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Abstract

This pilot is a pre/post comparative assessment of a leadership course developed and
delivered using an innovative, ontological/phenomenological model of education. Participants in
the course delivered in Singapore in July of 2014 provided measures of the effectiveness of their
leadership before and after the course, using a scale from 1 (least effective) to 10 (most
effective). The difference in scores from pre- to post-course was the unit of measure. Of 167
participants, 72% provided pre- and post-course measures. Average scores for participants’
effectiveness as leaders in the domains of Relationships, Vocation, Avocation, and Self increased
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from pre- to post-course by 1.9, 1.86, 1.64, and 1.85 respectively (p < 0.0001). Future research
of this innovative model of leadership education will include long-term follow-up.

Introduction

During the past eleven years scholars of leadership and finance have developed and
delivered a course — Being a Leader & the Effective Exercise of Leadership: An
Ontological/Phenomenological Model (“The Course”). As the name suggests, The Course (still
in development) employs an ontological model and a phenomenological method, and makes a
unique promise to those who participate: “You will leave this course being a leader and
exercising leadership effectively as your natural self-expression.” While informal course
evaluations indicate the course is highly effective, a systematic process is needed to evaluate
whether The Course produces leaders as promised, and if so, how “leadership as one’s natural
self-expression” manifests as action and results in the lives of those who participate.

The pedagogical process for most leadership courses is epistemological, an approach
founded in the accumulation and delivery of knowledge. The emphasis is the practice and
mastery of behaviors known empirically to be consistent with successful leadership. As such,
instruments used to assess such courses query responders about their behaviors, leadership styles,
and situation-specific judgments. Typically the unit of measure of leadership consists of the
amount and quality of time spent engaging in pre-specified behaviors (Alban-Metcalfe & Alimo-
Metcalfe, 2000; Dulewicz & Higgs, 2005; Dussault, Frenette, & Fernet, 2013; Kouzes & Posner,
2008; Kouzes & Posner 2013; Peus, Braun, & Frey, 2013; Van der Stoop, 2011).

In contrast, the pedagogical process used in The Course is founded in ontology (literally
translated, the study of being) and phenomenology (a method that deals with being and action as
they are actually lived; as a first-person experience). The authors assert that this method allows
participants to discover leadership as “one’s natural self-expression.” For a comprehensive
review of the background and theory supporting this approach, refer to the pre-course
assignments (http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2416455) and to the slide deck used to deliver the
course (http://ssrn.com/abstract=1263835). In The Course, “The being of being a leader and the
actions of the effective exercise of leadership” are accessed and taught “as being and action are
actually experienced ‘on the court’, specifically as these are actually lived real-time (first person
experience of).” (Snook, Nohria, & Khurana, 2012, p. 4). The curriculum does not pre-specify
particular behaviors as necessary or exemplary to leadership. Rather, all ways of being and
acting are possible expressions of leadership. Consequently, instruments used to assess
programs from the epistemological model cannot be used to assess The Course, because the unit
of measure of leadership as one’s natural self-expression is not behavior-specific. Ultimately the
measure of leadership as one’s self-expression is to be found in the results people producein
their lives.

To address the need for an assessment instrument for The Course, we elected not to use
an established scale, but to develop one that would measure specific results participants produce
in their lives as a result of completing The Course. Our first step was to design a pilot,
prospective pre/post study; the primary goals were to demonstrate feasibility and to field test
categories of inquiry and candidate items. Our secondary goal was to collect data on outcomes
produced by those who participate in The Course. We hypothesized there would be a significant

51


http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract%3D2416455)
http://ssrn.com/abstract%3D1263835)

Journal of Leadership Education DOI: 10.12806/V15/14/R4 Volume 15 Issue 4 Research

improvement in self-reports of leadership pre- to post-course, quantified by objective measures
of results in the lives of participants of The Course.

Methods

Study Design. This was a prospective, comparative study using participants as their own
controls. Measures of leadership were taken before and after participants took The Course, with
the change from pre- to post-course as the unit of measure.

Setting. The study was conducted with participants in Being a Leader and the Effective
Exercise of Leadership: An Ontological/Phenomenological Model delivered in Singapore in July
of 2014, hosted by Nanyang Technological University.

Participants. All individuals who registered for the course were invited to participate in
the research. Any individual 18 years of age or older was eligible to register for The Course.

Variables and Data. All data were self-reported. In addition to participant
demographics (see Table 1) we queried participants for their self-assessment of their
effectiveness as leaders in the domains of Relationships, VVocation, Avocation, and Self, in the
format of check-box, Likert Scale, and open-ended, narrative responses. Likert scale scores
ranged from 1 (least effective) to 10 (most effective). There were 30 questions in the pre-course
survey; the post-course surveys ranged from 22 to 39 questions (survey instruments available on
request).

Procedure. All survey instruments were administered through the online Research
Electronic Data Capture system (REDCap) (Harris et al., 2009). After registering for The
Course, participants were sent an e-mail with their unique link to the pre-course survey, and an
information sheet informing them about the research. After completing The Course, participants
were sent an e-mail with their unique link to the post-course surveys at three intervals —
immediately after completing The Course, and at 4 and 12 months post-course. This protocol
was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Oregon Health & Science University
(OHSUL).

Data Analysis. The analysis for this report includes results from the pre- and first
(immediate) post-course surveys only. Demographic data are reported as percentages. Change
scores for quantitative questions were calculated as the difference between self-ratings from
before to after The Course, and means were derived. Statistically significant differences between
mean scores from pre- to post-course were determined using Student’s t-test for paired samples
with a 2-sided significance level of 0.05. To confirm the robustness of the analysis a Wilcoxon
Sign-Rank Test was also carried out. To account for the potential for response bias, we
conducted sensitivity analyses, and assumed the value of “no change” from pre- to post-course
scores for all non-respondents.

Results

One-hundred sixty-seven people registered for The Course. Of those, 123 (74%)
responded to the pre-course survey, and 121 (72%) responded to the first post-course survey.
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See Table 1 for demographic characteristics of the study sample. Demographic data were
available for between 37% (Country of Residence) and 45% (Gender) of the non-responders
group. A comparison of demographics between responders and non-responders for whom we
had data revealed no significantdifferences.

The average scores for self-ratings of participants’ effectiveness as leaders in the domains
of Relationships, VVocation, Avocation, and Self increased from pre- to post-course by 1.9, 1.86,
1.64, and 1.85 respectively (p < 0.0001). A sensitivity analysis conducted for each domain,
assuming a value of “no change” from pre- to post-course, maintained a statistically significant
increase in scores (p < 0.0001) (see Table 2).

Table 1. Demographics

Age (yrs) Residence
18-29 6% Singapore 33
30-39 37% Australia 15
40-49 39% India 15
50-59 11% Iran 12
60-79 6% U.S. 8
N/R 1% China 3
Germany 3
Gender Thailand 3
Female 40% U.K. 3
Male 60% Other 28
Affiliation Education
Business 40% High School 2%
Academic Faculty  14% Some College 2%
Academic Student  10% College Degree 47%
Consultant 14% Master’s Degree  31%
Other 21% MD/PhD 16%
N/R 1% N/R 2%
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Table 2. Self-Ratings of Leadership — Change Scores from Pre- to Post-Course and Results of

Sensitivity Analyses_

Respondents Sensitivity Analysis
Relationships N =121 N =167
Mean [SD] 1.909 [1.426] 1.383 [1.484]
t 14.73 12.05
p <0.0001 <0.0001
Vocation N=112 N =167
Mean [SD] 1.857 [1.713] 1.246 [1.652]
t 11.47 9.74
p <0.0001 <0.0001
Avocation N =100 N =167
Mean [SD] 1.640 [1.982] 0.982 [1.735]
t 8.27 7.32
p <0.0001 < 0.0001
Self N =105 N =167
Mean [SD] 1.848[1.714] 1.162 [1.626]
t 11.05 9.24
p <0.0001 <0.0001

Discussion and Future Research

Our goals were to establish the feasibility of collecting data about the influence of The
Course in the lives of the participants; to pilot test a set of questions designed to measure
objective results; and to collect preliminary data from The Course delivered in Singapore in July
of 2014. The web-based data collection structure was successfully launched, and was used for
three additional courses. The responses from the Singapore course were used to revise the pilot
set of questions, and the revisions were implemented for subsequent course research. Data were
collected from 72% of the participants in The Course, the results of which confirmed our
hypothesis that there would be a significant improvement in self-reported measures of leadership
from pre- to post-course.

The primary weaknesses of this study are (a) the reliance on self-report as the only
measure of change, (b) the short-term outcome measure time-point, and (c) the lack of
assessment of the reliability and validity of the instruments, given this was a pilot.

Although self-report has been considered less reliable than measures that can be obtained
objectively, some research comparing self-report with objective measures has demonstrated
unexpectedly high concordance, with specificity as high as > 90% (Okura et al., 2004). An
alternative for future courses would be to develop a line of questions for corroborators, to verify
the accuracy of the self-reported data.

Future assessment of The Course will include longitudinal data up to 1 year post-course.

Researchers from the field of Organizational Behavior assert that with self-report measures, the
use of longitudinal data increases the confidence in conclusions about causal relations (Spector,
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1994). Finally, with data from three cohorts of approximately 650 participants, we have material
to assess the psychometric properties of our instruments.
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