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Abstract
Challenging, novel, and educational experiences are critical contributors to effective leader and follower
development, in part, because such developmental experiences enable people to reconceptualize their
perceptions about the traits and characteristics of effective leaders, or their implicit leadership theory
(ILT). To understand how ILTs develop throughout developmental experiences, we examine the ILTs of 276
undergraduate students at the beginning and end of their first year of college. Using an open-ended ILT response
format, a unique ILT trait of integrity emerged along with the dominant ILT traits of sensitivity, charisma, and
dedication identified in previous literature. Overcoming limitations of the factor-based ILT approach, we
investigate the development of ILT constellations, allowing a holistic picture of ILTs and how they throughout a
developmental experience. Based on cluster analyses, four constellations of ILT themes emerged. Participants
shifted to different ILT constellations after a year in college, moving from a non-descript, varied constellation
toward constellations with clearly defined, dominant themes. Exploratory analysis revealed that completion
of leadership coursework partially explains the shift towards more descript ILT constellations. Results have
implications for new methods of future research using the ILTs constellation perspective and the practice of
undergraduate leadership education in facilitating leader development among college students.

Introduction
In the United States and around the world today,
there are many contrasting views about the traits and
characteristics that make a leader effective, which has
implications for individuals’ likelihood of perceiving
others and themselves as leaders. Some followers,
for example, view the prototypical dimension of
“strength” as a defining characteristic of a leader
(Offerman et al., 1994). They believe a leader is
someone who states their point of view assertively, is
decisive, and does not back down. When they observe
an individual displaying the trait of strength, they are
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likely to view the person as an effective leader, like
them, and grant them leadership by following them
(Johnson et al., 2008). Similarly, when attempting to
enact leadership, those individuals holding the view
that strength defines leadership would be more
likely to demonstrate strength in their behaviors and
interactions with others. If they fail to do so, they
would evaluate themselves as lacking what it takes
to be a leader and be less motivated to fill leadership
roles (Guillén et al., 2015).
One’s assumptions regarding the traits and
characteristics that define a leader are referred to as
implicit leadership theories (ILTs; Lord et al., 1984).
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These assumptions form cognitive structures known
as mental models or “schemas” that organize people
or things into categories to facilitate efficient mental
processing (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Just as we hold a
schema for the traits and characteristics of a dog
(e.g., furry, has a tail, barks at strangers) based on
our experiences and exposure to one or more dogs
throughout our lifetime, we similarly form schemas of
the traits and characteristics of a leader (e.g., strong,
attractive, charismatic) based on our experiences with
leadership.
ILTs have a powerful influence on several leadership
processes and outcomes (Schyns & Meindl, 2005).
ILTs influence follower perceptions of the leader and,
thus, follower behavior as a result (Jelinek et al., 1983).
When we observe a leader, we automatically activate
our ILTs to quickly make unconscious evaluations of
them against our existing schema (Hall & Lord, 1995;
Kenney et al., 1996). Leaders who fit a followers’ ILT are
more likely to be liked (Nye & Forsyth, 1991), perceived
to have more technical competence (Sy et al., 2010),
and preferred as leaders (Hall et al., 1998). Followers
show more respect towards leaders who fit their ideal
leader image (Van Quaquebeke & Van Knippenberg,
2012), are more committed to their job, and report
higher job satisfaction (Epitropaki & Martin, 2005).
From the stance of the leader, ILTs influence one’s
leader identity, or perceptions of oneself as a leader.
When evaluating oneself as a leader, we compare our
ILTs with perceptions of our personal characteristics to
answer the question, “Am I leader-like?” (Engle & Lord,
1997). Thus, ILTs impact both inter- and intrapersonal
aspects of organizational behavior.
Given the wide influence ILTs have on organizational
behavior, scholars have conducted a great deal of
research on the topic (see reviews by Epitropaki et al.,
2013; Junker & van Dick, 2014; Lord et al., 2020). Early
studies of ILTs frequently employed narrative methods
(Epitropaki et al., 2013), though scholars soon shifted
to using quantitative methods with the development
of Likert-style measures of ILTs which ask participants
to rate the prototypicality of a list of leader traits. For
example, Offermann et al. (1994) identified eight ILT
traits (e.g., tyranny, charisma, attractiveness, strength,
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and masculinity), some considered prototypical (e.g.,
charisma) and some as anti-prototypical (e.g., tyranny;
Epitropaki & Martin, 2004). We refer to this as a factorbased method because singular, pre-determined ILT
traits are rated and considered independently.
However, this factor-based method may be overly
simplistic for several reasons. First, quantitative
measures constrain reports of ILTs to a fixed list of
attributes pre-determined by the researcher. This
approach limits the extent to which we can assess
emerging ILTs based on generational, cultural, or
other sample-related uniqueness; whereas, we know
that new ILTs may emerge as dominant over time
as Offermann and Coats (2018) recently identified
additional ILT traits (e.g., creativity). In fact, a criticism
of ILTs identified by Dugan (2017) is that ILTs reflect
ideological and hegemonic assumptions about who
a leader is and how they should behave. Dominant
leader prototypes may reproduce systemic biases and
or disadvantage individuals who do not “fit” traditional
leader prototypes. Second, it cannot capture the
complexity of cognitive schemas, including the extent
to which a person simultaneously views two (or more)
leadership traits as effective. Past research using such
quantitative measures have found strong positive
correlations between ILT factors (e.g., Carnes et al.,
2015), suggesting that individuals frequently hold
multiple ILTs. Yet, this complexity is not captured
in the typically employed factor-based quantitative
measurement of ILTs because of the emphasis on
singular ILT dimensions. Finally, the typical factorbased approach to measuring ILTs does not allow us
to assess relative changes in multiple ILT dimensions
at once, thus we cannot examine the malleability of
the ILT dimension list over time (Junker & van Dick,
2014).
Instead, we propose a more comprehensive
measurement approach in which ILTs are assessed
qualitatively as constellations of emergent traits,
instead of siloed predetermined traits. We define
ILT constellations as the cognitive schema one holds
regarding the profile of traits and characteristics of
effective leaders. So just as we view a dog as more
than a singular trait (e.g., furry), our ILT constellations
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of leaders are multi-faceted and complex (e.g., strong,
intelligent, and charismatic). Like the initial ILT studies,
the qualitative assessment of ILT constellations
proposed here allows for the emergence of new
dimensions and themes not reflected in predetermined scales. We expect that not only will ILTs
vary across time with different leader traits being view
as more or less dominant (e.g., Offermann & Coats,
2018), but that different genders, racial groups, and
age groups will hold different ILTs, which may not
be captured in the pre-determined list researchers
typically employ. Finally, using a constellation
approach to defining and measuring ILTs, we can
simultaneously consider the content, complexity, and
structure of ILTs and how these change over time.
In addition to introducing ILTs as constellations of traits,
we evaluate possible changes in ILT constellations
throughout a developmental experience (i.e., the first
year of college). Despite recent evidence suggesting
that the ILTs society collectively endorses have
remained fairly stable for the past 20 years (Offermann
& Coats, 2018), relatively little is known about how
any given individual’s image of leaders might change
over time. For instance, why or how someone might
begin to favor leadership sensitivity over strength
(or vice versa) remains unclear. For example, in their
prospective, longitudinal study, Walker and colleagues
(2020) found that high family conflict during formative
adolescent years is positively predictive of adults
endorsing a tyrannical ILT. Junker and van Dick (2014)
illuminate a need for further longitudinal assessments
of the stability of ILTs, pointing to the gap in our
understanding of how ILTs are formed and molded in
any one person over time. Significant developmental
experiences likely influence the traits and attributes
we ascribe to effective leaders because such events
can reshape values, goals, and ways of making sense
of the world. Thus, we chose first-year college students
because of the assumed importance of the college
experience in shifting one’s assumptions and beliefs.
Although we do not take a critical lens of
deconstruction of ILTs, we do seek to contribute to
the ILT and leader development literatures in several
ways. First, our study advances a profile approach
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to ILT measurement that captures a more nuanced,
multi-faceted picture of a person’s ideal leader
image. Second, by using qualitative open coding, we
reconsider the emergent theme of leader integrity as a
stand-alone ILT dimension. Third, we examine how ILT
profiles might change over the course of a student’s
first year in college and, thus, point to new avenues for
leader development theory and practice.
In what follows, we propose four research questions
aimed at understanding the content, constellations,
and malleability of ILTs. We take a multi-method
approach, first by qualitatively examining and
categorizing ILT dimensions. Next, we utilize
agglomerative hierarchical clustering analyses to
explore the content of constellations of ILTs over
the first year of college. Finally, we discuss how
ILT dimensions and constellations may change
throughout significant developmental experiences.

Implicit Leadership Theories
ILTs can be understood through the lens of leadership
categorization theory, which asserts that people group
beliefs about leading and leadership into a hierarchical
mental model in which the attributes they believe
to be prototypical of leaders are distinct attributes
from non-leaders (Lord et al., 1982; Rosch, 1978). In
this section, we discuss theory and research on ILT
content, constellations, and malleability culminating
in our research questions.

ILT Content.
Initially, researchers qualitatively
examined the content of ILTs and based on those
findings subsequently developed a factor-based
quantitative survey. The first list of prototypical leader
traits was developed in the 1990s by Offermann
and colleagues (1994). First, one group of students
generated a list of 160 leader traits. Next, a different
set of students rated the extent to which each trait
was characteristic of a leader. Through factor analysis,
eight ILT dimensions emerged as dominant: sensitivity,
dedication,
tyranny,
charisma,
attractiveness,
masculinity,
intelligence,
and
strength.
As
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demonstrated by these emergent categories, schemas
for leaders include both positive (e.g., intelligent) and
negative (e.g., tyrannical) characteristics (Offermann
et al., 1994).
In the early 2000s, Epitropaki and Martin (2004) crossvalidated and simplified this list into six dimensions
of ILT traits, further grouped as “prototypical” or
“anti-prototypical.” Prototypical leader attributes are
those frequently rated as highly representative of a
leader (i.e., sensitivity, dedication, dynamism, and
intelligence), whereas anti-prototypical attributes
were those less frequently rated as representative of
a leader (i.e., tyranny and masculinity). Epitropaki and
Martin determined these two higher-order categories
by extending prior use of cognitive categorization
theory in understanding ILTs (Lord et al., 1984; Rosch,
1978).
In 2018, Offermann and Coats published a replication
study of Offermann and colleagues’ 1994 study to
assess the stability of ILTs over 20 years, finding 76%
overlap in words generated. However, “creativity”
emerged as a new ILT factor not identified by the 1994
sample. Furthermore, there were several new traits
generated by the more recent sample (e.g., culturally
competent, emotionally intelligent) and several traits
that loaded onto different ILT factors (e.g., the trait
“bold” loaded onto the “charisma” factor instead of the
“strength” factor). Given this and as a starting place, in
our first research question, we sought to investigate
what the content of singular ILT dimensions are in our
sample. Moreover, a first-year college student sample
(versus a mixed-year sample of college students) may
provide unique insights.
Research Question 1. What ILT dimensions do firstyear college students possess? Although there seems
to be consistency over time in the traits individuals
ascribe to leaders, these prior results suggest that the
traditional factor-based approach to measuring ILTs is
limited. Not only do factor-based operationalizations
of ILTs not allow for deviations or changes in the predetermined list of ILT traits, but they also fail to allow
for the examination of multi-trait ILT schemas. Thus,
we suggest revisiting original conceptualizations of
ILT complexity in defining and operationalizing beliefs
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about the traits and characteristics of effective leaders.

ILT Constellations. As noted by Lord and colleagues
(1984), one’s cognitive categorization of “leader” is
hierarchical, possessing both vertical and horizontal
dimensions. At the highest, superordinate level, are
the most prototypical attributes one ascribes to all
leaders. Moving down the hierarchy to the basic level,
are more detailed and differentiated attributes; this
is where individuals distinguish between different
contexts and types of leaders (e.g., military leaders
versus business leaders). Finally, the most nuanced
level is the subordinate level. At this level, are the
most prototypical attributes related to specific types
of leaders (e.g., church leaders). Moving down the
hierarchy, attributes of a leader become less inclusive
and more distinctive. Fundamental to this hierarchy
of leadership categories is the assumption that one’s
theory of leadership contains multiple attributes,
behaviors, and traits.
Although researchers have long acknowledged that
ILTs are multi-dimensional constructs comprised of
multiple factors, they continue to use a factor-based
(i.e., fixed attribute set) approach in ILT research. A
factor-based approach oversimplifies the complexity
of ILTs by focusing on each leader characteristic in
isolation (e.g., charismatic). This approach to measuring
ILTs fails to consider that ILTs vary not only in content
but also in complexity. Therefore, the factor-based,
fixed attribute set approach to understanding ILTs is a
limitation of prior research (Junker & van Dick, 2014).
We aim to address this limitation in the present study
by using a more nuanced and multi-faceted approach
to studying ILTs, namely one that emphasizes ILT
complexity and structure, which we conceptualize as
ILT constellations.
ILT constellations refer to the cognitive schema one
holds regarding the profile of traits and characteristics
of effective leaders. The basic idea here is that an
individual’s mental model of an effective leader cannot
be boiled down to a list of singular characteristics.
Instead, we perceive an effective leader as consisting
of multiple characteristics which differ in degree in
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relation to other characteristics. In contrast, a simplistic
ILT consists of a singular defining characteristic (e.g.,
strength). As ILTs increase in complexity, leaders are
defined based on a constellation (i.e., an interrelated
set or profile) of characteristics (e.g., strength,
sensitivity, integrity, and charismatic). An individual
with a complex understanding of leadership would
identify multiple characteristics defining a leader. For
example, simultaneously holding an ILT that a leader is
both “strong” and “sensitive” reflects a more nuanced
and complex understanding of what it means to be a
leader.
Some prior research has captured ILT complexity, but
it is far less common than the typical factor-based
approach. For instance, Foti and colleagues (2012)
identified four ideal leader profiles that capture
multiple ILT dimensions at once. They found that those
with a “laissez-faire” leader profile tended to provide
lower than average ratings on several ILT dimensions,
whereas those with a “prototypical” leader profile
tended to provide higher than average ratings on
sensitivity, dedication, and intelligence and lower than
average ratings on tyranny. Yet, Foti et al. used the
traditional fixed scale list of traits (i.e., Epitropaki &
Martin, 2004) as their starting point and, thus, were
limited in the possible ILT profiles that could emerge.
A fixed-scale, factor-based approach does not
capture this complexity; thus, our understanding
of ILTs based on prior research is limited. Instead,
examining a constellation of free-response ILTs may
be more informative in understanding the tone and
depth of an individual’s mental schema defining the
term “leader.” The constellation approach aligns with
the move toward complexity and trait profiles in
leadership research, particularly in recognizing the
multiplicity of leader attributes (Zaccaro, 2012). A
constellation approach also recognizes the increased
complexity of the leadership context and the need
for leaders to match that complexity (i.e., the law of
requisite complexity; Lord et al., 2011). Therefore, the
first purpose of our study is to investigate the utility
of conceptualizing ILTs as a constellation of effective
leader attributes.
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Research Question 2. What ILT constellations do first-year
college students possess?

ILT Malleability. Whereas early ILT theorizers (Rush
& Russell, 1988) supported the idea that a person’s
ILTs can change over time, leadership categorization
theory suggests that once ILTs are formed as cognitive
schemas, they are difficult to change (Reger & Palmer,
1996). In support of this assertion, the only longitudinal
investigation assessing ILT malleability found nonsignificant changes in ILTs over one year in a traditional
organizational setting using the factor-based model
(Epitropaki & Martin, 2004). However, the impact of
trigger events, or developmental experiences, on
leader outcomes such as skill development (DeRue
& Wellman, 2009), perceived leader effectiveness
(Seibert et al., 2017), leader identity (Hammond et al.,
2017), and leader development more generally (Gurvis
et al., 2016; McCauley et al., 2010) is long-standing.
Moreover, extant research suggests that cognitive
schemas, including ILTs, are malleable under certain
conditions. Day and colleagues (2009) argued
that understanding the role of timing of leader
developmental experiences is critical. Major periods
of transition – like one’s first year in college – may
open individuals up to benefit from developmental
experiences (Reichard et al., 2013). Exposure to
opposing ideas, new role models, diverse and novel
experiences, and changes in context can change
previously formed schemas (Brown & Lord, 2001;
Labianca et al., 2000; Poole et al., 1989). Such
developmental experiences challenge individuals to
try new skills not previously associated with leadership
and provide the opportunity to receive feedback,
which may prompt a re-evaluation of assumptions
and beliefs about leaders. As we know from research
on leader development, challenge is one of the
three chief components of development, along with
feedback and support (Van Velsor et al., 2010).
In our final research questions, we seek to understand
whether the singular dimensions and constellations
of ILTs reported among students entering college
differ from those reported at the end of their first
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year. The first year of college, a transitional period in
young adults’ lives marked by exposure to new ideas,
experiences, and people, can be a critical period where
they gain a new understanding of leadership. So, the
way students view leaders may change over the first
year. New experiences that challenge an individual’s
implicit theories require the adaption of their cognitive
schemas to fit the new information (Poole et al.,
1989). As a result, ILTs likely become more complex
and multifaceted throughout experience, particularly
novel experience.

of the first year in college (Time 1) and at the end of
the first year in college (Time 2).

Research Question 3. To what extent do the dimensions
of ILTs change throughout a significant developmental
experience?
Research Question 4. To what extent do ILT constellations
change throughout a significant developmental
experience?

Methods
Participants.
Participants were first-year college
students from a large Midwestern land-grant state
university. We identified eligible participants as
entering students who received a university “leadership
scholarship” or had enrolled in an introductory
leadership course in their first semester of college.
We used a cohort design from 2011-2015, inviting
the participation of approximately 1,000 first-year
students each year. Across all cohorts, 276 students
responded to both Time 1 (start of Freshman year)
and Time 2 (end of Freshman year) surveys. Roughly
60 students participated in each cohort, except for
in 2011 which only yielded 37 participants. Most
participants were female (65%) and Caucasian (86%)
with an average age of 18 (SD = 0.78). Self-report ACT
scores ranged from 18 (40th percentile) to 35 (99th
percentile), with a sample mean of 27.60 (SD = 4.01).

Implicit leadership theories coding. ILTs
were assessed by asking participants to list
between one and ten traits or behaviors
of effective leaders. Four Psychology
graduate students and an assistant
professor of leadership studies contentcoded the 4,330 ILT traits reported by
participants. Using open coding (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008), we generated an initial set
of 15 ILT themes that was reduced to nine
final themes to eliminate overlap. When
applicable and to enable comparison, we
used similar language as prior research
by Offermann and colleagues (1994) and
Epitropaki and Martin (2004) to describe
the ILT themes. Two coders independently
sorted each participant’s responses into
the most representative theme. Coders
resolved discrepancies through discussion.
The average interrater reliability was high
(Cohen’s kappa = .82).
The nine themes identified included
sensitivity, integrity, charisma, dedication,
intelligence, strength, communication,
organization, and openness (see Table
1). The tenth category of “other” was also
included containing traits or behaviors
that did not fit well into one of the nine
categories and did not emerge as a distinct
tenth theme. As opposed to removing
the traits that did not fit in with the nine
categories, we felt it was essential to retain
them in the “other” category to be both
exhaustive and inclusive.

Measures. As part of a larger longitudinal study, we
collected data at two points in time – at the beginning
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Table 1
Descriptions of ILT Qualitative Coding Categories
Category

Description

Sensitivity

The “Sensitivity” category was made up of leadership qualities associated with an awareness and
understanding of the feelings of others. Responses stressed positive, other-oriented behaviors or
qualities like “kindness,” “caring,” and “forgiveness.”

Integrity

The “Integrity” category reflected a leader who holds moral principles and acts in accordance with
them. Responses included “honesty,” “loyalty,” and “good character.”

Charisma

Charismatic qualities reflected a compelling attractiveness or charm that can inspire devotion in
followers. Oftentimes, responses included behaviors or adjectives associated with inspiration,
enthusiasm, and persuasiveness.

Dedication

Responses coded into this category described a leader who is committed to their role by displaying
drive, commitment, and motivation.

Intelligence

Intelligence reflected the ability to acquire and apply knowledge and skills to be an effective leader.
Responses included references to intellect, intelligence, competence, and critical thinking skills.

Communication

Responses referring to a leader verbally or nonverbally expressing their ideas, thoughts, feelings, or
instructions were coded into the “Communication” category. Some responses were representative of
personal communication, while others focused on public speaking skills.

Openness

Openness refers to a leader who displays a willingness to work with others and remains flexible to
others’ perspectives and values. Responses that fit into this category tended to stress inclusivity and
unbiased approaches to leadership.

Strength

Responses coded into this category were representative of a level of independence and self-assurance.
Oftentimes, responses in this category were reminiscent of traditional leadership theories that stress
stereotypically masculine qualities, such as “strength,” “firm,” and “uncompromising.”

Organization

Responses in this category referred to a leader who keeps track of items, people, or processes
(including time) in an orderly manner. Some behaviors were individual-related while others referenced
mobilizing others, like delegation of responsibilities. Example responses included “time management,”
“multi-tasking,” and “organizing subordinates.”

Note. Qualitative responses were coded into one of the 9 categories above based on an iterative process followed by
four independent coders.

Analyses and Results
In this section, we describe our analysis approach
and results to address our research questions and
exploratory analysis.
ILT Content. Our first two research questions
related to the content of ILT (1) dimensions and (2)
constellations. Beginning with the traditional factorbased approach, we found that several of the singular
ILT themes we identified in our study were similar to
those identified in previous research (Offermann et
al., 1994) including the following: sensitivity, charisma,
dedication, intelligence, and strength. Unlike past
research, the negative prototype dimensions
(i.e., masculine, tyrannical), as well as the positive
prototype dimension of attractive, were not identified
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in the data. This finding is likely an artifact of our ILT
measurement method where we asked participants
to state the traits and characteristics of an “effective
leader” rather than “leader.” Additional prototype
dimensions that emerged in our sample were integrity,
communication, openness, and organization. Of
these, integrity was the second most reported ILT
dimension at both Time 1 and Time 2. Going beyond
the factor-based approach, the contribution of this
study, however, is to examine ILT constellations rather
than ILTs in isolation.
ILT Constellations. Thus, to address our second
research question regarding ILT constellations
content, we conducted an agglomerative hierarchical
cluster analysis by grouping participants’ coded
responses to the ILT items at Time 1 and at Time 2.
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Agglomerative hierarchical clustering is an iterative,
bottom-up technique of clustering where each case
begins as its own cluster. At each step of the analysis,
cases are combined into clusters to minimize withincluster variance and maximize between-cluster
variance by calculating the distance between each case
or cluster (Rokach & Maimon, 2005). We calculated the
difference between each pair using squared Euclidean
distance. Next, coded responses were grouped using
Ward’s (1963) linkage method to minimize withingroup differences. We used the elbow method
(Ketchen & Shook, 1996) to determine the number of

clusters by examining a scree plot, which indicated
that four clusters best explain coded ILT responses at
each Time 1 and Time 2.
The composition of dominant themes for each of the
four constellations was consistent at Time 1 and Time 2
(see Table 2). Therefore, the make-up of the ILT themes
for each matched constellation was equivalent at Time
1 and Time 2 for constellation A (χ2(9) = 0.69, p = .99),
constellation B (χ2(9) = 1.10, p = .99), constellation C
(χ2(9) = 3.83, p = .92), and constellation D (χ2(9) = 1.38,
p = .99). The ILT constellations are described in Table 2
and visually depicted in Figure 1.

Table 2
Descriptions of ILT Constellations
Constellation

Description

A

Constellation A was characterized by lower levels of all ILT themes. Time 1: N = 154; Time 2: N = 47.

B

Constellation B was distinguished by a preference for adjectives and behaviors related to a strong
sense of integrity at both time points. At Time 2, integrity decreased slightly (but was still the dominant
theme) and charismatic and dedication slightly increased. Time 1: N = 26; Time 2: N = 63.

C

Respondents placed into Constellation C identified effective leaders as those who readily display
sensitivity at both time points. A secondary, but also dominant theme was integrity at both time
points. At Time 2, sensitivity and integrity slightly decreased (but were still the dominant themes) and
charismatic slightly increased. Time 1: N = 47; Time 2: N = 91.

D

Constellation D included respondents who described demonstrates dedication as the dominant theme
at both time points, though it showed a slight decrease at Time 2. Sensitivity was a secondary, but also
dominant, theme at both time points, slightly decreasing at Time 2. Integrity was a dominant secondary
theme at Time 1 but decreased at Time 2. Whereas, Charismatic and Openness increased from Time 1
to be secondary themes at Time 2. Time 1: N = 49; Time 2: N = 75.

Note. Based on results of a hierarchical cluster analysis, respondents were placed into one of four constellations.
Figure 1
Visualization of Four Constellations at Time 1 and Time 2
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Low levels of several ILT themes characterized
constellation A and, thus, it lacked any emergent
dominant ILT theme. The make-up of constellations
B, C, and D, however, was dominated by one or more
ILT themes. Specifically, constellation B was distinctive
in that integrity was the most frequently reported ILT
theme. Constellation C was dominated by sensitivity,
with a secondary ILT theme of integrity. Finally,
dedication was the hallmark ILT theme in constellation
D, supported by charisma and openness.

ILT Malleability. Next, we address research question
3, which asked the degree to which ILT dimensions

change throughout a significant developmental
experience. To describe the relative dominance of ILT
themes across Time 1 and Time 2, we calculated the
mean frequencies of each ILT category. As shown in
Figure 2, the most dominant ILT themes at both time
points were sensitivity, followed by integrity. Charisma
and dedication were also dominant themes at both
time points. At first glance, based on the factor-based
approach, and aligned with prior research (Offermann
& Coats, 2018), it appears that ILTs remain stable
over time. However, by using cluster analysis, we
take a deeper look at if and how ILT constellations
membership change over time in our final research
question.

Figure 2
Mean Frequencies for Qualitative Coding Categories Comparing Time 1 and Time 2

To address research question 4, which asked the
extent to which ILT constellations change over
time, we examine changes in membership in each
constellation cluster from Time 1 to Time 2. As shown
in Figure 3, constellation A (i.e., non-descript ILT) was
the most frequently reported constellation at Time
1, classifying 55.80% of entering students (n = 154),
and the least frequent at Time 2, classifying only
17.03% of students finishing their first year of college.
Constellation A (non-descript ILT) was the only cluster
to show a decrease in membership from Time 1 to
Time 2. Results of a chi-square test indicated that
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these shifts in group membership per constellation
across time points were statistically significant (χ2(3)
= 295.61, p < .001) with more students in constellation
A (i.e., non-descript ILT) at the start of the first year
of college and more students in constellations B (i.e.,
integrity dominated ILT), C (i.e., sensitivity and integrity
dominated ILT), and D (i.e., dedication and sensitivity
dominated ILT) at the end of the first year of college.
When viewed through the constellation perspective,
these findings indicate that ILTs do, in fact, change
throughout a developmental experience.
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Figure 3
Frequencies of Students by Constellation at Time 1 and Time 2

Note. χ2(3) = 295.6, p <.0001.
Exploratory Analysis. In an exploratory analysis, we sought to examine whether differences in membership
of constellation A (non-descript ILT) at Time 1 and
Time 2 depended on the completion of leadership
coursework (see Table 3). Whereas only three of
the 27 students (11%) who completed leadership
coursework remained in constellation A at Time 2,
35 out of 127 students (28%) who did not complete
leadership coursework remained in constellation A
at Time 2. Among students who began their college
education in constellation A, those who completed
leadership coursework were two and a half times
more likely to change their ILT constellation than those
who did not take a course on leadership. A significant
McNemar test revealed differences in constellation A
membership at Time 1 and Time 2 was related to the
completion of leadership coursework (OR = 2.54, p <
.001). In answering research questions 2 and 4, we
see four ILT constellations emerge, and although the
makeup of the four constellations remains consistent
over time, the frequency of membership does change.
At least a portion of the movement away from
constellation A (non-descript ILT) can be attributed to
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the completion of leadership coursework. However,
moving out of constellation A may also be associated
with many other developmental experiences during
one’s freshman year of college that were not captured
in this study.
Table 3
Frequencies of Membership in Constellation A by
Completion of Leadership Coursework
Leadership
Coursework

Non-leadership
Coursework

Constellation A at
Time 1

24

92

Constellation A at
Time 1 and 2

3

35

Note. Table includes participants who were members of
Constellation A at Time 1 (N = 154). McNemar test revealed a
significant change in Constellation A membership from Time
1 to Time 2 related to completion of leadership coursework.
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(1994) ILT factors including sensitivity, intelligence,
strength, dedication, and charisma.

Discussion
The transition from high school to college provides
exposure to new opportunities to engage in leadership
roles and activities, such as joining on-campus clubs
and volunteering in community outreach programs,
and completion of leadership coursework. Such
developmental experiences have the potential to
promote a more complex and differentiated view of
leadership (Komives et al., 2005), and what it means to
be a leader (i.e., ILTs).

ILT Content. The first purpose of the current paper
was to qualitatively examine the content of the ILTs
of first-year college students. As such, this paper
contributes to the leader development and college
student development literature by providing a
prospective, longitudinal, and descriptive examination
of ILTs and extends our understanding of the content
of ILTs.
Just as baby boomers and millennials have different
music and fashion preferences, different generations
and cultures are likely to have different leadership
preferences based on significant cultural events
occurring within their generation. Cross-generational
comparisons provide an interesting perspective
because of the socio-cultural nature of ILTs (Gerstner
& Day, 1994; Holmberg & Akerblom, 2006). Given
cultural shifts, previous ILTs may be less prevalent
in today’s youth (e.g., masculinity), whereas there
may be new ILTs that have entered the cultural
milieu (e.g., politicking). We did not initially set out to
uncover whether ILT dimensions are the same today
as they were in the 1990s and early 2000s because
of the recent update by Offerman and Coats (2018).
Instead, we asked participants about “effective”
leader traits as opposed to leader traits, in general.
Thus, readers must interpret any differences in our
findings compared to previous generations/studies
with this approach in mind. Despite this, we see slight
differences compared to studies on prior generations.
We found that five of the nine themes identified in
the present study overlapped with Offermann et al.’s
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Specifically, the most frequently reported ILT theme
at both Times 1 and 2 was sensitivity, or an awareness
of the feelings of other people. Examples include
sympathy, compassion, understanding, sincerity,
forgiving, helpful, respectful, courteous, considerate,
caring, supporting, empathetic, kind, and friendly.
This finding is interesting in light of the prior research
findings that sensitivity is more strongly associated
with feminine leadership, whereas masculinity,
strength, and tyranny are more strongly associated
with masculine leadership (Johnson et al., 2008).
Of these stereotypically masculine leadership ILT
traits, only strength emerged in the current study. The
absence of attractiveness and masculinity as themes
in our sample may reflect a societal shift towards
greater diversity in leadership representation.
The absence of tyranny, labeled anti-prototypical
by Epitropaki and Martin (2004), perhaps reflects a
changing contemporary view of leaders in a more
positive light, or again merely an artifact of our method,
sample, or the phrasing of the question regarding
“effective” leader rather than simply “leader.” At face
value, preferences for feminine leader traits (e.g.,
sensitivity) implies a shift in favor of women leaders;
and this finding aligns with meta-analytical results
indicating that the masculine construal of leadership
has decreased over time (Koenig et al., 2011). However,
Johnson et al. (2008) found that gender stereotypes
require women leaders to embody both sensitivity
and strength to be perceived as effective, reflecting
the importance of the contextually constrained
nature of ILTs (Lord et al., 2001) and the utility of ILT
constellations.
The changing social and leadership context is also
illustrated in the addition of four new ILT themes found
in the current study, which go beyond older research
on ILT content, including integrity, communication,
organization, and openness. By far, the most frequent
of these new themes was integrity, defined as holding
moral principles and acting by them. Traits listed
include honest, trustworthy, ethical, loyal, humble,
moral, honorable, transparent, role model, character,
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fair, servant, and selfless. Although Offerman and
colleagues’ (1994) and Offerman and Coats’ (2018)
study participants generated similar traits related to
integrity and ethics, in both prior studies such traits
were subsumed under the theme of sensitivity.
Rather, we found that integrity emerged as one of the
most dominant themes of ILT traits.
Perhaps this shift toward integrity in the current
decade is a reaction from the fraud scandals at
the beginning of the current century (e.g., Enron,
Worldcom, Lehman Brothers, and Bernie Madoff;
Kalshoven et al., 2011), an emphasis on the effects of
destructive leadership (Schyns & Schilling, 2013), or
a shift toward character-based education in schools
(Wright, 2015). A shift in defining what characterizes
a leader has also been observed in the “dramatic
increase in scholarly interest in the topic of authentic
leadership” in recent years (Gardner et al., 2011, p.
1120). These findings imply that a new generation of
adults expect leaders to embody ethics and integrity.
When a leader demonstrates a high level of character,
today’s young adults are likely to evaluate that leader
favorably.
Although several dimensions from the fixed attribute
set often used in research (Offermann et al., 1994)
emerged in our qualitative data, we identified different
dimensions of effective leaders that would have been
otherwise missed (i.e., integrity, communication,
openness, and organization). Addressing concerns
raised by Alipour et al. (2017) and others, regarding
missing dimensions of ILTs in current research,
content coding of qualitative data allows researchers
to examine new emergent themes not previously
considered. This is particularly important when
conducting ILT research across generations and
societies, as culture influences our perceptions
of effective leadership (House, Javidan, Hanges, &
Dorfman, 2002).
Given that both our study and the study by Offerman
and Coats (2018) found some slight deviation from
prior research in the content of ILT themes that
emerged through open-ended responses, we must
reconsider the typical measurement approach used
in ILT research. As noted, most ILT studies present
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respondents with a pre-determined list of traits and ask
them to rate the extent to which each is characteristic
of a leader. We conclude that this approach is limited
in two ways.
First, it limits the range of possible traits a respondent
can endorse as characteristic of leaders. Thus,
providing a pre-determined, possibly outdated list
of ILT characteristics misses important information.
This is particularly notable given that the dominant
conversants in the field of leader development are
Caucasian males (Vogel, Reichard, Batistic, & Cerne,
in press), who mostly study Caucasian males. By
opening the operationalization of ILT themes, not
only are researchers avoiding the perpetuation of the
dominant Caucasian, male expectations of leaders
(Dugan, 2017); but they are also opening up the
likelihood of the emergence of more nuanced ILTs
held by members of various gender, racial, ethnic, and
generational groups.
Second, the factor-based measurement approach
focusing on singular traits in isolation is not reflective
of the complexity of an individual’s schema of
what characterizes a leader, which we instead
conceptualize as a constellation of ILT traits. Further,
the factor-based approach, at least in our study,
seems to mask observing changes in ILT over time.
Specifically, although there appears to be consistency
in the singular ILT traits reported over time, when we
examine ILT constellations, we do observe changes in
how individuals view effective leaders over the course
of a developmental experience.

Malleability of ILT Constellations. Thus, the second
purpose of the present study was to explore a new
way of understanding ILTs, namely as a constellation
of themes, and how ILT constellations change
throughout a developmental experience. When using
the traditional factor-based approach to examining
ILTs, by having participants list the characteristics
of a leader, we find very little change over the first
year of college. Thus, this typical methodological
approach masks changes in ILTs over time. However,
when considering one’s reported ILT characteristics
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together, as a constellation, we do see significant
change over time.
Change in ILT constellation is particularly evident by
the number of students who shifted dramatically at
the end of the first year of college away from the nondescript, varied constellation A toward the other three
constellations that had dominant themes present. This
shift indicates that as students gain experience and
knowledge over the first year of college, they develop
a clearer perception of the specific characteristics
of effective leaders. Rather than a hodge-podge of
nothing in particular or lack of clear ILT, by the end
of the first year of college, students more frequently
report specific leader characteristics indicating a
refinement in their mental models. Students come
to see an effective leader in a clearer way indicating
that education and developmental experiences
have a significant impact on students’ ILTs. Thus, a
major contribution of the current study is revisiting
the idea that individuals conceptualize a leader as a
constellation of traits and that this conceptualization
is open to change over time, particularly following
leader development coursework.
Interestingly, only 8% (3 of 38) of students that
remained in constellation A (i.e., non-descript ILT)
from Time 1 to Time 2 took a leadership class during
their first year in college. Of the 116 students who
left constellation A from Time 1 to Time 2, 21% (n =
24) took a leadership class. This exploratory analysis
indicates that taking a leadership class during the first
year of college is positively related to movement out
of the generic constellation A, characterized by low
endorsements of ILT traits, to other constellations
defined by a dominant ILT trait. However, we feel it
is important to note that other unmeasured first-year
experiences were likely drivers of this change in ILT
constellation membership, given that 79% (n = 92)
of students who left constellation A did not take a
leadership class. All that being said, the results of the
current study indicate that (a) individuals do possess
multi-faceted constellations of ILTs, (b) those ILT
constellations change throughout one’s first year in
college, and (c) undergraduate leadership education
is one factor that plays a role in the change in ILT

13

Journal of Leadership Education

constellations.

Limitations and Future Research
Two main limitations of this study include the sample
and final coding scheme. Regarding the sample, a
midwestern U.S. sample is limited in generalizability
to other samples of college students across the U.S.
and around the world. Midwestern values, rural
ways of living, and the predominance of Caucasian
participants provide some commonalities in student
backgrounds that likely impact ILTs. A similar study
of first-year college students in New York City or
Los Angeles may yield different ILT themes and
constellations. We expect, though, future research in
more diverse samples will still find similar changes
in ILT constellations, with more clearly defined ILT
constellations accompanying more experience and
education; and our demonstrated methodology
allows for testing that. Second, our final coding
scheme – although reliability rated – may be criticized
for its division into specific themes. For example,
one might argue that the inclusivity component of
the “openness” theme could have been included as
part of “integrity.” Future researchers can address
this by allowing themes to emerge from open-ended
responses.
Future research utilizing an ILT constellations approach
is needed. Because of the additional specificity, we
expect ILT constellations to be stronger predictors of
important leadership outcomes such as perceptions
of leader effectiveness and likeability and leadermember exchange than a single ILT trait. A leader
who matches the followers’ ILT constellations will be
perceived as more effective, likable, and have strong
relationships with those followers. We also encourage
future research to examine the relationship between
ILT constellations and self-views. Individuals with more
complex and differentiated ILT constellations are
expected to have more positive views of oneself as a
leader because of the higher probability of possessing
more leader-like traits. By endorsing a leader identity
in this way, individuals with ILT constellations higher in
complexity would be more likely to seek out leadership
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roles and developmental opportunities.

Conclusion

Although the ILT constellation approach allows
examination of the content, complexity, and structure
of ILTs, the approach we utilize in this paper is
challenging to quantify and, thus, challenging to study
over time. Future research can quantify ILT complexity
based on the number of unique characteristics one
uses to define a leader. Specifically, future research
can quantify ILT complexity by first asking participants
to list one to ten the traits of effective leaders. ILT
complexity can then be calculated based on the
number of different themes in which a participant
reported each trait category. Meaning, it is not simply
the number of ILT traits reported, but the breadth of
themes reported. For example, a low ILT complexity
response is observed when a participant reports five
leader traits that load onto the same theme (e.g.,
kind, caring, forgiving, respectful, courteous). Because
all the traits reported define one ILT dimension (i.e.,
sensitivity), the ILT complexity score equals one. On the
other hand, a higher complexity response is observed
when a participant reports five leader traits that load
onto different themes (e.g., kind, honest, inspirational,
committed, competent). Because each trait reported
defines a different ILT dimension (i.e., sensitivity,
integrity, charisma, dedication, intelligence), the ILT
complexity score equals five. Using this approach,
future researchers can examine how ILT complexity
changes over time and what important outcomes it
may predict (e.g., leader identity and emergence).

In summary, we extended prior research on ILTs by
examining ILTs of a current generation of first-year
college students. We found the addition of several
ILT themes and the absence of anti-prototypical ILTs
themes found in previous research. We theorized and
empirically demonstrated that how students define
a leader goes beyond a singular characteristic to be
reflected by a constellation of traits and that following
a year in college, students move from a generalized,
non-specific ILT constellation to a more specific
one. Future research is needed to examine further
developmental factors predicting ILTs constellations
and their outcomes. As students engage in leader
education, they gain clarity in their understanding of
ILTs. Undergraduate leadership education, particularly
for first-year college students, is encouraged.

Finally, we contribute one of the first longitudinal
investigations of ILT malleability and find support
for the malleability of ILT constellations following the
first year of college. Future studies should assess the
degree to which ILTs remain malleable as individuals
gain life and leadership experience. Mental models
may become increasingly difficult to change as
our experiences reinforce existing schemas. More
longitudinal studies are needed to investigate the
impact of developmental experiences on ILTs at
different life or career stages.
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