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Abstract

This study used the Delphi technique with 31 seasoned leadership educators who, over the course of two 
rounds, were tasked to categorize the level of complexity of 60 leadership competencies. What resulted was a 
five-tier taxonomy based on the level of complexity of each of the 60 competencies assessed. The taxonomy 
also includes four categorical clusters of similar competencies and three domain levels of instructional design. 
A description of the Delphi technique, results of the study, the taxonomy model, and methods for employing 
the model are described.

Introduction

A great deal of literature in leadership studies focuses 
on “what” to teach in regard to leadership (Komives, 
Lucas, & McMahon, 2013; Northouse, 2014), “how” 
to effectively teach leadership (Collinson & Tourish, 
2015; Rosch & Anthony, 2012), the educators “who” 
teach leadership (Jenkins & Owens, 2016; Seemiller 
& Priest, 2015), and even “where” leadership can be 
taught, such as in virtual or face-to-face spaces (Cini, 
1999; Koch & Dooley, 2005). While the “what,” “where,” 
“how,” and “who” are important aspects of leadership 
education, what appears to be absent from the 
literature is a focus on the “order” in which to teach 
various leadership concepts.

Without a roadmap of sequencing, educators may use 
their own methods for ordering leadership content, 
such as following the table of contents in a textbook 
so that the course content unfolds as the pages 
turn. Doing so, however, rests on the notion that the 

ordering of the textbook content is based on empirical 
evidence that what is in chapter four, for example, 
should precede what is in chapter 5. With so many 
leadership textbooks available, one topic that is at the 
end of one book could be in the middle of another. 

Another method for sequencing may involve following 
the ordering of a particular theory or model. While that 
may offer some scholarly backing, many models also 
present broad categories that include a number of 
unordered subcategories. For example, a category of 
communication may be far too broad to teach without 
separating out the components of communication 
and placing them in an order that developmentally 
makes sense. 

This study aimed to design an empirically grounded, 
hierarchical taxonomy that offers a roadmap for 
intentionally sequencing leadership development 
curriculum and experiences based on increasing 
complexity.  



Journal of Leadership Education DOI: 10.12806/V19/I1/R5 JANUARY 2020 RESEARCH120

Literature Review

To better understand the development of a taxonomy 
for leadership development, it is important to explore 
both literature related to taxonomies and literature 
related to leadership development. Together, both 
paint a more accurate picture of the process of 
creating the taxonomy and the study results.

Taxonomies.  A taxonomy, by definition, is “a 
classification into ordered categories” (Dictionary.
com, n.d., para. 2) that follows a sequence or “hierarchic 
format” (Knight, 2017, para. 2). While taxonomies can 
serve to classify any type of information including 
animal species (Mace, 2004), organization types 
(Carper & Snizek, 1980), and navigation menus 
on a website (Gillenson et al., 2000), the most 
relevant parallel to the taxonomy presented in this 
article is reflected in learning taxonomies. Learning 
taxonomies include a sequencing of experiences 
where learners advance through stages or levels that 
become increasingly more complex.

One of the most well-known learning taxonomies 
is Bloom’s Taxonomy, created in the 1950s by 
Benjamin Bloom (Bloom, 1956). Bloom held a role 
on the Board of Examinations at the University of 
Chicago and wanted to create a test bank of items 
specifically designed to measure certain educational 
objectives (Krathwohl, 2002). After consultation 
with measurement experts from across the nation, 
Bloom was able to build a taxonomy that included 
six categories of cognitive reasoning listed in order 
from simple learning to complex learning (Krathwohl, 
2002). The key to Bloom’s Taxonomy was that the 
“mastery of each simpler category was prerequisite to 
mastery of the next more complex one” (Krathwohl, 
2002, p. 213). The categories, in order, include 
knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, 
synthesis, and evaluation (Krathwohl, 2002).

In 2001, Anderson, Krathwohl, Airasian, Cruikshank, 
Mayer, Pintrich, Raths, & Wittrock reconceptualized 

Bloom’s Taxonomy. The authors created a revised 
taxonomy that addressed a variety of issues present 
in the original taxonomy including parsing out 
overlapping concepts and reconciling knowledge as 
both a verb and a noun (Krathwohl, 2002). While the 
revised taxonomy includes an affective domain and 
psychomotor domain, the comparative focus for this 
article lies with the cognitive domain. Like Bloom’s, 
the revised taxonomy also includes six categories - 
remember, understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, 
and create (Krathwohl, 2002). The premise with 
these categories is that they too are hierarchical, and 
mastery of one should precede the mastery of the 
subsequent category (Krathwohl, 2002).

Another learning taxonomy is the SOLO Taxonomy, 
which is the Structure of the Observed Learning 
Outcome (Biggs & Collis, 1982). In this taxonomy, 
there are five different hierarchical levels that define 
increasingly more complex cognitive processes (Biggs 
& Collis, 1982). The levels include pre-structural 
(student has no information), uni-structural (student 
knows one piece of information that can be recalled 
or named), multi-structural (student knows several 
pieces of information seen as independent knowledge 
but not interconnected), relational (student knows 
several pieces of information and can analyze, 
relate, and compare them), and extended abstract 
(student transfers ideas into new thoughts including 
hypothesizing and criticizing) (Biggs & Collis, 1982; 
Brabrand & Dahl, 2009).

All of these taxonomies are hierarchical in that 
students move through stages increasing in 
complexity, where the preceding stage is a precursor 
to their movement to the next, more complex, stage.

Leadership Competency Development.  Leadership 
education is “the more formal and structured 
learning environment that purposely seeks to 
intervene (enhance, alter, create, or speed-up) the 
development of leaders” (Brungardt, 1996, p. 83). It is 
an intentional act, where content selection and
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instructional design are critical to the learning process. 
While leadership education can be comprised of a 
variety of approaches, from teaching theories and 
concepts to extracting leadership lessons from classic 
literature and philosophers, one approach involves 
focusing on leadership competency development 
(Seemiller, 2013a). 

Chouhan and Srivastava define a competency as 
“the capability of applying or using knowledge, skills, 
abilities, behaviors, and personal characteristics 
to successfully perform critical work tasks, specific 
functions, or operate in a given role or position” 
(2014, p. 16). While competencies can include those 
that are more technical and specifically related 
to a job function (e.g. knowledge of a computer 
programming system or ability to perform a surgical 
technique), great attention has also been given to 
competencies related to leadership. For example, 
in 1984, Bennis conducted a study and found four 
leadership competencies universally present with 
corporate and nonprofit leaders. Competencies 
included attention, meaning, trust, and self (Bennis, 
1984). In addition, a study by Seemiller (2013a) found 
that all 97 higher education academic accrediting 
agencies in the U.S. representing disciplines from 
education and aviation to engineering to business 
required students to possess at least one leadership 
competency by graduation, with the most prevalent 
being verbal communication. Seemiller (2013a) also 
found that 30 percent of all academic accrediting 
organizations included a leadership competency in 
at least half of their learning outcomes, and in 41 
percent of all organizations, the general competency 
of “leadership” was required.

Today, there are leadership competencies for crisis 
management (Wooten & James, 2008), military 
leadership (Wong et al., 2003), global leadership (Oi 
Chin et al., 2001; Cumberland et al., 2016), student 
leadership (Seemiller, 2013b), service leadership 
(Testa & Sipe, 2012), and managerial leadership 
(Boyatzis, 2011). Specific fields including nursing 
(Contino, 2004), library science (Ammons-Stephens, 
2009), and higher education (Smith & Wolverton, 
2010) also integrate leadership competencies.

Even specific companies have their own set of 
competencies that guide training, management, 
and evaluation of employees (Campion et al., 2011). 
While company-specific models often include 
technical (or professional) competencies, many 
also include leadership competencies (Campion, 
2011). Of the 478 companies that participated in the 
Top Companies for Leaders study, over 74 percent 
reported using a competency model (Burns et al., 
2012). In looking more specifically at examples of 
leadership competencies, 85 percent of companies 
in the study included effective communication in 
their competency model, and 93 percent included 
building teams (Burns et al., 2012), both, which can 
be associated with leadership.

Leadership Taxonomies.  In looking at the 
intersection of taxonomies and leadership 
competency development, a leadership taxonomy 
would be a hierarchical model designed to provide 
a scaffolded approach, from simple to complex, 
to intentionally develop individuals’ leadership 
competencies. Although literature in the leadership 
field lacks evidence of empirically grounded 
leadership competency development taxonomies, 
other leadership taxonomies may be useful in 
better understanding the structure and nuances of 
taxonomies in the field.

Burns et al. (2012) created a leadership taxonomy by 
interviewing theorists, consultants, and researchers 
in the leadership industry. All individuals were 
published authors and had conducted more than 
two million 360 evaluations (Burns et. al, 2012). What 
resulted was the Leadership Code, which includes 
28 leadership competencies across five categories 
(Burns et al., 2012). While the authors refer to the 
Leadership Code as a taxonomy, there is no hierarchy 
among the competencies.

Yukl, Gordon, and Taber (2002) analyzed leadership 
research from half a century to derive a leadership 
taxonomy. They identified 12 behaviors and through 
a factor analysis and were able to associate those 
12 behaviors across three metacategories of task, 
relations, and change (Yukl et al., 2002). While the 
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analysis clustered each behavior into a category, the 
taxonomy does not focus on an ordering from simple 
to complex for each behavior.

Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) also offer an example 
of a leadership taxonomy, however, the focus is on 
classifying leadership approaches and not leadership 
competencies. They assert that there are three 
domains of approaches - leader-based, relationship-
based, and follower-based (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). 
The notion is that all three domains are significant 
for better understanding leadership, yet one domain 
does not precede another in a hierarchical flow 
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to create a taxonomy 
of leadership competency development to assist 
educators in being able to intentionally scaffold 
leadership learning experiences that increase in 
complexity. We addressed the following research 
question:

• Based on moving from simple to 
complex, in which order should 
leadership competencies be taught?

Methodology

The Student Leadership Competencies were used 
in developing this taxonomy (Seemiller, 2013b). 
The 60 competencies were derived from analyzing 
competencies embedded within three leadership 
models, the CAS Standards for Leadership Programs, 
and Learning Reconsidered as well as the learning 
outcomes related to leadership within all 522 
accredited academic programs in the U.S. (Seemiller, 
2013b). In this study, experts were asked to rate 
the level of complexity for each of the 60 Student 
Leadership Competencies.

Data Collection.  Similar to the expert methodology 
employed by Bloom in attempting to create a learning 
taxonomy (Krathwohl, 2002), it seemed appropriate 
to engage the use of experts in the leadership 

education field through the use of a Delphi technique 
(Thangaratinam & Redman, 2005; Hsu & Sanford, 
2007) to create a leadership competency taxonomy. 
The Delphi technique uses experts in a field to provide 
real-world knowledge of the phenomena being 
studied (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963). The definition of an 
expert is contextual, and the number experts needed 
varies. A suitable number is seven, but evidence 
shows as many as 4,000 can be used (Thangaratinam 
& Redman, 2005). The experts are given the survey 
in a series of iterations (Hsu & Sanford, 2007). After 
each response round, the information is categorized 
and analyzed by the researchers. The next round to 
the experts provides an update, some context from 
the expert peers, and as a type of member check 
(Dalkey & Helmer, 1963; Thangaratinam & Redman, 
2005; Hsu & Sanford, 2007). 

The expert participants selected for this study 
included 54 seasoned leadership educators who had 
worked as faculty members and/or in student affairs 
in higher education. Prospective participants were 
selected based on their membership(s) in one or more 
professional associations/organizations focused on 
leadership as well as their national reputations for 
scholar or practitioner work in the field of leadership 
education. We emailed prospective participants 
directly with a link to a survey hosted on the Qualtrics 
survey platform. The survey was confidential as we 
needed to be able to later send each participant their 
individual responses with an invitation to participate 
in a second round of the study.

Of the 54, 46 completed the first round of the survey. 
From those 46, anyone with less than 11 years of 
experience was eliminated, narrowing the participant 
pool to 36. Four of those participants did not fully 
complete the survey, and one participant was 
excluded as he became a co-researcher of the study. 
There were a total of 31 eligible participants for the 
first round. Of the 31, all participants indicated having 
extensive publication, presentation, and professional 
association leadership experience, and all had been 
in the field for more than ten years – 16 for 11 to 15 
years and 15 for more than 15 years. Twenty identified 
primarily as faculty members, nine as student affairs 
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administrators, and two as professional association 
executives. 

For Round 1, participants were asked to assess each of 
the 60 Student Leadership Competencies (Seemiller, 
2013b) for its level of complexity. Each competency 
listed on the survey included a definition, and 
participants could select from simple (1), somewhat 
simple (2), somewhat complex (3), and considerably 
complex (4).

For Round 2, we used the Delphi technique to 
confirm the findings. The Delphi technique involves 
asking participants to “anonymously reply to 
questionnaires and subsequently receive feedback 
in the form of a statistical representation of the 
‘group response,’ after which the process repeats 
itself. The goal is to reduce the range of responses 
and arrive at something closer to expert consensus” 
(Rand, 2019, para. 1). Thus, each participant in the 
study was sent the overall results and their individual 
responses. Each was able to confirm or edit any of 
their responses during Round 2. Twenty-eight of the 
31 participants participated in the second round of 
the study. 

The analysis of the data between the rounds looked 
at the work of the expert participants as well. The 
participants seemed to be invested due to the 
number of changes and edits that were accounted 
for between Rounds 1 and 2. A change was counted 
as any movement up or down on the four-point 
complexity scale. Nineteen participants indicated at 
least one change to an original response, whereas 
nine indicated no changes. For those who made 
changes, the range was between 1 change and 18 
changes, with an average of 6 per participant. 

Data Analysis.  Using the data provided in Round 2, 
the means based on the four-point scale (Simple = 
1 to Considerably Complex=4) were calculated as an 
index number to provide a weight for the competency 
items. In addition, the mode was determined using 
the largest number of responses for each of the 
following categories: Simple, Somewhat Simple, 
Somewhat Complex, and Considerably Complex.

Mean classification. Once the mean was 
determined, it was categorized as the 
mean classification using the following 
scale, which offered a range for each of the 
possible responses: 1-1.75=Simple (range 
of .75); 1.76-2.5=Somewhat Simple (range 
of .74); 2.51-3.25=Somewhat Complex 
(range of .74); 3.26-4=Considerably 
Complex (range of .74). It was not 
mathematically possible to have an 
equivalent range for each category at the 
second decimal level. Thus, the Simple 
category is larger by .01. However, there 
were no findings in the Simple category, 
nor were any means on the cusp of any 
category had it been .01 larger. 

Mode classification. In addition to the mean 
classification, the mode was then used to 
determine the mode classification using 
the categories of Simple, Somewhat Simple 
Somewhat Complex, and Considerably 
Complex.

Results

Tables 1, 2, and 3 show the results for each 
competency, including mean and mode 
classifications. Classifications are noted as follows: 
Considerably Complex (CC), Somewhat Complex 
(SC), and Somewhat Simple (SS). There were no 
mean or mode classifications of Simple.
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Results to Taxonomy

While the findings themselves offer insight into 
the differentiation in complexity of leadership 
competencies, the practical implementation of the 
results into a working taxonomy offers a resource for 
leadership education. The taxonomy includes three 
main components – tiers, categories, and domains.

Tiers.  The results of the study led to the creation 
of a taxonomy dispersing the 60 leadership 
competencies within five hierarchical tiers, with each 
tier representing increasing complexity. The following 
table outlines the mean and mode classifications of 
each tier. There were no instances of Simple for either 
the mean or mode classification for any competency, 
resulting in Tier 1 being comprised of both mean 
and mode classifications of Somewhat Simple. 
Table 4 includes the mean and mode classifications 
associated with each of the five tiers.
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After the competencies were associated with their 
corresponding tiers, they were then placed in order 
by the mean values of each competency. For example, 
a competency at the bottom of the tier would have a 
lower mean than the competency just above it in the 
same tier.

Categories.  For ease of use, it was essential to 
categorize related competencies in a methodical 
way. Without doing so, for instance, Tier 3 would be 
comprised of 22 freestanding competencies. In the 
original Student Leadership Competencies model, 
Seemiller (2013b) divided the 60 competencies 
into eight clusters where each cluster included 
related competencies. Clusters include learning 
and reasoning, self-awareness and development, 
group dynamics, civic responsibility, interpersonal 
interaction, communication, strategic planning, 
and personal behavior (Seemiller, 2013b). For 
our taxonomy, Seemiller’s (2013b) eight clusters 
were consolidated into four larger categories of 
intrapersonal (self-awareness and development, 
personal behavior), interpersonal (group dynamics, 
interpersonal interaction, communication), societal 
(civic responsibility), and strategic (learning and 

reasoning, strategic planning) based on which 
category the cluster best fit. Consolidating was 
done so as to avoid spreading competencies across 
too many categories, where there would then be 
40 different possible tier/category combinations. 
Narrowing to four categories reduced those tier/
category combinations to 20, making the taxonomy 
more practical to use. Figure 1 includes a list of the 
competencies by tier and category.
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Domains.  While the framework in Figure 1 could be 
used to design learning experiences, it is important to 
recognize that the depth of learning each competency 
can play an important role in the ultimate sequencing 
used. For example, spending ten minutes discussing 
tips for goal setting is very different than having 
students set a goal and spend time working to achieve 
it. Thus, it may be that a very in-depth experiential 
approach with a lower tier competency may need 
to fall later in sequencing than a more introductory 
overview of a higher tier competency.

The next step in creating the taxonomy was to infuse 
learning domains. Seemiller and Rosch (in press) offer 
the Six-Domain Model of Training and Development, 
which includes differentiated learning domains 
aimed at various levels of leadership competency 
development. Level 1 includes Significance (the value 

one places on developing a competency), motivation 
(the extent to which one is motivated to develop a 
competency), and efficacy (the extent to which one 
has the confidence to develop a competency); Level 2 
includes cognition (the extent of knowledge one has 
in regard to the competency) and proficiency (the 
extent of skill one has in regard to the competency); 
and Level 3 includes performance (the observed 
behavior in executing the competency) (Seemiller 
& Rosch, in press). The rationale for integrating 
the six domains into the taxonomy was to provide 
educators various levels of depth for developing 
a leadership competency. For example, Table 5 
includes an overview of competency development 
for each domain of Listening, a Tier 1 Interpersonal 
competency.

Figure 1. Competency Tiers and Categories
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In adding the learning domains, the taxonomy 
emerged as a 3-dimensional model. 

• The horizontal axis (X-axis) includes 
the four categories of related 
competencies. 

• The vertical axis (Y-axis) includes the 

five tiers of competencies increasing 
in complexity from Tier 1 to Tier 5. 

• The Z-axis includes the learning 
domains noting levels of development.

Figure 2 showcases the Leadership Competency 
Development Taxonomy.

Figure 2. Leadership Competency Development Taxonomy
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Considerations

An important consideration to note is that the 
Leadership Competency Development Taxonomy 
focuses on competencies, rather than concepts, all 
of which have a behavioral component to them. No 
theories, models, or multi-faceted ideas (like design 
thinking or cultural competence) were included. 
This was for two reasons. The competencies in 
this taxonomy were based on an existing model, 
the Student Leadership Competencies (Seemiller, 
2013), which was designed specifically for leadership 
education and development. Using the Student 
Leadership Competencies model (Seemiller, 2013) 
allowed us to incorporate competencies already 
empirically grounded and for the purpose of 
leadership education. In addition, focusing on 
competencies, rather than general concepts, allowed 
for us to incorporate learning domains, ultimately 
creating a more holistic taxonomy that addresses the 
depth of learning and development. 

While the Leadership Competency Development 
Taxonomy may provide a great deal of structure, it also 
offers flexibility to focus on only those competencies 
that are relevant to a program or course. Thus, not 
all competencies at all tiers need to be addressed. 
Simply selecting the relevant competencies can 
provide a roadmap for instruction. For example, if a 
program only focuses on Diversity (Tier 3), Inclusion 
(Tier 4), and Social Justice (Tier 5), an educator may 
want to start with offering learning experiences on 
diversity, a lower tier, before doing so with inclusion 
or social justice. 

Using the Taxonomy

To use the Leadership Competency Development 
Taxonomy, there are two different approaches – the 
competency approach and the domain approach.

Competency Approach.  The competency approach 
involves developing the lowest tier competency 
first at all learning domain levels before moving to 
the development of a higher tier competency. For 
example, the Tier 1 competency of Mission would be 

developed using all six domain levels before moving 
to the Tier 2 competency of Vision that would then be 
developed using all six domain levels. 

Domain Approach.  Developing a competency 
using the domain approach involves developing only 
the Level 1 domains of each selected competency 
starting with the lowest tier competency and moving 
upwards. Once all selected competencies have been 
developed using Level 1 domains, the process would 
start over focusing on Level 2 domains of the lowest 
tier competency and again moving upwards by tier. 
For example, in looking only at Mission and Vision, the 
focus would first be to develop the Level 1 domains 
of Mission before moving to the Level 1 domains of 
Vision and then returning to the Level 2 domains of 
Mission, followed by the Level 2 domains of Vision 
and so forth.

Study Limitations

This study had three primary limitations. First, in 
order to employ an expert panel, participants were 
deemed to have the competence and authority to 
give their perspectives. The determination of who 
to include was based on objective criteria, including 
years in the field and a track record of publications, 
but those could ultimately be factors that may not 
have reflected true expertise on leadership subject 
matter. In addition, while everyone who was selected 
met the criteria, not everyone who met the criteria 
was selected as that pool would have been quite 
large, difficult to find, and potentially inaccessible. 
Therefore, we narrowed the list of invited participants 
to those who were well known based on our 
experiences in the field of leadership education.

Second, this study postulates that level of complexity 
informs developmental sequencing. While Bloom’s 
Taxonomy supposes a sequencing based on 
complexity (Krathwohl, 2002), there may be real 
rationale where that supposition does not or should 
not hold true with some of the competencies in this 
taxonomy. Lower tier competencies may not always 
be precursors, per se, to developing other, more 
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complex competencies. For instance, the Tier 1 
competency of Mission could be a natural precursor to 
the Tier 2 competency of Vision, because determining 
a mission may be helpful in building a vision aligned 
with that mission. However, the Tier 1 competency 
of Plan might linearly follow the development of the 
Tier 2 competency of Vision because after creating a 
vision, one often creates a plan. Although the experts 
offer that teaching how to develop a plan may be 
less complex than teaching how to develop a vision, 
it may make sense in particular contexts to focus 
on developing the Tier 1 competency of Plan after 
developing the Tier 2 competency of Vision.

Finally, the Leadership Competency Development 
Taxonomy does not account for developing more 
than one competency at a time, especially across tier 
or category. In essence, it simplifies a highly complex 
learning process into a linear approach when 
sometimes a less linear approach may be necessary. 

Implications

The Leadership Competency Development Taxonomy 
has many practical uses, all of which are designed 
to foster intentional leadership development 
experiences. There are three implications for this 
study, and in effect, for use of the taxonomy. 

1. First, the purpose of the study was 
to help leadership educators scaffold 
learning experiences based on moving 
from developing simple to complex 
leadership competencies. Having a 
roadmap of competencies offers a 
place for leadership educators to start 
when designing learning experiences. 

2. Second, the Leadership Competency 
Development Taxonomy can offer 
insight into the amount of time 
one might want to devote to the 
development of specific leadership 
competencies. For example, more 
complex competencies may take more 
time to develop than those that are 

simpler. 

3. Third, by overlaying the learning 
domains (Seemiller & Rosch, in press) 
on the competency tiers, educators 
could create more depth of learning 
even with simpler competencies. For 
example, focusing on the Performance 
domain of Verbal Communication may 
offer a deep dive into that competency 
that may be deemed simpler in 
comparison to other competencies.

Conclusion

With so many leadership competencies, it can be 
overwhelming to determine an empirically grounded 
ordering for teaching them. The results of this 
study aimed to showcase the findings related to 
the complexity of developing particular leadership 
competencies as well as offer a practical and usable 
taxonomy for intentionally designing and sequencing 
learning experiences focused on leadership 
competency development. 
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