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Abstract

In order for more professionals to take the role of leaders, the systematic attitude to this
question is necessary and one of the aspects is that it is needed to begin preparing
students for the leadership at a higher school. Although there are many facts about the
importance of developing of leadership competences at higher schools, there is a lack
of  research  on  the  subject  of  students’  opinion  about  leadership  development  in
Lithuania, as well as in other countries. That is why the research considering this issue
is relevant practically and quite new scientifically. The aim of this study is to reveal
students’ opinion about developing leadership competences during the studies at an
institution of higher education. For this purpose, in the year 2015 and 2016 the research
involving 857 last year students from different Lithuanian higher education institutions
was  fulfilled.  The  research  has  shown  that  the  demand  of  students  to  develop
leadership  competences  is  significantly  high  and  it  is  realized  only  partially.  The
research also confirmed the idea that the development of the leadership competencies
could not be based on only one subject, but the integrated strategy needs to be applied.
Based on the findings, some recommendations for higher education institutions were
formulated as well.

Keywords: leadership, leadership development, leadership education, higher educa‐
tion, students’ opinion

1. Introduction

In recent decade, in scientific literature, the significance of the leadership for efficiency and
progress of different organizations and all society has been especially emphasized [1, 2]. For
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a long time, decent results and success were related to the efficient leadership of the high‐level
managers [3–5]. However, the idea of parallel (or shared) leadership which emerged under
the influence of cognitive and social psychology (firstly, in studies of business and politics
leadership, but later applied also in health sciences, public administration, education, etc.),
which emphasizes the leadership as a process in which every person in an organization as a
leader and formal managers increases work quality and improves results of an organization
all together by mutual work [6], has revealed the significance of every person as a leader. In
the parallel leadership process, responsibility is shared in two ways: managers are responsible
for strategic leadership, whereas other persons who take non‐formal leadership role take
responsibility for the leadership of organizational process and activity [6]. This idea about
leadership involves a shared responsibility for creating a better world in which to live and
work which manifests in a passion to engage others in bringing about purposeful change [7].

Yet in 1991, it was said that if society wants more professionals to assume the role of a leader,
the systematic approach to this matter is needed and arguments that future professionals has
to begin develop their leadership competences, while they are students at the institutions of
higher education, i.e., universities and colleges [8].

Higher education plays a particularly large role in creating and shaping the quality of
leadership in today's society, and the leadership is one of the most crucial results in higher
education [9]. It has been determined by scientific researches that each person has the leader‐
ship potential and students not only may enhance, but actually enhance their leadership
competences during the studying at the university or college [10, 11]. When leadership abilities
improve, the social activeness of young people increases, energetic and positive character traits
develop, and the participation in academic activity as well as in the activity of student
organizations increases [12–14].

It has been noticed that in recent years, more and more attention has been paid for the issue
concerning how students are trained for leadership; at the same time, it has been searched for
most effective methods and activities [15–21].

However, in research works the lack of students’ own opinion on the development of leader‐
ship competencies has been felt, i.e., there is the lack of data on how students themselves feel
the need to develop leadership competencies at higher school, to what extent this demand has
been realized and how students prefer to develop their leadership competences [22–24].

Although there are studies exploring leadership development at the universities and colleges
done, most often they explore either students who study nature sciences [19, 25], students of
social sciences, or students of humanities. And that might be the reason hindering effective
implementation of a leadership development policy at the contemporary universities and
colleges. Many higher education institutions across the Europe are multidisciplinary. Faculties
of Social sciences, Humanities, Mathematics and STEM, Computer sciences, Maritime, etc., are
held there. And the vision for students’ leadership development is one for all. In order to create
integrated vision for effective development of leadership competences that would be consis‐
tent with the needs of students from different faculties, systematic study is needed. The display
of students’ needs and preferences on leadership development is important because it could
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help to display factors for the improvement of an object researched as well as create possibilities
to purposefully act, fulfill expedient intervention into the processes of development of
leadership competencies in order to seek to improve them, and achieve better results in
development of students’ leadership competencies.

Due to practical relevance, taking into account the lack of scientific research, the issue of
students’ opinion about development of leadership competencies during studies at an
institution of higher education has been chosen for this study.

The aim of this study is to reveal students’ opinion about developing leadership competences
during the studies at an institution of higher education.

2. Integrating leadership development to the curriculum. Why is it
important for students?

Well‐trained professionals need disciplinary knowledge and skills, but also competencies that
prepare them to lead in an increasingly complex world [25], competences that prepare them
to be influential in their professions and in the society, and competences that prepare them to
create added value of the professional activities. These are the leadership competences.

Actually, students when entering universities and colleges have a narrow view of leadership
[25]. Usually, they think that leadership is based on the formal organizational position and
formal authority. But as they deepen their professional competences during the study years,
they can get wider view of what leadership is and how it works as well and of course realize
that formal authority is not the only one the key to successful leadership. Ability to influence
others is not less important. Scientifically trained people are called to lead in some points of
their lives—in professional and/or social lives—and should be prepared to do that [25].

It needs to be taken into an account that not only scientists argue the importance of develop‐
ment of students’ leadership competences. This approach is shared by some of the higher
education institutions as well. For example, some universities recognize the importance of
leadership, include leadership development to the objectives of the institution, encourage
students to participate in the leadership, and with it encourage the growth of the society and
its welfare [26, 27]. Recently, the leadership training in the study programs of higher schools
as well as in non‐formal activities has become a tendency and is recognized as substantial
regardless of what speciality students are going to acquire [28, 29].

Though person who leads in a professional or social life with or without formal leadership
title should develop and strengthen his or her leadership competences continuously, there is
one aspect why it is so important during the years at the higher school. According to Erik
Erikson and his theory of psychosocial development stages, most of the students at the
university are in their late adolescence—early adulthood age stage. In each stage, the person
confronts, and hopefully masters, new challenges. The challenge of late adolescence—early
adulthood age stage—is to create own identity. Thus, an institution of higher education has
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the potential to help young person discover and foster not only his or her professional, but
leader's identity as well.

3. Integrating leadership development to the curriculum: activities

Recently, the leadership training in the study programs of higher schools as well as in non‐
formal activities has become a tendency and is recognized as substantial regardless of what
profession students are going to acquire [28, 29]. Thus, contemporary higher schools face the
problem of how to help students to acquire and develop their leadership competencies during
the study at an institution.

After the importance of leadership was emphasized, many higher schools included special
leadership study subject to their educational curricula. But leadership researchers say that
students’ leadership skills and competences have not changed much due to that. It is mainly
explained by the large gap between leadership theory and practice, i.e., students who get
theoretical knowledge of leadership do not know how to apply this knowledge in practice [30,
31]. It is also denoted that the training of leadership competencies is a complex process since
it works with the development and perfection of a personality [31]. Convictions and experi‐
ences of students have strong influence on the quality of this process [32, 33], whereas each
student has frequently an individual understanding of the leadership as well as different
competencies and abilities necessary for the expression of leadership [31]. It is problematic to
find the strategy that would satisfy the needs and abilities of all students.

Leadership researchers notice that there is a lack of empirical research for the development of
leadership competences at higher schools [22, 34]. Still, some researches find the tendency of
growth of that kind of researches and studies. For example, J.P. Dugan and S.R. Komives
revealed that the main tendencies and trends of leadership development at the higher school
were formed over the past 15 years. This formation was influenced by the many reasons, for
instance, leadership theories change from the traits model to relations‐based model, the
emphasizing of team‐work principles, ideas of voluntary activities, establishing of socially
active communities, professionalization of leadership trainers and educators, dissemination
of leadership ideas, etc. [22].

Tree strategies for effective development of the leadership competences at the higher school
can be listed after review of many studies on this topic was done:

1. involvement in various activities for the development of the leadership competencies into
the curricula;

2. the promotion in practical activities; and

3. non‐formal training of the leadership competencies.

There are various ideas on how the activities training the leadership competencies could be
involved into formal education programs. For instance, some authors argue that the leadership
study subject or program is necessary at higher school [19, 22, 34, 35]. This is argued by the
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idea that students firstly have to get familiar with the theory of leadership and also understand
that leadership can be developed, educated, and trained. It is considered that leadership study
subject could provide basic ideas about leadership and its theories, and also help students
understand what leadership is needed for, what moral values leader should follow, and what
skills need to be developed for effective leadership. It is noted that such study subject should
be taught during the first study years.

But some authors replicate this opinion and argue that leadership cannot be developed with
only one study subject. Corresponding activities should be involved into other study subjects
as well [19, 22, 35]. Students need to be engaged in activities integrated into curricula that
promote not only the development of leadership competences but—and that is very important
—leader's behavior has to be trained [25]. The debate on social and cultural issues could
contribute to the development of some of the leadership competencies in higher school.
Discussions on various topics could help students to develop communication skills and
develop a mind mapping. Debates also help to learn reason, the ideas, justify different
opinions, evaluate the arguments, and seek a compromise [22, 34, 36]. It has to be mentioned
that the activities have to be integrated in a way that directly relates to the practice [25].

Similarly, the importance of application of active teaching methods is emphasized [36–39]. It
is quite effective when active teaching methods are applied for teamwork. Teamwork should
be organized in the way that a greater number of students would have an opportunity to
become a team leader in different activities for different tasks and would have an opportunity
to assess the importance of leadership and responsibility [22, 34].

Another leadership development strategy is practical actions. These can be practical study
activities during the lectures, study practice (practical work experience), internships, volunteer
work in the communities, etc. Practical activities are important, because students get the
opportunity to be leaders in action. It is based on the statement that students develop leader‐
ship by acting in it. Practical activities help students to experience taking the responsibility, to
learn various principles of building the team and motivate team members to perform the tasks,
to learn building the vision and strategy, trying different styles of leadership in action, and to
compare leading in different situations and contexts. In this way, students develop their social
and organizational skills, learn planning, and realize the importance of leader's moral values
and the importance of teamwork [19, 22, 34, 35, 39]. Practical activities help students to bring
theoretical professional knowledge to the real life and apply them purposefully in practical
activities [40]. Therefore, it is important to ensure the interaction of theoretical and practical
students’ training because that is the basis of future professional's competencies.

In the debates about the practical activities, it is proposed to involve mentors in developing of
leadership competences of students. In our case, older students, professors, supervisors, and
other persons who have greater experience could take the mentor's role. Researches reveal that
mentors influence students’ leadership positively. Mentors motivate student to get involve into
academic, sport, and artistic activities more active. So students get the opportunity to develop
new skills, learn new behavior, and understand the specific of the chosen profession [22, 35,
39, 41].
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It is indicated that leadership competences can be developed effectively not only by involving
activities into formal education process, but also when students get involved into non‐formal
education activities. Participation in students’ and youth organizations helps students to
understand the importance and meaning of working in a team. It is suggested to choose the
organizations according to student's own preferences and interests; learn its vision and goals;
try to combine own ambitions with organization's objectives; and also develop skills in
teamwork [19, 22]. And formal leaders of student and youth organizations more frequently
have stronger leadership abilities and more often have the features characteristic of leaders
[22].

And there is one more idea of non‐formal leadership development founded and valued by the
researchers. Cooperation between higher and high schools makes strong framework for
students’ leadership. Person's experience from the high school plays important role when he
or she comes to university or college. If person understands leadership nature and importance
as early as possible in the high school, the development of his or her leadership competencies
is much more efficient. That is why it is proposed to higher schools to build cooperation with
the high schools, run joint projects and organize seminars and conferences [22, 34].

Regardless of what ideas of leadership development are raised, it is necessary to build such
an education environment that would be favorable for effective students’ leadership develop‐
ment. This includes the organization of the study process, the active involvement of students,
as well as the professionalism of teachers. If teachers are leaders, if they know leadership theory
and practice and are able to motivate, students have much better learning outcomes and
stronger leadership competencies as well. It is also important for students to feel safe in a moral
way and be not afraid to express their points of view. This makes positive effect for the
development of their leadership opinion [19, 22, 34]. Besides, (self)‐evaluation of the leadership
competencies of students is significant [22, 34]. This could help to realize one's positive and
negative features, systemize abilities and knowledge, and evaluate the lack of what knowledge
and abilities is present.

4. Integrating leadership development to the curriculum: the research of
students’ opinion

After theoretical literature analysis and justification of the assumption that it is appropriate to
start educate people for leadership yet in a higher education institution, it was decided to carry
out an empirical research and to determine the situation regarding the leadership development
at the universities and colleges.

Scientific problem of this research has been detailed by raising the following questions:

1. What is thea demand of students to develop leadership competencies and what is the
realization of it while studying at higher school?

2. What are the most preferred ways for effective leadership development?
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Mixed method is used for the research [42]. This means that both quantitative and qualitative
data are used to reveal the scientific problem of the study. Priority neither to the quantitative
nor qualitative data is given. It is believed that both kinds of data complement each other to
give the better results.

Quantitative data are gathered via survey using questionnaires based on the model presented
below in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Research model on demand of development of leadership competencies and its realization at higher school.

Random sample of Lithuanian higher education institution was done, and senior undergrad‐
uate students were invited to participate in the survey. Eight hundred and fifty‐seven ques‐
tionnaires were filled‐in by students who are studying nature sciences, social sciences, and
humanities and sent back to the researcher.

The demand of development of leadership competencies at higher school was evaluated by
analyzing percentage distribution of the answers; differences of demand expression were
evaluated by using Friedman's criterion, whereas differences of demand expression according
to sex, type of higher school, scientific field, and formal leadership position demand were
evaluated using Mann‐Whitney test. The realization of demand to develop leadership
competencies was analyzed by evaluating percentage distribution of answers, and differences
of respondents’ demands according to their sex, higher school type, scientific field, and
intention to occupy leading work positions in the future were evaluated by using Chi‐square
test and Mann‐Whitney test.

Qualitative data collection is intended to gather information about activities preferred for
effective leadership development. Twenty students participated in two sessions of focus group
interviews to gather qualitative data. Additionally, 53 students sent their feedback essays and
explained their own experience about leadership development at the university/college.
Content analysis was used when analyzing and interpreting the data.
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4.1. Students’ demand to develop leadership competencies at higher school

When analyzing students’ responses (see Table 1), it is clear that students want to develop
their leadership competencies. Majority of students marked that they want higher school to
help them learn how to be a leader. Major part of the respondents expressed the willingness
to have a special study subject devoted to development of leadership competences and
students would like that each study subject would help them in leadership development as
well. Only minor part of students thinks that the education of leadership competencies is their
own concern and higher school should not care about it.

Demand expression x Min Max SD Evaluation of demand
expression (%)
Absent Unclear Present

Willingness that higher school
would help to learn how to be a leader

5.27 1 6 0.674 7.30 29.30 63.40

Willingness to have a separate study subject
devoted to development of leadership
competencies

5.36 1 6 0.566 9.30 41.60 49.10

Willingness that each study subject would help
to develop leadership competencies

4.93 1 6 0.964 3.30 44.80 5180

Development of leadership competencies is a
personal concern of each person; accordingly,
higher school should not care about that

2.57 1 6 1.458 44.00 38.90 17.20

Table 1. Students’ demand to develop leadership competences.

After the comparison of responses given by females and males students, it has emerged that
their demand to develop the leadership competencies at higher school partly differs (see
Table 2). Females (comparing with males) have stronger willingness that higher school would
help them to develop the leadership competencies, whereas males more often think that the
development of leadership competencies is their own concern and higher school should not
really care about it. Females as well as males’ willingness to have a separate special study
subject devoted to the education of leadership competencies and to develop the leadership
competencies through other study subjects is similar.

The demand to develop the leadership competencies of students from different scientific fields
does not differ (see Table 2). It does not really matters if young person study mathematics,
chemistry, IT, social sciences, or humanities; most of the respondents expressed the willingness
that higher school would help them to learn how to be a leader. They would like to learn
leadership from the leadership study subject and also would like every study subject to help
them to develop leadership competencies.

Although demand to develop the leadership competencies at higher school is similar, both of
those students who would like to occupy leading (formal) work positions in the future and of
those who would not like, still those students who have the formal leadership demand express
stronger demand to have a separate study subject at higher school devoted specially for this
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aim (see Table 2). However, students who do not have the formal leadership demand would
like more to develop the leadership competencies while studying each subject.

Demands Sex Scientific field Formal leadership demand
Other
indicators

Average of ranks Other
indicators

Average of ranks Other
indicators

Average of ranks
Females Males  Nature

sciences
Social
sciences
and
Humanities

Would
like to
occupy
leading
work
positions

Would
not like
to occupy
leading
positions

Willingness that
higher school
would help to
learn how to be
a leader

 U = 7859
z = −2.55
p = 0.011
r = 0.14

172.80 142.79 U = 10,213
 z = −0.45
 p = 0.652
 r = −0.02

164.69 169.74  U = 5397
 z = −1.58
 p = 0.112
 r = −0.09

168.06 145.16

Willingness to
have a separate
studies subject
devoted to
education of
leadership
competencies

 U = 8625
 z = −1.19
 p = 0.232
 r = −0.06

163.30 177.84  U = 10,147
 z = −0.58
 p = 0.557
 r = −0.03

168.25 166.49  U = 5026
 z = −0.85
 p = 0.024
 r = −0.05

169.93 136.73

Willingness that
studying of
each subject
would help to
educate
leadership
competencies

 U = 8109
 z = −1.87
 p = 0.061
 r = −0.10

170.45 148.08  U = 8386
 z = −2.92
 p = 0.503
 r = −0.16

182.87 189.99  U = 4422
 z = −3.53
 p = 0.001
 r = −0.20

158.07 205.99

Education of
leadership
competencies is
a personal
concern of each
individual;
that's
why higher
school should
not care about
it.

 U = 7186
 z = −3.19
 p = 0.001
 r = −0.17

157.75 197.55 U = 8825
z = −2.33
p = 0.089
r = −0.13

173.62 169.12 U = 5295
z = −1.52
p = 0.084
r = −0.08

168.98 142.85

Table 2. Students’ demand to develop leadership competences.

4.2. Realization of students’ demand to develop the leadership competencies at higher
schools

Students’ demand to develop the leadership competencies at higher school is realized partially.
It is possible to judge as 58.5% of respondents signified that they acquired the leadership
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competencies during studies at higher school. Differences according to sex and type of higher
school are not statistically significant (see Table 3). However, statistically significant difference
was estimated in one case: those students, who would like to be formal leaders, comparing
with those who do not endeavor to reach it, feel that they have developed leadership compe‐
tencies more at higher school.

While evaluating the leadership competencies acquired during studies at higher school,
majority of respondents (75.2%) evaluated them as ‘good’ or ‘rather good’. In this case, none
of differences according to sex and the scientific field have not been determined. However, it
has emerged that those students who would like to occupy formal leading work positions, in
comparison with those who would not, evaluate better the leadership competencies acquired
at higher school.

Respondent characteristics Respondent groups Yes (%) No (%) χ2 df p
Sex Females 59.98 40.02 0.157 1 0.695

Males 58.58 41.42
Scientific field Nature sciences 63.43 36.57 0.577 1 0.456

Social sciences and Humanities 57.64 42.36
Formal leadership demand Would like to be leaders in future 61.52 38.48 3.754 1 0.047

Would not like to be leaders in future 47.35 52.65

Table 3. Acquisition of leadership competencies at higher school.

However, only one sixth (14.8%) of respondent had a special subject on leadership studies.
Students from social sciences and humanities more often stated that they studied this subject
(χ2 = 11,823; df = 1, p = 0.001). Besides this special studies subject, in respondents’ opinion,
subjects such as psychology, organizational behavior, human resources, and organization
management helped to develop their leadership competencies.

4.3. Preferred activities for leadership development at the higher school

Qualitative research results lead to the insights that the development of leadership compe‐
tencies receives quite attention in the study programs of higher education institutions of
Lithuania. The respondents’ replies allow discerning a systematic leadership competencies
development model through various activities: participating in the lectures delivered by the
university teachers and experts practitioners, workshops/seminars, study practice, students’
scientific conferences, university projects, outings to various institutions, activities of students’
organizations, reading study‐related literature, taking individual consultations with teachers,
individually performing practical tasks, sharing learning experience with other students, and
performing study‐related tasks collaboratively.

But, according to the research participants, the special leadership subject is still rare in
Lithuania. Still, students would like to have such a subject. This opinion was reasoned by
claiming that students would like to get acquainted with leadership theory as well as realize
how leadership could be developed. Students would like leadership study subject to provide
fundamental knowledge about leadership theory and practice, and knowledge concerning

Contemporary Leadership Challenges160



what leadership is necessary for, what value should leaders’ activities be based on, what
leadership styles are, and how they enable to act in one or another situation. Students also
expressed willingness to learn leader's behavior aspects. They would like to learn the effective
speaking, negotiating professionally, and not only learn how to manage stress, but how leader
can help others (i.e., team members and followers) to manage stress in difficult situations.

The research helped to identify a unique role of practice in developing leadership competencies
—namely this activity of studies was evaluated by the respondents as the most helpful activity
in developing various leadership competencies during studies. It turned out that participation
in the projects implemented at the university added the least to the development of leadership
competencies. However, this is possibly due to the fact that students are simply too little
engaged in such activities.

The research also revealed that different activities during studies have a different impact on
the development of separate leadership competencies. The communication and teamwork
competencies are developed in various activities the most, while the vision/goal setting
competencies are developed the least.

Besides the different activities, students stressed the importance of teachers’ professionalism.
The participants of the research said that they see teacher as a model of the profession. Teachers’
knowledge, passion, and leadership are transmitted to students.

5. Conclusions

1.  The issue of development of students’ leadership competences at the higher school started
a couple of decades before. But there are only few years when it is analyzed actively. Both
researchers and the institutions of higher education suggest agree on necessity of development
of students’ leadership competences and support such a learning and training by using
strategies of formal and non‐formal education.

Though the strategies of development of the leadership competencies at different higher
schools are basically similar and none of the ideas of training of the leadership competencies
is considered as superior than others, integrated strategy is seen as the most effective way for
leadership development.

2.  Although more than half of students, who participated in the research, stated that they
acquired the leadership competencies at higher school, there are more of those who would like
to acquire such competencies. Only a little part of students (17.2%) thinks that the education
of leadership competencies is their own concern and, consequently, higher school should not
care about it. The rest of students more or less state that they would like higher school help
them to develop the leadership competencies.

Comparing answers of students from universities and colleges, it has emerged that their
demand to educate the leadership competencies differs partially. College students expect
support from higher schools and wish that each subject studies would help them to educate
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the leadership competencies. However, the demand realization of the education of leadership
competencies in both student groups statistically does not differ significantly.

Research results helped to identify the students’ group that separates from other by its demand
to educate the leadership competencies and realization of this demand; these are students who
in future would like to occupy leading work positions. Such students feel themselves as being
acquired the leadership competencies at higher school and evaluate them better. Consequently,
it is possible to consider that their demand to develop the leadership competencies is more
realized than of those students who in future are not planning to occupy leading work position.
However, these students also have stronger demand to have a special study subject devoted
to the leadership competencies at higher school.

The conclusions of exploratory research provide useful information about the situation
concerning development of leadership competencies at contemporary Lithuanian higher
education. As (1) Lithuania is modern country, facing the same problems and challenges as
other modern countries do, and (2) the research had a big sample and was fulfilled nationwide,
the results and insights of this research are significant and relevant not only in Lithuania, but
can be taken into an account in other modern countries as well.

3.  The idea of integrated strategy for effective leadership development at the institutions of
higher education has been reasoned in the theoretical part of this study, and students’ opinion
about it was revealed together with the evaluation of the importance of various activities and
usefulness of tasks for development of leadership competencies.

The research results have revealed the special significance of practical activities and the
importance of it to the development of leadership competencies.

Due to the insights occurred from the research results, it becomes possible to form a few
recommendations for the higher education institutions:

• According to contemporary and modern study program forming principles oriented to the
education and development of competencies, it is recommended to prepare and offer
students special subjects of leadership studies. The subjects should provide fundamental
theoretical knowledge about leadership theory;

• After the theoretical and empirical reasoning of the significance of applying the integrated
strategy for effective leadership development, it is recommended to include various
activities for leadership development to the other study subjects as well;

• After research results revealed the importance of teachers’ professionalism and teachers’
leadership competencies, it is recommended to the institutions of higher education pay
much attention to the qualification and professionalism of teachers;

• After the research has revealed the significance of practical activities for the development
of leadership competencies, it is necessary to add different practical activities for the study
process.
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