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Abstract

We examined a large multi-year undergraduate leadership development program (LDP)
across seven universities and used an integrated framework of transformational leadership and
situational judgment tests (SJTs) during a critical and formative period of leadership
development. This study was the first to show a significant relationship between experience and
transformational leadership style in students in an undergraduate LDP using SJTs and the
multifactor leadership questionnaire (MLQ). The results showed that greater experience was
positively related to increased transformational leadership style and that high overall decision
scores were indicated in all groups of students with varying leadership styles and varying
experience levels and decision abilities. The study findings and implications are discussed,
along with recommendations for leadership educators to develop decision quality in LDPs.

Introduction

Educators and researchers continue to struggle with how best to address the effects of
information overload and reduced decision timeframes in difficult postmodern settings as they
assess (and reassess) traditional leadership development methods that have been developed to
meet such demands (Brungardt, Greenleaf, Brungardt, & Arensdorf, 2006; Davenport, 2014;
Louvieris, Gregoriades, & Garn, 2010). Poor decision skills, heterogeneous experience levels,
and inadequate training might result in inferior performance by leaders in such environments.
Leadership styles and effectiveness have been studied in the past, but the current study is the first
to use situational judgment tests (SJTs) to examine and offer insight into the decision quality,
experience, and leadership styles of students in an undergraduate leadership development
program (LDP) before leaders assume their duties. The current study examined the effects of
leadership style and experience on decision quality in a large multi-year undergraduate LDP
spanning seven universities with defined program objectives that aim to prepare leaders for
difficult situations. The study used an integrated and practical framework consisting of
transformational leadership theory and SJTs of decision quality (Bass & Avolio, 2004; Bass,
Avolio, Jung & Berson, 2003; McDaniel, Psotka, Legree, Yost, & Weekley, 2011). Although
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research on undergraduate LDPs is somewhat limited, an integrative approach using SJTs in a
context-specific examination of leadership styles and decision quality has been previously
employed with some success (Peus, Braun, & Frey, 2013).

Instructors of LDPs can improve training and training outcomes before students assume
actual leadership roles if these instructors can acquire a deeper understanding of the effects of
leadership style and student experience on decision quality during critical and formative periods
of students’ leadership development. Although ongoing leadership development throughout a
leader’s career is certainly important, the feedback and training a leader receives over the course
of his or her career may come too late to be applied in the near-term. Unprecedented challenges
await the new graduates of today’s LDPs (Leonard, Polich, Peterson, Sortor, & Moore, 2006),
and early testing and assessment of undergraduate students should be conducted and documented
to measure the impact of LDPs on leadership development (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009;
van Schalkwyk, 2010). A leader must be prepared to move into difficult leadership positions
after graduation and to lead in any number of critical roles, including those with complex
geopolitical and multi-cultural features in unique and sometimes dangerous contexts (Hannah,
Campbell, & Matthews, 2010). Thus, a primary objective of the LDP is to produce young men
and women who have acquired enough experience to make quality decisions and employ
effective leadership approaches upon graduation. An LDP can provide two to four years of
developmental experiences and training during the young leader’s formative undergraduate
educational preparation to improve leadership performance and to prepare young leaders for
success in such environments (Foster & Farquharson, 2011).

LDP graduates often become leaders in support of national defense. In addition, many go
on to serve in roles — including corporate, educational, and government positions — for which the
leadership talents and traits they have developed are well-suited (Pema & Mehay, 2012).
Leaders who can reason with and effectively influence others are sought after for their ability to
elicit profound outcomes from organizations, groups, and subordinates. Much can be learned
from examining the leadership, experience, and decision-making processes characterizing those
who must handle unconventional postmodern decision scenarios (Ojiako, Johnson, Chipulu, &
Marshall, 2010). Using assessments to examine such variables and to thereby improve
performance is an important step for many who seek empirical support in this area of study.

Billions of dollars are spent in program administration, support, and scholarships in such
LDPs to develop and refine the abilities of these students before they assume leadership roles
(Wardynski, Lyle, & Colarusso, 2010). In conjunction with hundreds of universities located in
distinct geographical regions, between 4,500 to 7,000 student leaders graduate from
undergraduate LDPs annually (Ngaruiya, Knox Velez, Clerkin, & Taylor, 2014). A large LDP
spanning two states was examined in the current research study. LDP administrators, educators,
and researchers may benefit from the knowledge and pertinent empirical results of a study
conducted in such a manner and that employed SJTs and the Full Range of Leadership (FRL)
theory (Bass, 1985; Tucker, Gesselman, & Johnson, 2010; Tucker, Pleban, & Gunther, 2010).

Improving leader performance and decision quality requires an integrated approach to
assessment and evaluation in which the instructors must adapt to individual student differences
and use assessment tools to determine and evaluate behavioral dimensions to improve
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effectiveness and to achieve the LDP’s stated outcomes (Patrick, Scrase, Ahmed, & Tombs,
2009). For leaders to make better decisions, they must have better decision quality and an
effective leadership style. Studies of transformational leadership have shown it to be a highly
effective leadership style, and decisions based on transformational leadership style should be
considered in context (Mannheim & Halamish, 2008). However, transformational leadership and
other leadership styles have not been differentiated based on experience in the LDP context.
Several variables were chosen for use in the study after examining the literature to focus on
decision quality, leadership style, and experience. Decision quality is a focal point in training
leaders and to prepare them for future leader roles (Funk, 2002; West, 2012). Leadership style —
and specifically transformational leadership style — and the experience of the participants, were
examined to determine whether there were significant differences based on experience. These
variables were carefully chosen from the principal objective outcomes of the LDP because
leaders must be able to consciously regulate their own cognitive processes when making
decisions to influence others when circumstances are not ideal (Firing, Karlsdottir, & Laberg,
2009). Modern leaders must make high-quality decisions with less than adequate information
upon which to base those decisions and must avoid personal preconceptions and bias (Ahn,
Ettner, & Loupin, 2011). With this precept in mind, the curriculum of the LDP encompasses
classroom instruction and leadership laboratory scenario training, and participants are evaluated
using preferred leadership behaviors to develop leadership and decision-making capabilities as
they gain practical experience before assuming actual leadership roles. The context in which the
leader’s performance is examined is important, and situational differences can necessitate
adapted and varying responses, in addition to the use of leadership styles based on interaction
(Bass, 1985). In the current study, students in the LDP were examined using established
methods that tested their abilities in contextual scenarios similar to those in which they will
perform in their future leadership roles.

Decision Training and Situational Judgment Tests. The use of difficult decision
scenarios in training is a generally acknowledged approach to ensure leadership is developed and
studied in context (Brocato, Jelen, Schmidt, & Gold, 2011). Improved performance from and
decisions by those who use the transformational leadership style have been highlighted in studies
in which leadership styles were examined in difficult situational decision scenarios (Dvir, Eden,
Avolio, & Shamir, 2002; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006; Walumbwa, Avolio, & Zhu, 2008). One
primary concept of the LDP is to challenge the leader with an array of difficult and varying
appropriate contextual scenarios to force the leader to adapt, while making the best decision
possible under the circumstances. Student leaders should have had the regular opportunity to
identify and examine their styles and preferences in training prior to assuming their duties.
Future leaders must be able to consciously regulate their own cognitive process when making
decisions in which circumstances are not ideal and when support from large staffs to make
decisions is unavailable (Firing et al., 2009).

The leadership decision-training scenario is an established technique used to evaluate
leadership behavior and performance, which is employed with SJTs (Tucker et al., 2009; Tucker
et al., 2010). Practitioners have a number of leadership models and theories available to them
from which to choose, but when applying such theories in an LDP, many have difficulty
assessing and applying theory outside of the situational or scenario approach used to analyze
leadership (Seiler & Pfister, 2009). For example, a stressful exercise can be employed in which
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students assume the role of a captured leader (a not so unrealistic scenario for a leader in today’s
world) and are forced to make an ethical decision about revealing sensitive information (Olsen,
Eid, & Johnson, 2006). Notably, decisions in difficult scenarios in which the use of
transformational leadership may predominate are not universal but are related in these types of
stressful contexts and situational environments (Mannheim & Halamish, 2008; Tucker, et al.,
2010).

Transformational Leadership. Notably, the transformational leader is of particular
interest for those who rely on well-trained leaders to guide teams and organizations to achieve
expected (and increasingly higher) levels of performance. Transformational leadership (TL) in
leadership training and leader development has significant value with regard to predicting
performance (Bass et al., 2003; Bass & Bass; 2008). TL has been identified as particularly
effective for making decisions and for leading teams to higher performance levels and is thus
taught in the LDP (Avolio, et al., 2009). In seminal studies, LDPs were used to validate early
versions of the multifactor leadership questionnaire (MLQ) that is used to assess leadership
styles (including those of many recent graduates of LDPSs) in which leaders were rated as more
transformational and performance indicators were more effective at home base and in 34
simulated scenario training exercises (Bass et al., 2003; Bass & Avolio, 2000). The instruments’
validity and application have been refined and expanded to be generalizable to numerous
industries and disciplines, although transformational leadership and transactional leadership
behaviors that may be effective in one situation may not be equally effective in all contexts
(Hargis, Watt, & Piotrowski, 2011). Leadership style was hypothesized in the proposed study to
influence higher quality decisions in training since optimal leadership profiles are more
transformational and are associated with better outcomes (Bass & Bass, 2008). Transformational
leadership theory and decision-making efforts are fundamental to improving team effectiveness
(Zhang & Peterson, 2010).

Experience. Experience is an established and important factor in leadership
development, and developmental experiences can be used to enhance and teach leadership in
specific contexts in an LDP (Keating, Rosch, & Burgoon, 2014; Shepherd & Horner, 2010).
Student leaders are developed, and experiences (both good and bad) are obtained in the
classroom and by using developmental scenarios introduced over years of participation in the
LDP via a continuum of overlapping and progressive stages with defined criteria (Brungardt,
1996; Shepherd & Horner, 2010). In the current study, students’ experience levels were
determined by year of participation in the LDP to differentiate students at various stages of
leadership development. Those in their freshman or sophomore year were categorized as non-
experienced, whereas those who were juniors or seniors were categorized as experienced.
Context-specific assessments, such as those used in this study, are critical to informing our
efforts in LDPs to improve decision quality training, behavior, and decision making (Westaby,
Probst, & Lee, 2010).

In sum, drawing upon research and theory with regard to decision quality and training,
SJTs, and transformational leadership, we will hypothesize and test for the significant effects of
leadership styles and experience and for any interaction effect on decision quality. In addition,
we will determine whether there are differences in the transformational leadership styles of non-
experienced and experienced students.
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Research Questions

To investigate the problem presented, at the outset of the investigation, several research
questions were developed to gather data. The following research questions were used to address
the issues presented:

1. To what extent, if any, are there differences between experienced and nonexperienced
leadership students (as determined by the number of years in the LDP) in
transformational leadership style scores (as measured by the MLQ-5X)?

2. To what extent, if any, does the experience level of leadership students (as determined
by the number of years in the LDP) affect decision quality (as measured by SJTs)?

3. To what extent, if any, do the leadership style scores (as measured by the MLQ-5X) of
leadership students in the LDP affect decision quality (as measured by SJTs)?

4. To what extent, if any, does leadership student experience (as determined by the
number of years in the program) interact with student leadership style (as measured by
the MLQ-5X) on decision quality (as measured by SJTs) in the LDP?

Methods

Sample. The sample was obtained from a population of 636 male and female students
ranging in age from 18 to 28 years old and who were participating in the undergraduate LDPs at
seven universities in two states. The population of students in the LDPs consisted of 221
freshmen, 151 sophomores, 144 juniors, and 120 seniors, adding up to the above-mentioned 636
students as of the date the study data were collected. A total of 211 students responded to the
questionnaire, and, 173 of those completed the questionnaire, although 12 were excluded based
on established exclusion criteria in which the student indicated prior participation in an
equivalent advanced leadership program. Thus, a sample size of N = 161 students was used.
The average age of participating students in the study’s sample was 20 years old (M = 20.44,
SD=2.91). The average age of the experienced students (M = 19.91, SD = 2.28) was the same as
the average age of the non-experienced students (M = 19.87, SD = 2.35). Of the participants, 70
students indicated that they had military service, which ranged from attending basic training to
serving more than four years. Experienced students had between two to three years of
experience in the LDP, whereas nonexperienced students ranged from no experience to two years
of experience in the LDP.

Instruments and Operational Definitions.

MLQ-5X. The participants were categorized based on the highest leadership
style scored from the MLQ-5X as transformational, transactional, or passive-avoidant
(Bass & Avolio, 2004). The MLQ-5X consists of 45 items with strong established
validity and reliability (Bass & Avolio, 2004). No participants’ scores involved in the
study indicated the use of a passive-avoidant style. The transformational leadership style
scores of all participants from the MLQ-5X were used for the initial part of the study.
Transformational leadership was measured using established scoring methods based on

118



five subscales, and the range of scores were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from O (not at all) to 4 (frequently if not always) (Bass & Avolio, 2004). In the range of
scores, higher scores indicated more frequent use of transformational leadership style and
lower scores indicated less frequent use of transformational leadership style.

Experience Level. Participants were categorized by experience based on years in
the LDP and self-reported demographic data. Students in their junior or senior years in
the LDP were categorized as experienced. Students in their freshman and sophomore
years were categorized as nonexperienced. The responses were gathered from the
respondents based on demographic questions that accompanied the questionnaire.

SJT. Decision quality was assessed by responses to a SJT with difficult decision
scenarios, and the scores were assessed based upon a scoring key established by an expert
panel with between 17 to 25 years of leadership experience and by using questions based
on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (very poor quality decision) to 5 (very good quality
decision) (McDaniel et al., 2011). Two methods from the literature were considered for
establishing the scoring key: consensus scoring and expert scoring (McDaniel et al.,
2011; Peus et al., 2013). The expert scoring approach was chosen (over the consensus
scoring approach), and pursuant to it, overall correct answers are based on the outcomes,
as the design involved leaders in an LDP who may or may not have possessed the
requisite experience to effectively judge the scenarios. The expert scoring approach
worked as proposed, and a clear consensus was established for each of the differential
responses to the scenarios. To establish clear consensus on wording effectiveness and to
improve reliability and validity, multiple difficult scenarios were used based on both
training scenarios employed in development course training and on recommendations
from the expert panel (Tucker et al., 2009; Tucker et al., 2010). Scores from the
scenarios were averaged, and overall scores closer to 1 indicated a leader who made
fewer high-quality decisions, and scores closer to 5 indicated a leader who made more
high-quality decisions.

Procedure. Participants were recruited for voluntary participation by an email invitation
that directed them to complete the informed consent form and a self-administered questionnaire
consisting of a series of demographic questions, the MLQ-5X (to measure leadership style) and
the SJTs (to measure decision quality). In addition, the study was advertised in the
administrative common areas at the campuses of the universities involved over the same period
of time in which the survey was offered concurrently to students at all levels of participation at
each of the university LDPs. The demographic questions were used to establish the year of
participation in the LDP and were included in the first portion of the questionnaire. Then, the
student completed the MLQ-5X, and thereafter the combined questionnaire included the SJT
scenario questions. The study was formulated as a comparative design to examine the effects of
experience and leadership styles on decision quality and to determine whether experienced and
non-experienced students presented differences in transformational leadership style.

The study design and methodology were approved by all the institutional review boards
at the universities involved, and the study was determined to have minimal risk. Any residual
risk was mitigated using an informed consent notification form in which potential participants
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were informed of the nature of the study and asked to complete an online questionnaire. To
further ensure confidentiality, only pertinent demographic data were gathered, and participants’
responses were assigned a code, and no identifying data were either stored or used.

Results

In the first portion of the study, an independent sample t-test was performed to address
the first research question, and tests for violations of the assumptions associated with the
transformational leadership style data were conducted. An inspection of a boxplot was assessed
to determine whether there were outliers for values greater than 1.5 box-lengths from the edge of
the box, and no outliers were indicated. Normality was assessed using Shapiro-Wilk’s test, and
the data were found to be normally distributed (p > .05). Levene’s test for equality of variances
was used to assess homogeneity, and the test was not statistically significant, indicating
homogeneity of variances (p = .768). The independent-samples t-test was used to determine
whether there was a significant difference in transformational leadership style scores between
non-experienced students (defined as freshmen or sophomores in the LDP) and experienced
students (defined as juniors or seniors in the LDP). Of the 161 respondents in the sample, 112
were classified as non-experienced, and 49 participants were classified as experienced.

Experienced students scored significantly higher than non-experienced students, t(159)
=2.16, p = .032, as shown in Figure 1, indicating that participants with higher experience were
associated with higher transformational leadership scores. The average transformational
leadership score of the experienced participants was higher (M = 4.18, SD = .06) than that of the
non-experienced participants (M = 4.02, SD =.04). Thus, it was concluded that there is a
significant difference between experienced and non-experienced students in terms of
transformational leadership style scores.

Mean transformational score

Experienced Non-experienced
Experience level
Figure 1. Comparison of means by experience levels in transformational score
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For the second test, a two-way ANOVA — with student leadership style and experience as
independent variables and decision quality as the dependent variable — was conducted, and tests
for violations of assumptions for the data were again conducted. A boxplot inspection was used
to determine whether there were outliers for values greater than 1.5 box-lengths from the edge of
the box and no outliers were indicated. Normality was assessed by examining the skewness and
kurtosis z-scores of leadership styles (transformational and transactional) and experience
(experienced, non-experienced), and the results revealed acceptable significance levels of 0.01
and were within +2.58 z-score, thus indicating normality. Levene’s test for equality of variances
was used to assess homogeneity and homogeneity of variances, and the test was not statistically
significant, F(3, 157) = .48, p = .696.

To determine whether experience affects decision quality, the main effect of experience
was examined. Participants’ decision quality scores for experienced students (M = 3.74, SE=
0.87) were similar to the decision quality scores for non-experienced students (M = 3.70, SE =
0.83), as Figure 2 shows. These results showed that decision quality scores do not differ based
on experience, and no statistically significant main effect was observed for experience level, F(1,
157) = .02, p = .876. These results were not statistically significant at the 0.05 level, and it was
concluded that there was no difference between non-experienced and experienced students with
regard to decision quality.

[\ (8] N

—
1

Mean decision quality

Experienced ~ Non-experienced
Experience level
Figure 2. Comparison of mean decision quality scores by experience levels

To determine whether leadership style affects decision quality, the main effect of
leadership style was examined. Decision quality scores for participants who exhibited
transformational leadership style (M = 3.71, SE= 0.83) were comparable to those for participants
who exhibited transactional leadership style (M = 3.70, SE = 0.87), as presented in Figure 3. No
statistically significant main effect was observed for leadership style, F(1, 157) = .00, p = .965.
These results were not statistically significant at the 0.05 level; thus, it was shown that there was
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no difference between the transformational style group and the transactional style group with

regard to decision quality.

[\ w i

Mean decision quality

Transformational Transactional

Leadership style
Figure 3. Comparison of mean decision quality scores by transformational and

transactional style scores

To determine whether there was an interaction effect between leadership style and

experience with regard to decision quality, a two-way ANOVA was conducted with experience
and leadership style as independent variables and decision quality as the dependent variable,

and the interaction effect was examined. Descriptive statistics for the decision quality of
experienced and non-experienced students for transactional and transformational leader

styles are presented in Table 1.

Table 1

Descriptive statistics for decision quality scores of experienced and non-experienced student

leader styles

Decision Quality Scores

Experience Level Leadership Style M SD
Experienced Transformational 3.74 0.89
Transactional 3.72 0.81
Non-experienced Transformational 3.70 0.80
Transactional 3.69 0.88
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The interaction effect of leadership style and experience level was found to be not
significant, F(1,157) = .00, p =.975. The decision scores of students with different leadership
styles were not significantly different across experience levels. The results were not significant
at the 0.05 level. Thus, it was shown that student experience does not significantly interact with
student leadership style with regard to decision quality, as shown in Figure 4.

5, m Experienced
Non-experienced

+

[\ (98]

p—
L

Mean decision quality

Transformational Transactional
Leadership style

Figure 4. Comparison of means for decision quality based on leadership style and
experience level

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to assess the effects of leadership style and
experience level on decision quality and to determine whether there was a significant difference
between experienced and non-experienced students in terms of transformational leadership style
scores. The results showed a significant difference in the leadership style scores between
experienced and non-experienced students; experienced students showed significantly higher
transformational leadership style scores. Upon initial review, the results did not indicate a
significant main effect of leadership style and experience level on decision quality, and
leadership style and experience level did not interact to have an effect on decision quality.
Further review of the results showed that the decision quality scores were relatively high overall
across the groups, which may indicate that leadership and decision training is effective in the
LDPs of these seven universities and that students can achieve high decision quality regardless of
their leadership style or experience. The notion that the shared curriculum of leadership
development that is in use among the seven universities involved in the study may have had an
impact in terms of where decision scores in the various groups would be high is notable because
the curriculum and instruction used in the program may develop decision quality in a variety of
students regardless of leadership style or experience and might therefore be used in a variety of
university environments with some degree of success. Thus, the implications for theory and

123



practice in leadership development are clear and further discussed here, and they should be
considered by researchers, practitioners, and LDP supervisors and educators.

Experience and Leadership Style. The results from the present study are the first to
confirm that more experience is positively related to greater transformational leadership style in
students in an undergraduate LDP setting. The findings are important to inform our practice of
leadership development and show that, as students acquire experience in an LDP, their
transformational leadership increases and that a particular curriculum can be implemented that
may foster higher transformational leadership. The LDP does not identify leadership style or
focus specifically on developing transformational leadership. However, a focus on preferred
leadership behaviors that are similar to transformational leadership components and the use of
developmental experiences employed in the LDP curriculum may have been significant factors
and certainly warrant further study and consideration. Experience is an important factor in the
development and exploitation of leadership styles by students. More experienced students are
able to identify and distinguish a greater number of leadership style options based on the
preferred behaviors that are being evaluated in training scenarios (Popper & Amit, 2009).

In the subject LDP, difficult scenario training is used to provide developmental
experiences for students to learn and gain experience. The example of difficult interactions with
the business or political leader of another culture is often used with actors in a realistic training
environment. A student who uses a certain leadership style and who has limited experiences
may not have the same level of effectiveness in a cultural training scenario that a more
experienced student may have. Thus, the experienced student is more likely to select a superior
option when making a key decision in terms of interacting with an important representative in a
cultural training scenario. These findings imply that the current undergraduate LDP curriculum
should not be changed. As a part of the training and curriculum, the experienced students in the
study had participated in seven or more difficult scenario experiences in which they were
evaluated and given feedback by instructors and senior and other more experienced students who
had previously been through the scenario. The curriculum may explain the results of
significantly higher transformational leadership style scores in the more experienced students in
the LDP, as they are required to serve in training positions to emulate — and to be evaluated in —
the leadership role that they will assume after graduation. In addition, the experienced students
must participate and are evaluated in the scenario training at a supervisory level. In their role as
leader, these experienced students are also required to supervise and counsel the more junior
students with less experience.

Experienced students had received evaluations and feedback prior to the study on
preferred leadership behaviors and had been counseled and trained on their ability to influence
others and to act as role models. The ability to influence others and to perform as role models
corresponds to two components of transformational leadership: inspirational motivation (IM)
and idealized attributes (1A) (Bass & Bass, 2008). The focus and training on the preferred
leadership behaviors and the training and focus in the scenarios is similar to those study results in
which enhanced use of transformational leadership was stressed (Bass et al., 2003; Dvir et al.,
2002; Hardy et al., 2010). The current study findings suggest that the LDP curriculum and the
training provided to the students prior to the current study of structured experiences and
assessments have been successful at developing leadership in the experienced third and fourth
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year students and that they should not be changed but should perhaps be expanded to provide the
experience and evaluative capacity used by the experienced students to encompass the non-
experienced students at an earlier point in the LDP. Non-experienced students could acquire
enhanced experience and the ability to use transformational leadership at an earlier point in the
LDP, which might lead to increased performance by the student in later training scenarios. The
potential for increased performance by expanding the LDP in this regard should be considered
for pilot testing and assessment.

Higher Overall Decision Scores. This study had prominent strengths, including the use
of a large sample size, stringent attention to analysis and control measures, and the use of the
expert scoring methodology and multiple scenarios to improve reliability. In addition, variability
was drastically reduced by using exclusion criteria and control measures established for students
with advanced leadership training. The indications of overall high decision scores and higher
use of transformational leadership styles in both experience level groups from the LDP might be
explained by the need for additional wording changes to the SJT or because the sample drawn
from the population was characterized by inordinately high levels of decision quality from
training or previous experience. Rigorous steps were taken to ensure validity using a consensus
of experts to establish the scoring of the SJTs and the exclusion criteria, and the delimitations of
the study were well defined.

However, given the amount of training and focused effort in this study by stakeholders in
the LDP toward the program outcomes and based on the curriculum, the more likely indication is
that the results provide evidence of an important training effect from that the leadership
curriculum and decision training received prior to the study. The population of students
described were subject to a rigorous regimen in a well-designed LDP curriculum spanning a
large multi-state area that may be using a successful and grounded practical approach to
establishing strong leader traits and behaviors in the earliest stages of leadership formation.
Students with transactional leadership style in the study may have relied upon behaviors that are
more transformational — as learned in training prior to the study — to make decisions in the SJTs,
even when the behaviors were not aligned with their leadership style. Further study and
validation is recommended prior to any potential changes in the application of the LDP
curriculum, assuming that the recommendation is followed to expand the experience level
curriculum to non-experienced students. However, these findings are intriguing when
considering the facets and application of the curriculum in the described programs and their
potential applicability to other LDPs.

Leadership Styles. Together with the findings regarding higher transformational
leadership in the experienced group, the overall high decision quality scores might have
indicated that the training was successful at developing decision quality in both leadership style
groups. A key performance outcome of training is to improve the ability of participants in the
LDP, and the results highlight the fact that the emphasis on training leader behaviors should be
continued. Thus, the students who participate in an LDP curriculum may be successful
regardless of whether they embody transformational or transactional leadership styles in such an
LDP.
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Decision Quality and Decision Process Models. Students received basic overview
training in decision process models and were instructed in the classroom regarding how to
implement the models in a basic classroom scenario or in a planning scenario to organize for a
potential crisis decision. Later, the students were required to use the decision process in a
laboratory environment with actors and other students who play various roles to provide a
challenging environment, as the student must be tested in a leadership role. Students in the first
and second year of the LDP had received introductory training as a normal part of the
curriculum, whereas students in the third and fourth year of the LDP had received more
advanced training and had several opportunities to practice and perform the steps of the
approaches. Although the decision approaches can be difficult to understand and applying the
use of these approaches in training should be maintained in the current form, the findings
indicate that there are high levels of decision quality in all groups that are derived from using
these decision approaches in practice scenarios.

Role Modeling. The feedback and assessment provided to the students in the LDP as
they practiced and learned and performed duties similar to those they would perform after
graduation may have contributed to their overall high performance. Further, the more that
experienced students and instructors in the LDP emphasize and mentor and provide effective role
models for less experienced students is important for a number of reasons. A formal written
evaluation is provided when a student has performed their duties in a leadership position, and the
evaluation can be written by either a senior experienced student serving in a senior leadership
training position or by an instructor with a number of years of experience in the role as a leader.
As with the 1As of transformational leadership, the students in years two, three, and four of the
LDP are consistently exposed to role models in successive and overlapping roles to emulate in
their practice roles as they progress in the LDP each year. The fourth-year students are the
senior leaders of the organization and are supervised by the instructors in nominated positions in
which the students are required to perform duties and emulate the position in the training
organization. They in turn supervise the third-year students and are required to counsel and
mentor them in their role. A key preferred behavior that is emphasized is the ability of leaders to
inspire and influence others, which is similar to the IM component of transformational leadership
(Bass, 1985). The levels of practice, mentorship, and feedback in such an environment would be
substantive and could very well have contributed to the findings in which such high overall
decision quality was noted in both leadership style groups and both experience level groups. Our
findings contribute to the literature on leadership development, situational judgment, and
transformational leadership by advancing our understanding of decision quality, experience, and
leadership style in leadership development and also by enhancing our knowledge of the use of
SJTs in leadership development. The significantly higher transformational leadership scores of
the experienced students contribute to the literature and our knowledge of how transformational
leadership may differ with experience.

Conclusions

In summary, we investigated the effects of leadership style and student experience level
on decision quality during a formative period of participation in an undergraduate LDP. We also
examined the differences in transformational leadership style and experience. Our results
showed that greater experience was positively related to increased transformational leadership
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style and that high overall decision scores were indicated in all groups of students with varying
leadership styles and varying experience levels and decision abilities. The high overall decision
scores should be carefully considered and might be viewed as a substantial successful result of
implementing a leadership development curriculum applied and used by seven universities in a
multi-state LDP. This study was the first to show a significant relationship between experience
and transformational leadership style in students in an undergraduate LDP using SJTs.
Applicable curriculum and other techniques currently in use should be maintained in their
present form. However, consideration should also be given to using additional developmental
experiences and the curriculum of third and fourth year students earlier in the program in the first
or second year to gain additional experience prior to assuming actual duties. Further research in
this area should be conducted to examine even Larger LDPs in other geographical areas as well
as other forms of LDP programs. In addition, the use of developmental experiences and
preferred leadership behaviors in the LDP curriculum may have been a significant factor that
warrants further study and consideration.
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