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Abstract

Leadership development programs have become widespread in higher education; over 1500 different 
programs had been registered with the International Leadership Association as of 2012 (Owen, 2012). Given 
the prevalence of these programs and the substantial institutional investments they require, examination of 
their purported impacts is a valid area of investigation. Using the used Multi-Institute Study of Leadership, 
the current study explored the impact of experiential development programming on two of the instrument’s 
key outcome variables, resilience and self-efficacy. Results found a significant positive relationship between 
leadership development programs and self-efficacy, but not for resilience. Additional analyses found that other 
experiential activities (e.g., on-campus jobs, study abroad, etc.) had essentially the same (significant) impact on 
self-efficacy as did intentionally leadership development ones. Interpretations and implications are discussed.

Introduction

Experiential learning and related activities are critical 
components of the student collegiate experience 
today; in fact, decades ago, Cantor (1997) noted that 
they had already become a core mission for many 
institutions of higher education to prepare their 
students to meet the demands of the more complex 
college environment and world beyond. This influx of 
intentional experiential education initiatives warrants 
an investigation into their actual effectiveness in 
fulfilling the programs’ intended objectives. The 
current study explores the impact of these offerings, 
with a particular emphasis on leadership-oriented 
development programs and how they compare to other 
high-impact experiential activities. More specifically, 
these experiential programs are compared in terms 
of each of their relative impacts on two key outcomes 
that are related to leadership success: self-efficacy and 

resilience. To the extent that the validity of leadership 
development and other experiential offerings can be 
precisely established, the more informed institutions 
and researchers can be in terms of designing them to 
prepare students to be effective leaders in the roles 
they hold and will assume in the future.

Background

Experiential Education & Undergraduate 
Leadership Development Experiences.  Twenty 
years ago, Cantor (1997) noted that experiential 
education had already become the heart of many 
institutions of higher education to help meet the 
demands of the more complex college environment 
and world that college students faced; at around 
that time, the Boyer Commission (1998) emphasized 
the need to continue this movement to design and 
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implement innovative models for undergraduate 
education. Since then, ongoing initiatives driven by 
organizations such as the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities’ (AAC&U) Liberal Education 
and America’s Promise (LEAP) have led to a steady 
increase in student participation in experiential 
activities and high impact practices (HIPs), both 
curricular and co-curricular, as institutions recognize 
the many benefits they bring to students. Briefly 
defined, HIPs are teaching practices and learning 
experiences that typically “demand considerable 
time and effort, facilitate learning outside of the 
classroom, require meaningful interactions with 
faculty and other students, encourage collaboration 
with diverse others, and provide frequent and 
substantive feedback” (National Survey of Student 
Engagement, 2017). A growing host of such learning 
experiences are now offered to college students 
that extend beyond the classroom, including study 
abroad, internships, undergraduate research, and 
service learning, just to name a few. Although not 
specifically defined as a HIP, formal curricular and 
co-curricular leadership development programs are 
additional powerful offerings designed to create 
transformative growth experiences for students. 
While these offerings are popular among students, 
educators and administrators must appropriately ask 
legitimate questions as to whether these initiatives 
are indeed fostering the academic and growth 
opportunities that they hope they are; and specifically 
in the case of leadership-oriented programs, whether 
they are facilitating leadership development.

In general, these experiences appear to have a 
positive impact on students’ academic learning as 
they increase critical thinking (Kuh, 2008; Pascarella 
& Blaich, 2013), academic achievement, overall 
satisfaction with learning (Bauer & Bennett, 2008) 
and a desire to learn for the sake of learning (Stone 
& Petrick, 2013). In addition, HIPs and experiential 
programs have been linked to other important 
aspects of student development. For example, 

studying abroad has been found to foster students’ 
new perspectives about the world and their place in it 
(Hadis, 2005), intercultural and personal development 
(Braskamp, Braskamp, & Merrill, 2009), and increased 
self-confidence (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; O’Neil, 2017). 
These outcomes are not lost on students, who, in 
a survey of over 6,000, most frequently identified 
their time studying abroad as their most impactful 
collegiate experience (Paige, Fry, Stallman, Josic, 
& John, 2009). From a leadership development 
perspective, Sroufe, Sivasubramaniam, Ramos, and 
Saiia (2015) found that study abroad experiences 
promoted socially responsible leadership in students, 
which confirmed previous findings (e.g., Parker & 
Pascarella, 2013). Students who study abroad also 
tend to refine their globally competent leadership 
skills and gain a greater sense of cross-cultural 
understanding and responsibility (Montgomery & 
Arensdorf, 2012).

Other HIP’s and experiences have similarly resulted in 
positive growth in personal and social responsibility, 
key foundations of the Social Change Model of 
Leadership Development (Higher Education Research 
Institute (HERI), 1996) and the Relational Leadership 
Model (Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013) that are 
so popular among leadership educators today. For 
example, internships, or paraprofessional experiences 
in the field, not only help students practice linking 
academic theory to real-world applications, but also 
enable them to develop a clearer self-concept and 
value set (Taylor, 1988), adopt a socially responsible 
orientation towards leadership (Lee, 2010), and 
enhance their intercultural competence (Kilgo et al., 
2015). Service-learning opportunities, which connect 
the classroom with work in the community, allow 
for students to directly engage in helping others in 
real-time scenarios while at the same time having 
the opportunity to reflect upon course content in 
the context of service and social engagement. Many 
studies have established the positive outcomes of 
service learning, such as socially responsible      positive 
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leadership (Furco, 1996), global perspective taking 
(Engberg & Fox, 2011), community engagement 
(Simons & Clearly, 2006), feelings of civic and social 
responsibility (Einfeld & Collins 2008; Engberg & Fox 
2011); and intercultural competence (Kilgo et al., 
2015), just to name a few. These and other HIPs and 
experiential collegiate experiences offer students 
substantial learning opportunities beyond academic 
content, including the personal and social awareness 
and skills that are fundamental to effective leadership 
according to the Social Change Model of Leadership 
Development (HERI, 1996) and Relational Leadership 
Model (Komives et al., 2013).

Despite the above programs’ connection to the 
development of leadership competencies, it is 
quite likely that their designers did not intentionally 
create them with the term ‘leadership’ in  mind when 
identifying outcomes. The primary focus of the 
present investigation is programming specifically and 
formally designed to foster leadership development. 
Concurrent with the creation of Multi-Institutional 
Survey of Leadership (MSL) has been the rise of 
formal student leadership programs; over 1500 
different programs had been registered with the 
International Leadership Association as of 2012 
(Owen, 2012). These leadership programs have been 
found to have a strong influence on students’ socially 
responsible leadership abilities, especially when 
compared to students who have had no prior formal 
leadership training (Dugan & Komives, 2010). There is 
substantial research supporting the effectiveness of 
these leadership development programs for helping 
students discover their own leadership capacities 
and enhance their abilities, including collaboration, 
authenticity, giving and receiving feedback, along 
with several other critical leadership skills (Eich, 
2008). In an intentionally structured program such 
as an outdoor leadership ropes course, students 
participate in hands-on activities with peers. Upon 
completion of activities, a robust debrief as well as 
feedback and deeper reflection of the purpose of the 
activities occurs. This type of engaging activity that is 
created with specific positive leadership outcomes 
in mind can be highly effective. The nature of the 

program and its components, as well as the specific 
institutional environment has a direct impact on 
students’ leadership development (Owen, 2012). 
Some of these variables include the different types 
of co-curricular leadership programs available (i.e.,  
outdoor leadership programs and emerging leader 
programs), the physical existence of a leadership 
center on campus, and a genuine institutional 
commitment (e.g., inclusion in an organization’s 
long-term strategic plan) to promote leadership 
development among its students. 

In terms of outcomes, leadership development 
programs and their related elements are often 
designed around a competency-based framework 
the Social Change Model of Leadership (HERI), 1996) 
and or the Relational Leadership Model (Komives, et 
al., 2013). Both models highlight the importance of a 
variety of personal qualities to effective leadership. 
Two such qualities are self-efficacy and resilience. 
Of the Social Change Model’s ‘7C’s, these are most 
directly related to ‘Individual Values’ of consciousness 
of self, congruence, and commitment as they directly 
relate to self-management and the persistence 
towards reaching a goal. In terms of the Relational 
Leadership Model, self-efficacy and resilience 
underscore the principles of purposeful and process 
for the same reason. The following section describes 
these important characteristics in more detail.

Self-Efficacy.  Much of the foundational work on self-
efficacy stems from Bandura’s (1997) framework, in 
which he defined the construct as an individual’s 
belief in their ability to reach achievement goals; these 
beliefs have a critical effect on attitudes, motivations, 
and behaviors (Bandura, 1997). If an individual is 
presented with a task that they have never seen 
before, they will be more likely to be willing to tackle 
it head-on if they believe that they can succeed in 
accomplishing it. Domain-specific self-efficacy simply 
refers to perceived efficacy in a more specific context, 
such as leadership (Gregersen, Vincent-Höper, 
& Nienhaus, 2014). Much research supports the 
important role of generalized self-efficacy in several 
areas. If an individual does not ascribe to the belief that 
they will be able to reach the performance level that 
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they determine to be successful, then motivation to 
continue with these actions when facing obstacles, or 
even to initially engage in these actions, is significantly 
lowered (Alessandri, Borgogni, Schaufeli, Caprara, & 
Consiglio, 2014). Self-doubt can be overcome with a 
higher self-efficacy, while also leading to a stronger 
use of known competencies (Bandura, 1986). Higher 
self-efficacious individuals tend to exhibit higher 
work engagement, greater work performance, and 
have better overall health outcomes and well-being 
(Alessandri et al., 2014; Gregersen et al., 2014). When 
a student believes that they will succeed in their 
classes, they tend to do much better and view their 
work in healthy way; contrastingly, the self-fulfilling 
prophecy of anticipated failure in a class often leads 
to increased stress and decreased performance.

In addition to these extensively studied positive 
outcomes of strong self-efficacy, negative outcomes 
associated with a lower self-efficacy have been 
identified. Individuals with low self-efficacy have a 
greater likelihood of developing depression, have 
lower job satisfaction, and are more likely to experience 
burnout (Gregersen et al., 2014).  Moreover, whereas 
individuals with greater self-efficacy may equate 
demands to challenges, individuals with lower self-
efficacy equate tend to equate demands to threats 
because of their own uncertainty (Gregersen, et al., 
2014). From motivation to performance, the positive 
outcomes of a higher generalized self-efficacy have 
robust support.

Leadership self-efficacy refers to one’s internal 
confidence in their skills, knowledge, and abilities to 
successfully navigate the challenges of leadership 
(Hannah, Avolio, Luthans, & Harms, 2008). A 
myriad of positive associations have been found 
with leadership self-efficacy, including leader 
effectiveness, performance, creativity, ethical 
leadership, transformational leadership, and 
collective follower efficacy and performance (Cho, 
Harrist, Steele, & Murn, 2015). When a student is 
leading an organization, having confidence in their 
leadership abilities prevents them from depleting 
critical cognitive resources on self-doubt and 
hesitation. Instead, positive energies are channeled 

towards inspiring and empowering followers, 
pursuing innovative and challenging initiatives, and 
generally leading the organization forward with 
a sense of excitement and vigor. It has also been 
found that leadership self-efficacy plays a central 
role in mediating personality differences between 
leaders and followers, conflicts which can often 
derail performance and satisfaction if they are not 
overcome (Cho et al., 2015). In a demanding position, 
a leader who does not have high confidence in their 
leadership skills may not feel equipped to lead and 
inspire a follower who might be more challenging, 
especially if this follower has serious doubts about 
their own and the leader’s abilities. Having high 
leadership efficacy can minimize the potential 
problems of such follower issues. 

In another examination of leadership in a university 
context, Dugan and Komives (2010) found a positive, 
significant relationship between leadership self-
efficacy and socially responsible leadership capacity. 
Another study showed the strong correlation 
between leadership self-efficacy and the inclination 
to even attempt to position oneself in a leadership 
role (McCormick, Tanguma, & Lopez-Forment, 
2002). Leadership self-efficacy has a clear, essential 
impact on leadership capacity and other primary 
leadership behaviors. This is especially applicable to 
college students, who are going through a formative 
experience where strong confidence can allow for 
healthy risk-taking and exploration of different facets 
within the university setting. Without a belief that they 
can succeed, college students can very easily evade 
responsibilities with little accountability, and fail to 
benefit from significant opportunities for growth.

Resilience.  Although there are several definitions 
of resilience, a generally accepted definition from 
Connor and Davidson (2003) refers to it as a set of 
characteristics that allow an individual to overcome 
threats of adversity, as well as a how successfully 
one deals and copes with stress. Another conceptual 
definition is an ability to recover from negative affect 
and experiences and to gain certain adaptability to 
varying circumstances (Hu, Zhang, & Wang, 2015). 
A positive correlation with positive mental health 
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indicators, as well as a negative correlation with 
negative mental health indicators, is a marked 
characteristic of resilience (Hu et al., 2015). Studies 
have also indicated that resilience produces positive 
emotions; likewise, short-term cognitive effects of 
positive emotions help generate long-term resilience 
(Cohn, Fredrickson, Brown, Mikels, & Conway, 2009). 
Clearly, resilience is a powerful skill for both defending 
against adversity and increasing well-being.

The role of resilience in effective leadership has also 
been investigated, with research suggesting that a 
positive relationship exists between the two variables 
(Maulding, Peters, Roberts, Leonard, & Sparkman, 
2012). This relationship manifests itself in an 
effective leader’s ability to adapt to dynamic human 
behavior and structures while negotiating difficult 
situations that almost certainly do not proceed in 
easily anticipated manners (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). 
Within the context of an organization, survival and 
progress are contingent upon leadership being able 
to adapt when the initially laid-out map leading 
to the execution of a vision is at best, uncertain 
(Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, Jacobs, & Fleishman, 
2000). Moreover, as a leader, creating a resilient 
environment for your followers can lead to increased 
adaptability, well-being, and decreased burnout 
(Hatler & Sturgeon, 2013).

Much of the current literature supports resilience as 
a critical contributor to self-efficacy and leadership 
efficacy. Bandura (1997) noted the importance of 
having resilient self-efficacy, which allows individuals 
to remain persistent and thrive in the face of 
threatening circumstances. When facing obstacles, 
leaders tend to exhibit a temporarily lowered 
leadership self-efficacy; however, with a resilient self-
efficacy, individuals are more likely to stay motivated 
and confident in their abilities to learn and succeed 
despite having weaker beliefs about their current 
leadership skills (Machida & Schaubroeck, 2011). 
Furthermore, there is a significantly decreased chance 
of an exponential downward spiral in leadership 
self-efficacy when the leader has a strong resilient 
self-efficacy. This research is also supported by a 
study done by one of the primary MSL researchers 

on the relationship of resilience and leadership self-
efficacy in Asian-American college students, where 
a strong correlation was found between resilience 
and leadership self-efficacy development (Kodama, 
2014).

High resilience is typically found in exceptional 
leaders; however, resilience has been thought of as 
an integral skill for employees and leaders alike in 
order to truly learn from and think critically about 
failure and obstacles (King, 2010). Although there is 
quality research on the role of resilience in leaders, 
resilience and its relationship with formal leadership 
development programming does not appear to have 
been thoroughly explored. Student leaders are facing 
a variety of obstacles because of the turbulent time 
college can be for students, both emotionally and 
in other psychological areas. Striving to lead others 
during a time of intense self-discovery and potential 
failure and learning requires strong resilience, and 
it is imperative to discover what the most valuable 
methods are for students to succeed in this capacity.

Integration & Rationale for Hypotheses.  As colleges 
and universities strive to prepare their students for 
future success, it is important that they evaluate their 
offerings and identify the optimal methods for fully 
educating and preparing them during the typical 
four-year window. Having confidence in one’s own 
leadership abilities and being able to bounce back 
from failure and obstacles are both desired outcomes 
of the college experience. Investigating the nature 
of these relationships offers many fruitful benefits, 
and a much deeper understanding of the complex 
interactions between variables and a clearer image of 
how to best reach maximum student development.

Resilience has been found to be a key tool for effective 
leaders; as such, it would be logical for effective 
leadership development programs to develop it in 
its students. Moreover, increased leadership efficacy 
is a desired primary outcome for several types of 
leadership development programming, so the same 
positive relationship should exist. The present study 
has a specific focus on experiential programs that are 
formally defined as ‘leadership’ by their institution and 
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expressly designed to teach it. While an assumption 
is that other experiential programs (i.e., study abroad, 
internships, etc.) that are not specifically designated 
as ‘leadership’ may still have positive impacts on 
leadership efficacy and resilience, it is believed that 
defined leadership programs will have stronger ones 
given their inherent nature and purpose for which 
they were created. In reviewing the leadership-
oriented activities measured by the MSL, it was 
determined that some of them were more directly 
linked to formal academic programming where as 
others were more experiential in the traditional sense. 
As such, two categories of leadership programming 
(academic and experiential) were created to examine 
the relative and comparable benefits of each. 

It was predicted that there would be a significant, 
positive relationship between both types of formal 
leadership development programming (academic 
and experiential) and resilience and leadership 
efficacy, due to the leadership development 
skills and experiences specifically emphasized in 
those programs. It is also hypothesized that the 
relationships between experiential leadership-based 
programs and resilience and leadership efficacy 
will be stronger than the ones between academic 
leadership programs and these two outcomes. 
Nonetheless, because these types of leadership 
programming intentionally focus on developing 
resilience and leadership efficacy among other 
leadership qualities as outcomes, it is hypothesized 
that they will both have stronger relationships with 
resilience and self-efficacy than will other experiential 
collegiate activities that do not specifically focus 
on traditional leadership education. In summary, 
the formal hypotheses for the current study are as 
follows:

Hypothesis 1: Both experiential and academic 
leadership programming will have positive 
relationships with resilience. 

Hypothesis 2: Both experiential and academic 
leadership programming will have positive 
relationships with leadership self-efficacy. 

Hypotheses 3: Both experiential and academic 
leadership programming will have stronger 
positive relationships with resilience than will 
other experiential collegiate activities. 

Hypothesis 4: Both experiential and academic 
leadership programming will have stronger 
positive relationships with leadership self-
efficacy than will other experiential collegiate 
activities. 

Hypothesis 5: Experiential leadership 
development programming will have stronger 
positive relationships with resilience and 
leadership self-efficacy than will academic 
leadership development programming.

Method

The data source for all of the variables in this study 
was the Multi-Institutional Study of Leadership 
(MSL, 2012). With an increasing interest in 
student leadership, the need for a large-scale 
comprehensive study was clear; the launch of Multi-
Institutional Study of Leadership (MSL) in 2006 was 
developed to address this need. The theoretical 
foundation for the MSL is the Social Change Model 
of Leadership Development (HERI, 1996), which was 
created specifically for college students (Dugan & 
Komives, 2007). The MSL survey has been utilized by 
over 250 colleges and universities worldwide 
(Dugan, Kodama, & Correia, 2013). Containing over 
400 items, the survey measures dozens of variables 
including a host of college experiences and student 
outcomes (MSL Design, 2015). 

Participants and Procedure.  The MSL in its entirety 
was distributed online via the Survey Sciences 
Group, LLC in February 2012, to a mid-sized 
university in the southeastern United States. A 
randomly selected student population of 4,000 was 
generated by the institution’s Office of Institutional 
Research and served as the original potential 
participant pool. All potential participants were 
e-mailed three times in one-week intervals, as a 

reminder to complete the survey. In this personal
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email, basic information about the study, consent, 
confidentiality, and the survey link itself were 
shared. Participation was voluntary, and 
participants did not receive any form of 
compensation. In addition, anonymity was ensured. 
MSL raw institutional data was returned to the 
institution in an Excel spreadsheet and from there 
imported into SPSS for subsequent analyses.

A total of 2,028 participants completed the survey, 
which yielded a response rate of 50.7%. Of these, 
85.6% self-identified as White, 7.1% as Black, 3.9% as 
Hispanic, 2.8% as Asian, .4% as Indian, and .2% as 
Pacific Islander. Of those respondents who 
completed the MSL, 68.1% were female and 31.9% 
were male; this breakdown generally mirrored 
the overall gender makeup of the institution, with 
females in the sample being a few percentage 
points higher than in the larger population. In terms 
of class breakdown, 36.3% were freshmen, 20.9% 
sophomores, 21.2% juniors, and 21.8% seniors. 
Participants represented a wide variety of majors, 
with the top three majors being business (20.6%), 
communications (18.5%), and social sciences 
(15.5%).

Measures.

Resilience. The ten items for resilience 
were taken from the MSL and focused 
specifically on students’ resilience since 
coming to college. Using a Likert-type 
scale that ranged from 1 (not at all true) 
to 5 (true nearly all the time), participants 
were asked to indicate to what extent they 
agreed with a particular statement as it 
they applied to them in the last month. 
An example item is, “I am able to adapt 
when changes occur.” The overall mean 
for the resilience scale was 39.34, and the 
standard deviation was 6.14. Cronbach’s 
alpha for the scale was .89. 

Leadership Self-Efficacy. The leadership self-
efficacy scale contained four items that 
were also treated as post-matriculation 
to college. Using a Likert-type scale that 

ranged from 1 (not at all confident) to 4 
(very confident), participants were asked 
to indicate how confident they were that 
they could be successful in a certain 
activity; one example is “taking initiative 
to improve something.” The mean score 
of this scale was 12.79, with a standard 
deviation of 2.40. Cronbach’s alpha for the 
scale was .82. 

Leadership Development Experiences. From 
the collection of leadership development-
related items on the MSL, two separate 
scales were created for the current study. 
This was done to note the differences and 
potential outcomes associated with these 
distinct categories.

Experiential Leadership Development 
Programming. The first of these scales, 
which was labeled ‘experiential’ included 
activities that would be described as co-
curricular, leadership action-oriented, and 
generally more focused on the student 
physically engaging in or practicing 
leadership or some dimension of it. The 
MSL items that were assigned to this 
category were done so through two 
researchers’ rational judgment. The six 
such leadership development-experiential 
included attending a leadership retreat, 
participating in a positional leader training 
program, living in a leadership learning 
community, participating in an emerging 
or new leader program, participating in an 
outdoor leadership program, or working 
on peer leadership educator team. Using a 
Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (never) 
to 4 (often), participants rated the extent 
to which they participated in each of the 
six engagement activities. A total score for 
leadership development-experiential was 
computed by summing each participant’s 
score across these items. The mean for 
this measure was 10.09, with a standard 
deviation of 3.40. 
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Academic Leadership Development 
Programming. The second leadership 
development experience scale was 
created to reflect activities that were, 
although experiential, less ‘hands-
on’ and instead reflected more of an 
academic or traditional course-based 
learning approach. Three such items 
were identified and combined to create 
the leadership development-academic 
scale for the study. These items included 
participating in a leadership certificate 
program, participating in a leadership 
capstone experience, or taking classes 
in a leadership studies minor. For each 
of these activities, participants selected 
either 0 (not involved) or 1 (involved) to 
reflect their participation. Overall, 19% 
of students completed a leadership-
certificate plan, 12% a leadership capstone 
course, and 19% a leadership minor. 
These experiences were summed for each 
student to create a scale score (M=.49, 
S.D.=.82).

Other Collegiate Experiences.  A separate 
scale was created to assess the extent to which 
participants engaged in other non-leadership-
specific experiential activities. These items did 
not comprise a unique scale on the MSL; rather, they 
were culled by the researchers from different 
sections of the instrument and that were known to 
be offered at the participants’ institution. Six of the 
activities were ‘traditional’ collegiate experiential 
offerings, and included (percentage of students 
who participated in them): Community service 
(55%), study abroad (39%), internship/practicum 
(46%), living/learning community (13%), research 
with mentor (16%), and living in a learning 
community (30%). Two additional activities were 
included in this scale, off-campus work (13%) and 
on-campus work (31%). Although not typically 
formally identified as an experiential activity per se, 
these work items were included based on the 
rationale 

that a work setting indeed offered real hands-on 
experience that could enhance a student’s overall 
growth and development. For each of these eight 
items, participants simply indicated ‘yes’ or ‘no’ as to 
whether they had engaged in it and a sum was 
calculated. The mean of the composite for Other 
Collegiate Experiences measure was 2.41, with a 
standard deviation of 1.67. 

Analyses and Results

A series of bivariate correlations were computed to 
test the hypotheses. The correlation between 
resilience and leadership efficacy was statistically 
significant (r=.47, p<.05), suggesting some overlap 
between the constructs but at the same time 
providing evidence that they are indeed distinct. 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that there would be 
significant positive relationships between both 
types of leadership development programming and 
resilience. To test this, separate bivariate 
correlations were computed between resilience and 
each type of leadership programming. 

Unexpectedly, no statistically significant 
relationship was found for resilience with either 
experiential or academic leadership respectively 
(r=.06 and 

r=-.02, ns) at the p<.05 level. As such, Hypothesis 
1 was not supported. Hypothesis 2 anticipated 
significant, positive relationships between both 
types of leadership development programming and 
leadership efficacy. The results indicated a 
significant positive relationship of r=.23, p<.05, 
between leadership efficacy and experiential 
leadership development programming. Similarly, a 
significant positive albeit weaker relationship was 
found between leadership efficacy and academic 
leadership development programming r=.12, p<.05. 
As such, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Hypothesis 3 postulated that formal leadership 
development programming overall (both academic 
and experiential) would have stronger relationships 
with resilience than would other collegiate 
experiences. Analyses indicated a significant, 
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relationship of r=.13, p<.05, between other collegiate 
experiences and resilience. However, neither type of 
leadership development programming was found 
to have a statistically significant relationship with 
resilience. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was not supported.

Hypothesis 4 stated that both types of leadership 
development programming would have stronger 
relationships with leadership efficacy than would 
other collegiate experiences. Results indicated 
that all three types of experiences did indeed have 
statistically significant relationships. The correlations 
relationship between leadership efficacy and 
academic leadership development programming and 
experiential leadership development programming 
were both statistically significant (r=.12 and r=.23, 
respectively, p<.05). However, as the relationship 
between leadership efficacy and other experiences 
(r=.22, p<.05) was actually higher than leadership 
efficacy’s relationship with academic leadership 
and not significantly lower than its relationship 

with experiential leadership, Hypothesis 4 was not 
supported. 

Finally, Hypothesis 5 stated that the relationship 
between the experiential leadership development 
programs and resilience and leadership efficacy 
will be stronger than the ones between academic 
programs and these two outcomes. As expected, 
when examining the results regarding leadership 
efficacy, the experiential leadership development 
(r=.23) was indeed a better predictor than academic 
(r=.12). However, it was unexpectedly found that 
neither leadership programming significantly 
predicted resilience. Given these mixed results, 
Hypothesis 5 was partially supported. 

While no formal hypotheses were stated about them, 
all individual leadership activities on the scales and 
their relationships with resilience and leadership 
efficacy were examined for exploratory interest; 
these results are displayed in Table 1. 
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In general, more items were found to be 
significantly related to leadership efficacy. Among 
the highest were position leadership training (r=.23, 
p<.05), leadership retreat (r=.20), and internship/
practicum (r=.19). Other than completing a 
leadership capstone experience or participating in a 
living-learning retreat or community, all other 
activities had significant albeit smaller correlations 
in the .05-.15 range. In terms of resilience, being a 
member of a peer leadership educator team was the 
best predictor (r=.15) followed by internship/
practicum (r=.11). Off-campus work (r=.10) was also 
statistically significant at the p<.05 level, as were on-
campus work, study abroad, and community service 
(r=.05 for all). The leadership minor was statistically 
but negatively related to resilience. However, its 
small magnitude might suggest random error. 

Discussion

Summary and Interpretation of Findings.  
Generally speaking, these results suggest that, other 
engaging collegiate experiences are just as effective 
at reaching the outcome of leadership efficacy as 
experiential leadership development programming, 
and even better than academic leadership 
development experiences. Furthermore, when it 
comes to the outcome of resilience, 
both types of formal leadership development 
programming appear to be less impactful when 
compared to the effectiveness of other experiential 
collegiate activities. This runs counter to the study’s 
hypotheses. From a logical perspective, one would 
expect that because they are purportedly 
intentionally designed to specifically enhance 
leadership skills, these programs would be superior 
to other experiences.

There are several potential reasons some 
hypotheses were not supported. First, although 
most of the other collegiate experiences may not be 
intentional in reaching certain objectives, most of 
the experiences may be considered more immersive 
than some leadership development activities. This 
has the potential to have a stronger influence on 

the individual, and give them the ability to have a 
more reflective, impactful experience. Resilience is 
an experience-based trait that is perhaps more 
difficult to develop solely through dialogue and 
hypotheticals; perhaps more ‘real’ experiences and 
the emotions that come with them are required. 
Things like study abroad or significant community 
service may thus just naturally have a greater effect 
on individuals than the more structured leadership 
development programs. Another possible reason 
for the lack of relationship between resilience and 
formal leadership development programming is 
because resilience is not often cited as a formal 
goal of many programs (Eich, 2008), and may be 
viewed more of an indirect objective of programs. 
In terms of leadership efficacy, it may be the case 
that leadership programs are just as good as other 
collegiate experiences simply because leadership 
efficacy is a broad idea that can be the product 
of any sort of situation where one’s self-esteem 
is increases as a function of working with others 
(Hannah et al., 2008). 

It is also important to note that experiential 
leadership development programming overall was 
found to have much more robust correlations with 
the two outcomes of interest than academic 
leadership development programming. This 
supports Hypothesis 5, and is aligned with much of 
the body of literature about experiential education 
and its stronger impact on learning objectives than 
more static educational mediums (e.g., Cantor, 
1997; Kilgo et al., 2015; Kuh, 2008). The items on the 
experiential leadership development programming 
scale, such as a retreat or positional leadership 
training, are much more immersive and hands-on 
than academic programs like a minor of certificate 
program, and therefore tend to be more effective 
in reaching outcomes that heavily rely on 
experiences like resilience and leadership efficacy.

On one hand, these results are a positive sign for 
universities as they continue to strive to answer the 
Boyer Commission’s (1998) original call and infuse 
more HIPs and other experiential learning activities 
(National Survey of Student Engagement, 
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2017). If experiential learning overall is shown to be 
correlated with higher resilience and leadership 
efficacy than purely academic methods, and the 
type of experience does not change that, then 
students have a multitude of options when working 
towards reaching these outcomes. A student could 
study abroad, participate in a leadership retreat, 
take a service-learning class, engage in an outdoor 
leadership program; all of these different 
experiences would help contribute to important 
leadership outcomes. These various programs allow 
for students of all different interests, personalities, 
and collegiate goals to grow and improve 
themselves, instead of a more limited approach of 
one-program-fits-all. 

However, formal leadership development programs 
should represent a premier leadership development 
opportunity at an institution of higher education in 
terms of strategic, objective-based learning. If 
institutions truly want to distinguish programs that, 
by design, purportedly emphasize leadership 
education from ‘other’ valuable experiential 
activities; it is incumbent upon them to 
demonstrate that their leadership programs do 
indeed offer something different. Certainly, many 
experiential programs foster student growth in a 
variety of ways, including leadership. But in order to 
more strongly legitimize the place and value of 
programming that specifically falls under the 
banner of‘leadership,’ it would behoove institutions 

to demonstrate that such programming is distinct 
from and superior to (or at the very least on par 
with) other experiential programs in terms of ability 
to foster leadership-related outcomes. A 
comprehensive re-evaluation of a program on its 
objectives and the activities being used to reach 
those objectives should occur to see if the two are in 
alignment. Although this should be something that 
programs do regularly, one question to be asked is 
whether leadership development programs should 
be expected to have a stronger effect on resilience/
efficacy than these other experiences – or is that an 
unfounded assumption? Just because those are 
variables that have strong correlations with effective 
leadership, does not 

mean that the programs being analyzed in the MSL 
explicitly focused on them as desired outcomes, 
especially resilience. 

Limitations, Implications, and Directions for 
Future Research.  There are several limitations 
to this study. As a self-report survey, the MSL is 
susceptive to social desirability and other participant 
response biases. In particular, as the participants all 
attended a competitive private liberal arts school, a 
potential lack of socio-economic diversity is a valid 
concern. Likewise, the sample was primarily female 
and white/European American, which although 
reflective of the institution’s student body make-up, 
still leaves questions about the findings’ 
generalizability to more gender balanced and 
ethnically diverse student populations. Although the 
institution is located in the southeast, the majority 
of students come from the northeast. That said, the 
regional culture particular to the southeast and to 
the university itself could also potentially influence 
acclimatized students’ interpretations of their own 
experiences, resilience, and self-efficacy.

In addition, the data were collected at a single point 
in time from one institution thereby limiting 
external validity. While the institution’s leadership 
programming is generally well-regarded within the 
institution and by others outside of it, this study did 
not involve a specific assessment of its components. 
As such, it is possible that the institution’s leadership 
programming was not sufficiently robust to 
stimulate students’ self-efficacy or resilience growth.

As noted above, one implication is that institutions 
should re-evaluate whether their leadership 
development programs are sufficiently strong 
enough to tap into and enhance students’ self-
efficacy and resilience. Taking into account the 
significant correlations these variables had with 
other experiences, perhaps universities might 
consider borrowing best practices from other 
programming activities and applying them to 
leadership development programs. Another idea 
would be to combine elements of some of these 
other experiences and create a hybrid sort of 
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leadership development program. For instance, 
creating more service-learning within a leadership 
program, or even creating a partnership with study 
abroad programs to amplify that relationship 
with resilience. One other potential avenue is 
to add more offerings that force students into 
obstacles and failure, which are directly related 
with resilience. Leadership development programs 
certainly have the potential to offer great value on 
their own. However, they simply have several 
potential paths going forward to enhance the 
student experience. Before a path is decided on, 
however, it should be determined that resilience is 
indeed an explicit objective of these programs. To 
fail, grow, and succeed in the college context and 
beyond, resilience must be built and refined, and 
leadership development programs can offer a deep 
contribution in this area.

Regarding next research steps, a longitudinal study 
would provide a much deeper exploration of how 
the different variables interact, and if resilience and 
leadership efficacy are maintained after these 
experiences or if there needs to be a continued 
participation in these types of engaging activities. It 
would be beneficial to replicate this study, whether 
in a longitudinal manner or not, at various types of 
institutions to bolster the external validity. 
This type of research can also be conducted in an 
organizational setting to investigate other ways of 
enhancing resilience and leadership efficacy in an 
engaging matter. There are also other mediating 
factors that can be examined, such as different 
personality traits such as positivity. Positive affect 
allows for individuals to think and feel in a manner 
conducive to goal-attainment, in that the individual 
feels as if they are successfully progressing towards 
a goal and have sufficient resources (Elliot & Thrash, 
2002). When individuals have a positive outlook on 
life, they tend to continue to strengthen their 
resources and relationships, or maintain the same 
level of positive energy. Variables such as previous 
educational experiences, personal mental models 
of leadership, and fields of study could all be 
potentially interesting mediators as well.

Research concerning the effectiveness of leadership 
development programming and other collegiate 
experiences in general must continue to be 
completed if we want to gain a better 
understanding of the best ways to reach desirable 
outcomes for college students. As universities 
allocate precious resources, staff, and funds into 
various programs, 
it is imperative to do this in an informed, research-
based manner. Different types of programs work for 
different types of students, so it is critical that we are 
knowledgeable on what tends to work for certain 
types of students in order to maximize student 
success. Continued research in the field allows us to 
recognize the tremendously nuanced relationships 
between a myriad of factors, furthering our 
understanding of the ever-dynamic world of higher 
education and experiential learning.
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