2001). 

 

During the qualitative research process, it was important to address four areas suggested 

by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to ensure trustworthiness were: truth value, applicability, 

consistency, and neutrality. My experience in student affairs (more than 10 years), as well as my 

role as designer of the BML program, added to confidence and truth value in the interpretation of 

the data. Member checks were achieved (a) by sending the overarching themes to the participants 

with requests to add or delete any comments, and (b) by debriefing in conference with colleagues 

in the student affairs area who work exclusively with the study population to address consistency 

and neutrality. 

 

To analyze the data, a master list of categories and themes was developed and compared 

to current conceptual and theoretical frameworks. Peer debriefing was conducted with members 

of the dissertation committee and fellow student development professionals to ensure neutrality. 

The issue of applicability could not be addressed because the BML experience is a unique 

phenomenon; however, transferability may be inferred. The context of applicability relies on the 

perspective of the reader; however, the reader is urged not to generalize across racial identities or 

university settings. Phenomenological studies are designed to gain insight into the world of the 

participant who experience a particular phenomenon. 

 

Results 
 

The experiences of the 12 participants were examined and four broad themes emerged 

during analysis. The themes were divided into two categories: (a) perceived behaviors of 

leaders/participants, and (b) traits that leaders/participants possessed. The themes were (a) 

influence and motivation, (b) selflessness/responsibility, (c) awareness, and (d) performance of 

specific behaviors (integrity, honesty, initiative, and good communication). The presentation of 

results uses pseudonyms and participant direct quotes, with the cited participant identified by a 

code number. 

 

Influence and Motivation. Participants strongly agreed that leaders should be able to 

influence and motivate others, especially other African American undergraduate males. They 

agreed that being a role model was intertwined with influence and motivation. Specifically, they 

stated that it was important to be a role model to other African American males on campus and at 

home (1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10). 

 

I heard a saying once that said you can lead a horse to water but if you cannot make them 

drink, then you are really not a leader. A leader is going to make sure the horse drinks the 

water because of their ability to influence. (2) 

I look to a leader as someone I can look up to. You cannot choose your manager but you 

can choose your leader. (4) 

Leadership is a person or group of people that inspires people to do something that they 

wouldn’t normally do. Leadership impacts others’ lives in a positive way. (8) 
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Selflessness/Responsibility. Participants stated that they expected the leader to be 

selfless and engage followers in decision making. They said that the leader should be committed 

and feel a responsibility to followers. They identified the need to be the best and to take one for 

the team, noting that they had to represent all African American men to their White counterparts 

in and out of the classroom. It was even more important to serve the organization well to ensure 

that it would be easier for future members of the [Black] organization (1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10). 

 

I am not selfish but selfless. I’m going to get people engaged in decision making. (4) 

You have to be able to take on all the pressures and challenges [of the organization] and 

not complain. (7) 

A leader will want to do it for the good of the cause and not for fame. I am more of a 

servant leader. (9) 

You have a commitment to make sure the organization is successful and there is no 

benefit to you other than the good of what you are working for.(10) 

 

Awareness. Study participants identified the need for leaders to be aware of themselves 

and their followers in order to be effective and lead. The leader should be selected by members 

and not self-appointed, to ensure that the leader is not doing it for the wrong reason, or in order 

to be seen. One participant discussed at length the importance of leaders possessing emotional 

intelligence and making positive impacts on followers (1, 2, 3, 7, 9, 10, 12). 

 

Got to know who you are. If you got to tell me who you are, that’s not who you are, 

that’s just somebody you want to be. (1) 

Have to be understanding of your followers and know where they are coming from and 

their challenges. You need to understand who you are leading. You have to be a 

spokesperson and so you have to understand and know your people. (7) 

You have to be aware of what is going around you, making sure you know what is going 

on in your culture. (10) 

I believe emotional intelligence is important, because it helps knowing your people and 

their strengths and weaknesses. Because if you put them in a position where you know 

they are going to fail, they will fail. (12) 

 

Leadership Behaviors. Participants identified specific desirable leadership behaviors 

that a leader should perform or that they viewed themselves performing, such as communicating 

effectively, being an active listener, and being open-minded, decisive, a self-starter, and 

knowledgeable. Several participants stated that it was important to be unique in order to stand 

out and lead extraordinary people (1, 2, 4, 5, 8, 10, 11). 

 

Not judging everybody because people come from a different lenses and cultural barrier. 

Not trying to put your own experiences onto everybody. (1) 

A leader should be able to make changes quickly and be knowledgeable. For example, 

you don’t want to ask a teacher a question and they don’t have an answer. They should be 

knowledgeable in what they are doing. (4) 

Communication is key; you have to communicate effectively if you want to be efficient 

as an organization. You have to have the ability to trickle down information. (5) 
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Effective leadership requires willingness to listen to the opinions and thoughts of others 

and actually consider them. (11) 

 

Discussion 
 

As stated by Astin and Astin (2000), student organizations play an important role in 

social integration for college students and are invaluable in offering opportunities for leadership 

development. Four major themes emerged from the study: leaders influence and motivate 

followers, leaders are aware of self and others, leaders exhibit selflessness and responsibility, and 

leaders perform specific leadership behaviors. Dimensions of leadership that emerged from the 

data included leader traits, leader behaviors, and the concept of servant leadership. 

 

Leader Traits. Northouse (2013) identified a set of leadership traits based on a 

retrospective examination of research (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991; Lord, DeVader, & Alliger, 

1986; Stogdill, 1948, 1974; Zaccaro, Kemp, & Bader, 2004). The major leadership traits that 

were identified were intelligence, self-confidence, determination, integrity, and sociability. The 

participants in the current study frequently described themselves and leader desirable traits to be 

honest, effective communicator, confident, knowledgeable, relatable, possessing integrity, 

applying ethics in decision making, self-starters, determined, and trustworthy. The traits 

identified by the participants were more aligned with the earlier traits noted by Stogdill (1974) in 

research in which African American males were not the focus population. Stogdill’s research 

identified the leadership traits of self-confidence, drive for responsibility, vigor and persistence, 

initiative, self-confidence and personal identity, influence others behavior, and design social 

interaction with purpose, which aligned with the results also found in this study. 

 

Leader Behaviors. As described by Fairholm (2002), leadership is not merely 

mechanics, styles, behaviors, or characteristics of leaders; instead, leadership is a holistically and 

philosophical enactment that entails values, motives, power, and the aspirations and needs of 

both follower and leader. In this regard, Lussier and Achua (2007) identified nine behaviors of 

effective leaders: (a) dominance, (b) high energy, (c) self-confidence, (d) locus of control, (e) 

stability, (f) integrity, (g) intelligence, (h) emotional intelligence, and (i) flexibility and 

sensitivity to others. 

 

The themes that emerged in this study aligned with the behaviorist concept of leadership. 

Participants stated that influencing and motivating others was significant for their community 

(African American males) due to the low level of African American male student organization 

involvement on campus. They indicated that, in order to be a role model and encourage other 

African American males to become involved, the leader must be able to influence and motivate 

hesitant peers. 

 

As noted in studies completed by Kimbrough and Harper (2006) and Strayhorn (2008), 

African American undergraduate males often assumed responsibility to portray the entire race in 

interactions with other races. Participants in the current study stressed the importance of role 

modeling for other African American males on campus to dispel African American male 

negative behavior stereotypes. They also recognized that being able to influence others was not 
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always connected to holding a formal leadership position in a student organization. One student 

discussed at length his experience with a specific student organization and their election of a less 

influential and competent president due to the climate and politics of the organization. 

 

The participants reflected that it was important that leaders understand and be aware of 

followers’ and their own personal strengths and weakness in order to advance and serve the 

organization, which position aligns with the ideology of collectivism. The foundation of 

collectivism was the premise that leadership is a collective endeavor (Guthrie et al., 2013). The 

ideology of collectivism emerged as a method to develop diverse students’ leader identity 

(Bordas, 2007). According to Bordas (2007), diverse college students reported that uplift of the 

community relied on empowerment of the individual. As the leader develops and empowers the 

follower, the community is advanced and improved. This viewpoint aligns with the servant 

leadership style approach. 

 

Servant Leadership. Researchers have debated the servant leadership approach as both 

trait and behavior based (Laub, 2003). Laub reported that servant leadership was viewed as a 

behavior process and that students focused on the behaviors that encapsulate servanthood. The 

study indicated that African American males’ definition of leadership aligned with many of the 

tenets of servant leadership. The foundation of servant leadership is the idea of a leader being a 

servant to the people being led (Spears, 1998). The highest duty of a leader is to address the 

highest-priority needs of others (Greenleaf, 2002). 

 

According to Russell (2001) and Russell and Stone (2002), an essential component of 

servant leadership is the value of integrity and competence to establish interpersonal trust with 

followers. Rost (1993) indicated that anyone in the hierarchical setting can be identified as a 

leader and anyone can be a follower (Rost, 1993). The use of the servant leadership style when 

working with college-age African American men allows for incorporation of multiple layers of 

identity due to incorporation of self-awareness and support by followers who are growing not 

only as members of the organization but also as individuals (Riverstone, 2004). 

 

The servant leadership style may provide African American men the voice to encourage 

their followers but still exude self-confidence. The leadership style of African American men to 

show strength but remain nurturing is encouraged in the servant leadership model due to its focus 

on making followers better than they were before. One of the key components of servant 

leadership is the leader offering followers opportunities to be successful and provide ideas to the 

organization; this component is in alignment with the consideration characteristics that are a 

mark of the African American leadership style. Self-awareness and a servant mindset may assist 

African American men as they navigate their student organization’s complexities. 

 

Implications 
 

This study reflects specifically on the role that student affairs practitioners and leadership 

educators may play on university campuses. This study concluded that African American 

undergraduate males defined and perceived leadership in ways similar to those reported in 

previous research; however, there remains confusion regarding the terms leader and leadership. 

65 
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Participants used descriptors to define leader and leadership, even after participating in a 

leadership development program. The interchangeable use of the terms leader and leadership for 

college students is a conundrum. Student affairs professionals and leadership educators must 

embrace and share with student leaders a common language pertaining to the terms leadership 

and leader. 

 

As Arminio and colleagues (2000) found, students of color did not value the label of 

leader in the same way as their White counterparts. As indicated in this study, African American 

males were unconcerned with the formal title of leader but thought it more important to perform 

the behavior of a leader and be identified by peers as a leader rather than hold a formal position. 

Past studies have focused exclusively on students who held formal positions, which does not 

account for African American males who were perceived by peers and who perceived 

themselves to be leaders and engaged in leadership. To give a truthful and robust voice to this 

population, future researchers must consider this paradigm when designing studies. 

 

Student affairs administrators must be cognizant of the convergence of multiple identities 

that African American undergraduate males encounter on college campuses, coupled with the 

servant leadership approach. The servant leadership approach may be overplayed to ensure 

follower and organization success. As cautioned by Block (1993) concerning students and 

servant leadership, student leaders may be tempted to assume too much responsibility, to their 

personal detriment. Student affairs professionals and leadership educators must take this into 

consideration when engaging these students and be intentional in conversations concerning life 

balance and obligations. 

 

Recommendations 
 

As student affairs pro-African American college male’s increased satisfaction with the 

university and leadership paradigms cannot be attributed solely to campus-wide involvement, but 

African American males appreciate and seek these opportunities. African American men have 

different experiences and conceptual ideas of leadership, leading to the need for dynamic and 

distinct leadership opportunities. Participation in campus-wide organizations provides students 

with leadership skills, but many students require safe spaces to enhance and develop personal 

leadership skills. 

 

Defining the problem in education with regard to African American college male students 

as solely an outcome of society does not recognize the roles that faculty and student affairs 

professionals play (Walker, 2009). Faculty and student affairs professionals are charged with 

creating safe spaces for learning and development on campus for all students; however, the 

creation of learning and developing spaces often relies on external factors such as other students 

and the surrounding community. Students often experience the most learning and developing in 

student organizations. Safe spaces for students of color rely not only on physical locations but 

also on emotionally and intellectually safe spaces. Students must have a sense of safe space to 

express not only their emotions but also their intellectual capacity. As one interviewee stated, it 

was important to be able to express his emotions with other men without fear of ridicule or 

reprisal. The beliefs of many African American undergraduate males that there exists no place in 
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the classroom or in the extracurricular realm to express emotions or intelligence freely is 

detrimental to their development as students and as men. Student affairs practitioners should 

create and offer safe places to train and educate African American undergraduate males. The 

leadership development program should ensure that multiple identities are addressed. 

 

Attention must be paid to inextricably intertwine technical, cultural, and political 

components to create not only well-intentioned but also well-planned and well-implemented 

programs. Research strongly implies that social integration plays a vital role in African American 

males’ student success in college. African American male students should be encouraged to 

become involved in campus-sponsored activities during their first year. Freshmen orientation 

programs that exemplify a friendly and inclusive community should be implemented. Student 

organizations should be instructed on successful recruitment plans to encourage African 

American male student participation. 
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