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Colleges and universities across the United States face continual pressure to meet enrollment 
and retention goals as budgets in this performance-based environment continue to become more 
important. On-campus student involvement, such as in undergraduate leadership development 
programs, has been shown to have a positive influence on student success which is often meas-
ured in the form of retention. A survey was utilized to examine leadership self-efficacy and en-
gagement of undergraduate students that participated in campus-based leadership development 
programs and explore some motivators (contributing factors) and barriers (detracting factors) to 
involvement in those programs. One emergent theme within contributing factors to participation 
was alignment with personal goals (74.7%), whereas a theme for detracting factors was lack of 
time to invest in the leadership opportunity (51.1%). Exploration of which factors contributed to 
and detracted from leadership development participation showed that contributing factors were a 
positive and significant predictor of leadership self-efficacy. For every one-unit increase in con-
tributing factors, leadership self-efficacy score increased by β - = .38 standard deviations. This 
study encourages leadership educators to examine their own leadership development programs 
and build recruitment strategies to increase engagement among underrepresented student de-
mographics such as gender, racial status, and first-generation college students. In the future, 
researchers could consider including students that did not participate in leadership programs to 
gain more valuable insights on the motivators and the barriers that students face to participation 
in these programs.  
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Student success measures, such as first-

year retention rates, in higher education are 
an area of concern for colleges and universi-

ties (Bennett, 2017) and it is the responsibil-
ity of universities to provide programming to 

retain students. Part of the concern of first-
year retention comes from declining enroll-

ments across the United States. From 2011 
to 2016, total enrollment dropped by 7.8% 

nationwide (Hershan & Lauderdale, 2018). 
As enrollments have declined, institutions 

have focused on addressing this issue by in-

creasing first-year retention but have only 
been marginally successful over the previous 

decade as overall first-year retention rates 
have only increased slightly (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2020) and thus, the 
researchers sought to examine programming 

that may lead to increased retention.  
Institutions of higher education in the 

United States have developed programs and 
support systems that are focused on socially 

integrating their new learners (Jafee, 2007). 

Braxton et al. (2014) suggested a student’s 
social integration within an institution is the 

primary indicator for student persistence. Ad-
ditionally, a student’s social integration is his 

or her perception of socialization with other 
members of campus and the similarities 

shared among the institution and the student 
are based on attitudes, beliefs, norms, and 

values of the university community. Social in-

tegration efforts are particularly important for 

first-year students, as upperclassmen have 

already become oriented to campus and 
have begun to focus more on their academic 

efforts (Webber et al., 2013). There are a va-
riety of educationally purposeful activities 

that lead to a socially integrated student and 
increased first year retention rates such as 

first-year seminars, service-learning 
courses, learning communities, and leader-

ship opportunities (Kuh et al., 2008).  
Webber et al. (2013) found that stu-

dents were two to three times more likely to 

have a positive student experience if they 
perceived that their institution emphasized 

both academic and non-academic support 
and interaction. One of the ways institutions 

are emphasizing nonacademic support is 
through undergraduate leadership develop-

ment programs. Undergraduate leadership 
development is largely influenced by a stu-

dent’s collegiate environment and individual 
experiences (Dugan & Komives, 2010). 

Studies have shown there are a variety of ex-

periences that have positive predictive rela-
tionships on student leadership development 

such as student involvement, community en-
gagement, on campus leadership positions, 

faculty mentors, and undergraduate leader-
ship development programs (Dugan, 2006; 

Komives et al., 2006). Undergraduate stu-
dent leadership development has served as 

a central purpose in higher education for 

many years and this has been displayed by 
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an increase in undergraduate leadership de-

velopment programs across the United 
States.  

There has been a renewed emphasis 
placed on the importance of community en-

gagement and leadership within higher edu-
cation as institutions have mission state-

ments that support these initiatives. Leader-
ship and community engagement programs 

are highly efficient ways to provide resources 
and impact the development of students 

(Bowman et al., 2010). 

The purpose of this study was to ex-
amine the leadership self-efficacy of under-

graduate students who participated in on-
campus leadership development opportuni-

ties, identify student demographics in these 
programs, and explore some of the factors 

that contributed to and detracted from partic-
ipation in these programs. The goal was to 

identify underrepresented groups in these 
undergraduate leadership development pro-

grams and examine the leadership self-effi-

cacy of undergraduate students who partici-
pated in on-campus leadership development 

opportunities, identify student demographics 
in these programs, and explore motivators 

and barriers to participation in leadership op-
portunities. The examination of underrepre-

sented student populations should include 
demographics such as gender, racial status, 

and first-generation college students. While 

there is a significant amount of research on 

student leadership development, there is lim-

ited research on leadership self-efficacy of 
participants in undergraduate leadership de-

velopment programs. The overarching re-
search question for this study was: To what 

extent do students in leadership programs 
perceive themselves to be self-efficacious in 

terms of leadership? To further explore the 
answer to this question, the following re-

search sub-questions were developed: What 
demographic characteristics are represented 

in leadership programs on campus? What 

are some of the factors that contribute (moti-
vators) to and detract (barriers) from partici-

pation in undergraduate leadership pro-
grams? To what extent do factors that con-

tribute to or detract from participation in un-
dergraduate leadership programs predict 

leadership self-efficacy? 
 

Review of the Literature 
This background includes a brief review of 

the literature pertaining to student success 

rates, campus involvement, student leader-
ship development, a comparison of male and 

female leadership perceptions, and the 
transformational leadership theory, the last 

of which will serve as the theoretical frame-
work.  

 
Student Success Rates  

First year retention rates are viewed by many 

universities as a major factor when it comes 
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to the success of an institution, both finan-

cially and academically (Turner & Thomp-
son, 2014). When a student is retained after 

their first year, the university is not only help-
ing a student progress towards graduation 

but is also gaining financially in the collection 
of tuition and fees as well as gaining state 

funding if the university is a public institution. 
The National Center for Educational Statis-

tics (2018) reported that 19% of full-time stu-
dents who entered a four-year university for 

the first time in the fall of 2015 did not return 

to that same institution in the fall of 2016. 
While institutions have continued to increase 

efforts to drive up retention rates within the 
last decade, minimal impact has been made, 

as the national first-year retention rate at a 
public four-year institution in 2009 was 77% 

and 81% in 2018 (National Center for Educa-
tion Studies, 2018).  

There are several personal indicators 
that can influence a student’s decision to not 

return to an institution for their second year, 

such as prior academic performance, socio-
economic status, race, and first-generation 

college student status (Turner & Thompson, 
2014). Students have also indicated that 

family dynamics and financial means have 
played a major role in first-year retention 

(Van Duser et al., 2020). These factors are 
outside of the control of an institution; how-

ever, there are other factors affecting the re-

tention of a first-year student that an 

institution can play a part in, such as both 

large-scale and smaller-scale social events 
(Turner & Thompson, 2014). Additionally, 

67% of individuals attributed freshmen-fo-
cused events and activities as the greatest 

enabler in returning to their institution for their 
second year. Students that are more fre-

quently engaged in student life initiatives 
have earned higher grades and greater lev-

els of satisfaction during their college experi-
ence (Webber et al., 2013) and this would 

also be true for the focus of this study, lead-

ership programming.  
 

On Campus Involvement  
Important to note, as first-year retention rates 

continue to be a high priority for most institu-
tions, university administrators are develop-

ing a variety of programs that focus on first-
year retention by targeting first-year students 

(Jacobs & Archie, 2008). These programs in-
clude themed housing in residence life, lead-

ership programs, Greek life, multicultural af-

fairs, career and professional programming, 
student activities, recreational activities, and 

community engagement opportunities. In 
their study, Braxton et al. (2014) noted that a 

primary indicator for first-year retention is a 
student’s social integration within a univer-

sity. In an effort to socially integrate first-year 
students, some institutions are building lead-

ership development programs and service-

learning initiatives that engage 
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undergraduate students (Panke & Stephens, 

2018). These programs not only help to so-
cially integrate first-year students but also 

help to carry out university missions by ac-
complishing some of the traditional societal 

contributions of higher education, such as 
educating community members, improving 

individual competencies, and boosting eco-
nomic development by serving the local com-

munity (Altbach et al., 2009).  
There has been a renewed emphasis 

placed on the importance of community en-

gagement within higher education (Bowman 
et al., 2010). In a 2015 survey, Campus 

Compact (2016) reported that 85% of public 
institutions have mission statements that 

support leadership and community engage-
ment initiatives. Leadership and community 

engagement programs are highly effective 
ways of accomplishing the missions of insti-

tutions that seek to serve their communities 
and impact the development of students 

(Bowman et al., 2010). Additionally, leader-

ship and community engagement programs 
encourage students to reflect on the im-

portance of giving back. Furthermore, not 
only is there a renewed emphasis on leader-

ship and community engagement by the uni-
versity, there is also a renewed emphasis on 

these by the student body. Eagan et al. 
(2015) reported that 39.8% of incoming 

freshmen indicated that becoming a commu-

nity leader was either “very important” or an 

“essential” life objective, and this marked an 

all-time high for that particular life objective. 
 

Student Leadership Development 
There has been increasing attention on col-

lege student leadership development since 
the early 1990s (Dugan & Komives, 2007). 

There have been several trends over the 
subsequent years that have supported a re-

newed focus on developing critical leader-
ship outcomes in students with gaining mo-

mentum in recent years (Dugan & Komives, 

2007). Some of these trends include: a para-
digm shift in leadership theory to a relational 

model (Northouse, 2007), a movement within 
volunteerism, civic engagement, service-

learning (Colby et al., 2003), the empower-
ment and subsequent leadership needs of 

emerging social identity groups (Bordas, 
2007), and the student leadership educator 

role becoming more professionalized 
(Komives et al., 2006). These trends all come 

together to form an institutional and societal 

mandate that calls for colleges and universi-
ties to develop student leaders that are so-

cially responsible (Dugan & Komives, 2007).   
Many institutions offer a vast array of 

student-led and university-sponsored stu-
dent leadership opportunities that encourage 

students to engage with others, engage with 
thoughts and ideas, and engage with on-

campus and off-campus entities. These lead-

ership opportunities include serving as 
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campus ambassadors, becoming orientation 

leaders, acting as peer mentors for first-year 
programs, participating in service programs, 

joining the student government association, 
and serving on student organization commit-

tees (Haber-Curran, 2019). Additionally, 
while many of these programs are often ini-

tially associated with student life offices, they 
also exist in a number of pockets across 

campus such as academic colleges, career 
centers, and admission offices. Furthermore, 

these experiences can vary from active ex-

periences, such as leading a group, to more 
passive ones, such as attending a speaker 

workshop series. On-campus leadership op-
portunities are often viewed as a metaphori-

cal laboratory or a practice field in that they 
provide students a space with less risk and 

consequences than the real world to practice 
and develop leadership skills (Mainella, 

2017). Additionally, individuals who serve as 
student organization leaders are a great ex-

ample of how on-campus student leaders are 

engaging in leadership practices and behav-
iors as they are called on to make decisions 

for their organizations, develop and imple-
ment policies, and empower members of 

their groups. 
 

Theoretical Framework: Leadership Self-
Efficacy: 

Self-efficacy refers to a person’s belief in 

their capability of completing a task, and it 

influences their thoughts, emotions, behav-

iors, and motivations towards those ends 
(Bandura, 1993). Self-efficacy has also been 

defined as an individual’s judgment about the 
extent to which they can succeed in the diffi-

cult situations they may encounter in the fu-
ture (Senemoglu, 2004). Bandura (1977) 

proposed that self-efficacy is derived from 
four principal sources: performance accom-

plishments, vicarious experience, verbal per-
suasion, and physiological states. Self-effi-

cacy beliefs are typically concerned with in-

dividuals’ own judgments based on how well 
they can execute the actions required to 

meet a certain goal or achievement (Ozdemir 
& Yalcin, 2018).  

One type of self-efficacy, leadership 
self-efficacy, is a key predictor of develop-

ment in leadership capacity as well as a fac-
tor in whether or not students actually en-

gage in leadership behaviors (Dugan et al., 
2013). For the purposes of this study, lead-

ership self-efficacy will serve as the theoreti-

cal framework guiding the study. Self-effi-
cacy is defined as “the strength of people’s 

convictions in their own effectiveness” (Ban-
dura 1977, p. 193), also referred to as a be-

lief in one’s ability to perform successfully. 
More specifically, leadership self-efficacy is 

defined as “self-assessment of one’s per-
ceived capability to organize and implement 

action required to effectively lead organiza-

tional change to achieve a performance 
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outcome” (McBrayer 2018, p. 603). Paglis 

and Green (2002) described leadership self-
efficacy as a person’s judgment that they can 

successfully exert leadership by setting a di-
rection for the workgroup, building relation-

ships with followers to gain their commitment 
to change goals, and working with them to 

overcome obstacles to change. Students 
with lower leadership self-efficacy could be 

less likely to engage in leadership opportuni-
ties because they do not believe they have 

the ability to be successful as leaders (Dugan 

et al., 2013). Furthermore, leadership self-ef-
ficacy is critical to students because it can 

contribute to increased motivation to engage 
in leadership behaviors, and development in 

leadership performance and leadership ca-
pacity is imperative to student success. 

Scholars have found that leadership self-effi-
cacy is highly malleable (Machida & Schau-

broek, 2011). A critical experience for stu-
dents to develop leadership self-efficacy that 

has been identified is a positional leadership 

opportunity, as these experiences allow stu-
dents to put into practice leadership behav-

iors, and thus develop more confidence for 
future leadership opportunities (Dugan et al., 

2013). Engaging in these types of experi-
ences as a professional has also shown to 

be a significant positive predictor for leader-
ship self-efficacy gains (McBrayer et al., 

2020). Providing students ways to reflect 

upon their leadership skills may help in 

following the practices that they learn in pro-

grams related to building leadership capac-
ity, specifically the program examined in this 

research.     
 

Methodology 
 

Research Design  
This quantitative, cross-sectional study utiliz-

ing a correlational design via survey methods 
was intended to research some of the rea-

sons undergraduate students choose to par-

ticipate in on-campus leadership programs 
and the extent that these students perceive 

themselves to have a high level of leadership 
self-efficacy. Given that this study centered 

on the predictability of participation in on-
campus leadership programs and the leader-

ship self-efficacy of student leaders, a quan-
titative study best fit the research design. 

From the data, the researcher examined 
leadership self-efficacy and potential expla-

nations of why certain students engaged in 

leadership development programs while oth-
ers chose not to do so. Once data were col-

lected, the researcher was able to compare 
and contrast the answers of participants by 

the various identity groups. Finally, the re-
searcher examined the answers to the ques-

tions that collected data based on contribu-
tors and detractions to participating in on-

campus leadership programs.  
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Instrument  

This study utilized a quantitative study via a 
pre-existing assessment tool, The Student 

Leader Self-Efficacy Survey, to collect sur-
vey data from undergraduate students. The 

researcher utilized a modified version of this 
existing assessment tool, comprised of a se-

ries of questions on leadership self-efficacy 
and questions that focused on barriers and 

motivators to join these leadership programs 
(Yoon et al., 2016). This leadership self-effi-

cacy survey tool had an overall reliability of 

Cronbach’s α = .973 from N = 173, and all 
items on the survey were worthy of retention 

because the removal of any item would not 
have increased the reliability coefficient of 

Cronbach’s α.  
The first five questions of the Student 

Leadership Self-Efficacy Survey served to 
collect demographic data such as classifica-

tion, gender identity, racial identity, first-gen-
eration college status, and type of under-

graduate leadership opportunity. Questions 

six through 33 were Likert-scale questions 
that focused on leadership self-efficacy cate-

gories including leadership opportunity, goal 
setting, team motivation, innovative 

changes, and ethical actions and integrity. 
The Likert scale ranged from one (1) repre-

senting strongly disagree to five (5) repre-
senting strongly agree. The final two ques-

tions on the survey served to collect data on 

factors that contributed to and detracted from 

participation in undergraduate leadership 

programs.  
 

Participants 
The participants of this study were under-

graduate students who were currently partic-
ipating in or previously engaged in an under-

graduate leadership program in various lead-
ership positions at a large, public, compre-

hensive research university in the Southeast-
ern United States. These student leadership 

opportunities included, but were not limited 

to, orientation leaders, peer mentors, tutors, 
campus ambassadors, student workers, 

peer educators, emerging leaders, resident 
assistants, student government association, 

student organization officer, and campus 
programming board members. The re-

searchers worked with the Office of Aca-
demic Affairs to identify all applicable leader-

ship opportunities. 
 

Data Collection  

After approval from the Institutional Review 
Board, the researcher worked with adminis-

trators in the Division of Student Affairs, as 
well as other campus partners, to include En-

rollment Management and Academic Affairs 
to collect email information for potential par-

ticipants. The survey was then distributed to 
eligible participants that were engaged in 

leadership development opportunities on-

campus via an anonymous online survey to 
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all students who were currently engaged in 

an undergraduate leadership program in var-
ious leadership positions. Accompanying the 

survey was an email correspondence that 
explained the details of the study, including 

the associated risks with participation, which 
were no more than risks associated with daily 

life experiences. The researcher used a four-
part request to survey (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018) that includes an advanced notice alert-
ing potential participants to the survey, a no-

tice requesting participation in the survey, a 

follow-up notice approximately one week af-
ter the survey notice, and a personalized 

contact to all participants approximately 
three weeks after the survey notice.  The sur-

vey remained open for one more week total-
ing a four-week data collection period. Of the 

participants, 87 individuals completed the 
entire survey and this yielded a response 

rate of 27.9%.   
The researcher collected the com-

pleted assessment tool which contained de-

identified data. The only identifiers collected 
on the survey were, gender, race, classifica-

tion, first-generation college status, and the 
leadership opportunity the participant en-

gaged in. The survey did not collect any in-
formation pertaining to personal student in-

formation, so it was completely anonymous. 
The estimated time to complete the entire 

survey for participants was expected to be 

less than 10 minutes.   

Data Analysis  

Descriptive statistics (means, standard devi-
ations, percentiles) and bivariate, zero-order 

correlations were conducted with the data. 
These statistics answered the overarching 

and first research sub-question. Frequency 
counts were employed to quantify the mag-

nitude of the presence of factors, which sub-
sequently informed the descriptive statistics 

for and answered research sub-question 
two. Finally, an ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression model was employed to answer 

the third sub-research question, in which the 
factors that contributed (motivators) to or de-

tracted (barriers) from participation in leader-
ship programs served as predictors and 

leadership self-efficacy served as the crite-
rion/outcome.  

 
Findings 

The findings of this study address a series of 
research questions regarding student leader 

demographics, leadership self-efficacy of 

student leaders, and factors that contributed 
to and detracted from student participation in 

on-campus leadership programs.  
 

Overarching Research Question  
The purpose of this study was to examine the 

leadership self-efficacy of undergraduate 
students who participated in on-campus 

leadership development opportunities, iden-

tify student demographics in these programs, 
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and explore some of the factors that contrib-

uted to and detracted from participation in 
these programs. The overarching research 

question for this study examined the extent 
that students in leadership programs per-

ceived themselves to be self-efficacious in 
terms of educational leadership. The over-

arching research question was answered by 
calculating mean scores for the leadership 

self-efficacy of student leaders on campus, 
contributing factors to participation in leader-

ship programs, and detracting factors to par-

ticipation in leadership programs. The factors 
that were examined in this study were paren-

tal influence, alignment with personal goals, 
mentors, ability to invest time, academic 

achievement, social engagement, ability to 
afford college, and academic major all of 

which were identified on the selected instru-
ment.  

The internal consistency of the lead-

ership self-efficacy for the present sample 
was .94. The mean leadership self-efficacy 

score for participants in this study was 4.54 
out of a 5.0 point scale, with a standard devi-

ation of 0.41. The mean score for the number 
of factors that contributed to participation in 

leadership programs was 4.01 out of an 8.0 
point scale, with a standard deviation of 1.55. 

The mean score for the number of factors 
that detracted from participation in leader-

ship programs was 1.45 out of an 8.0-point 

scale, with a standard deviation of 0.76. Ta-
ble 1 includes these descriptive statistics in-

cluding the mean scores as well as the 
standard deviation, to show an overall pic-

ture of leadership self-efficacy and how fac-
tors contributed to and detracted from partic-

ipation.

 
Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Internal Consistency Reliability   

 M SD α 

Leadership Self-Efficacy Score 4.54 .41 .94 

Factors that Contribute to Participation  4.01 1.55  
Factors that Detract from Participation  1.45 .76  

N = 87 

 
Questions six through 33 on the sur-

vey were Likert-scale questions that focused 
on leadership self-efficacy categories 

including leadership opportunity, goal set-

ting, team motivation, innovative changes, 
and ethical actions and integrity. The Likert 
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scale included options of one (1) represent-

ing strongly disagree, two (2) representing 
disagree, three (3) representing neither 

agree nor disagree, four (4) representing 
agree, and five (5) representing strongly 

agree. The participants in this study self-re-
ported a high level of leadership self-efficacy 

across all 28 of the Likert scale responses, 
with 26 of the responses having at least 90% 

of the responses being agree or strongly 

agree. The only two responses that did not 

have at least 90% of the participants agree 
or strongly agree were “I can clearly visualize 

a project goal even when limited information 
is available” (84.5%) and “I can take on re-

sponsibilities that are not assigned to me” 
(88.2%). Table 2 includes the data collected 

on the leadership self-efficacy of the partici-
pants in the study. 

 

Table 2 

Participant Leadership Self-Efficacy Responses by Percentage   

 Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

I can attempt to develop my 
leadership skills. 

3.4 0.0 0.0 23.9 72.7 

I can strive to develop my 
leadership. 

3.4 0.0 1.1 22.7 72.7 

I can actively seek leadership 
opportunities in and out of the 
classroom. 

3.4 2.3 3.4 27.3 63.6 

I can exhibit leadership skills 
when necessary. 

3.4 0.0 2.3 26.1 68.2 

I can actively seek opportuni-
ties to demonstrate my lead-
ership. 

3.4 2.3 3.4 30.7 60.2 

I can learn how to lead a 
team. 

3.4 0.0 0.0 29.6 67.1 

I can encourage my team 
members to think of new 
ways of doing things. 

0.0 0.0 3.7 40.7 55.6 
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I can fulfill my responsibilities 
to my team members. 

0.0 0.0 0.0 37.0 63.0 

I can find several ways to mo-
tivate people on a team. 

0.0 1.2 3.7 37.0 58.0 

I can influence my team 
members to work together. 

0.0 0.0 1.2 42.0 56.8 

I can actively encourage oth-
ers to solve problems. 

0.0 0.0 2.5 38.3 59.3 

I can encourage my team 
members to get involved in a 
project. 

0.0 0.0 3.7 39.5 56.8 

I can lead others to develop 
and apply their talents for the 
established goals. 

0.0 1.2 1.2 40.7 56.8 

I can develop plans for 
change that will take my team 
in important new directions. 

0.0 1.2 4.9 39.5 54.3 

I can influence others to be 
enthusiastic about working to-
ward the established goals. 

0.0 1.2 6.2 34.6 58.0 

I can influence others to take 
positive action to further the 
team's reputation and inter-
ests. 

0.0 0.0 2.5 37.0 60.5 

I can provide flexibility to en-
hance and encourage new 
thinking. 

0.0 0.0 6.5 29.9 63.6 

I can restructure and chal-
lenge the traditional methods 
of accomplishing a team goal. 

0.0 1.3 7.8 35.1 55.8 

I can explore ways to imple-
ment innovation for the team 
benefit. 

0.0 1.3 2.6 44.2 52.0 
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I can exhibit leadership to im-
prove effectiveness of the 
team. 

0.0 0.0 3.9 35.1 61.0 

I can seek continuous im-
provement in the way that 
work gets done. 

0.0 0.0 3.9 32.5 63.6 

I can lead a team toward my 
vision for the team goals. 

0.0 1.3 5.2 42.9 50.7 

I can clearly visualize a pro-
ject goal even when limited 
information is available. 

0.0 1.3 14.3 33.8 50.7 

I can seek innovative ways to 
improve the team perfor-
mance. 

0.0 0.0 6.5 33.8 59.7 

I can apply different ethical 
frameworks to analyze a 
problem of my team. 

0.0 0.0 5.3 40.8 54.0 

I can take ownership of a pro-
ject which I am involved. 

1.32 2.6 2.6 38.2 55.3 

I can take responsibility for 
the success and failure of a 
project. 

0.0 0.0 2.6 27.6 69.7 

I can take on responsibilities 
that are not assigned to me. 

0.0 1.3 10.5 29.0 59.2 

N = 87 

 
Research Sub-Question 1 

In an attempt to gain a better understanding 
of what types of students are participating in 

these undergraduate leadership opportuni-
ties, research sub-question 1 was devel-

oped: What demographic characteristics are 
represented in leadership programs on 

campus? Of the 87 participants in the study, 

56 (64.4%) identified as White, 26 (29.9%) 
identified as Black or African American, 3 

(3.4%) identified as other, 1 (1.1%) identified 
as Asian, and 1 (1.1%) identified as Native 

Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Additionally, re-
spondents were asked to provide information 
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on their classification and 23 (26.4%) were 

seniors, 22 (25.3%) were freshmen, 22 
(25.3%) were sophomores, 19 (21.8%) were 

juniors, and 1(1.1%) listed 5th year or more. 
Information was also collected on gender 

identity and 67 participants (77%) identified 
as female, 18 (20.7%) identified as male, and 

2 (2.3%) identified as non-binary/other. 
Lastly, the first section of the instrument 

collected information on first-generation col-

lege student status. The responses revealed 
that 11 (12.6%) participants identified as 

first-generation college students and 76 
(87.4%) did not identify as first-generation 

college students. See Table 3 for an over-
view of the demographic data collected for 

the participants of this study.

 
Table 3 

Demographics of student participants 

 n % 

Racial Identity   

    White 56 64.4 
     Black or African American  26 29.9 

     Asian  1 1.1 
     Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 1 1.1 

     Other 3 3.4 
   

Classification    

     Freshman  22 25.3 

     Sophomore  22 25.3 
     Junior  19 21.8 

     Senior  23 26.4 
     5th year or more 1 1.1 
   

Gender Identity    

     Male 18 20.7 
     Female  67 77.0 

     Non-binary/other 2 2.3 
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First-generation College Student   

     Yes 11 12.6 
      No 76 87.4 

N = 87 
 

Research Sub-Question 2 
An exploration of the factors that impact par-

ticipation in on-campus leadership program-
ming was a major part of this study. There-

fore, a second research sub-question was 

developed to address the factors that con-
tributed to and detracted from participation in 

undergraduate leadership programs. Data 
were collected by two open-ended questions 

in the last section of the survey that explored 
these factors. Through a repeated review of 

the data, a theme that emerged with the con-
tributing factors to participation was align-

ment with personal goals, as 74.7% of partic-
ipants reported it to be a contributing factor. 

Responses that supported that theme from 

the narrative data collected included, “grow-
ing my personal development”, “being well-

rounded and more attractive to potential em-
ployers”, and “to build myself during my time 

here”. Participants indicated other contrib-
uting factors to participation in leadership 

programs including social engagement 
(56.3%), academic achievement (55.2%), 

ability to invest time (39.1%), parental influ-
ence/expectation (36.8%), mentors (31%), 

college major (29.9%), and ability to afford 
college (12.6%).   

A theme that emerged with the de-
tracting factors from participation was a lack 

of time to invest in the opportunity, with 

50.6% of participants reporting that as a fac-
tor that detracted them from participation. 

Participants indicated other detracting fac-
tors to participation in leadership programs 

including ability to afford college (17.2%), so-
cial engagement (16.1%), academic 

achievement (10.3%), college major (6.9%), 
alignment with personal goals (4.6%), paren-

tal influence/expectation (3.5%), and men-
tors (2.3%). Another data point of notice was, 

there were 304 individual responses out of a 

possible 696 (43.7%) individual responses 
among the participants for factors that con-

tributed to participation and 110 individual re-
sponses out of a possible 696 (15.8%) indi-

vidual responses among the participants for 
factors that detracted from participation. Ta-

ble 4 provides data collected on the contrib-
uting and detracting factors and the selection 

breakdown of these factors from the partici-
pants. 
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Table 4 

Contributing and Detracting Factor Data  

 Contributing Factors Detracting Factors 

 n % n % 

Parental Influence/Expectation 32 36.8 3 3.5 

Alignment with Personal Goals  65 74.7 4 4.6 

Mentors 27 31.0 2 2.3 

Ability to Invest Time 34 39.1 44 50.6 

Academic Achievement  48 55.2 9 10.3 

Social Engagement  49 56.3 14 16.1 

Ability to Afford College  11 12.6 15 17.2 

College Major 26 29.9 6 6.9 

Other 9 10.3 12 13.8 

N = 87 

 
Research Sub-Question 3 

In order to investigate the relationship be-

tween the leadership self-efficacy of student 
leaders and their motivators or barriers to join 

on-campus leadership programs, a third re-
search sub-question was developed to ex-

amine the extent of factors that contributed 
to or detracted from participation in under-

graduate leadership programs predict stu-
dent leaders’ leadership self-efficacy. This 

third research sub-question was answered 
by employing a Hierarchical Linear 

regression model. In this Hierarchical Linear 

regression model the factors that contributed 

to or detracted from participation in leader-
ship programs served as predictors and 

leadership self-efficacy score served as the 
criterion for the outcome. As a collective 

group, factors that contributed to participa-
tion were positive predictors and were signif-

icant, whereas collective group factors that 
detracted from participation were negative 

predictors and were not significant. Table 5 
presents the results of the predictive effects 
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of factors that contributed to participation in 

leadership programs on leadership self-

efficacy scores (F (df1, df2) = XX.XX, p < 

.XX, R2 = .XX), especially the effect size, R2.
 

Table 5 
Hierarchical Linear Regression Results of the Predictive Effects of Factors that Contributed to 
and Detracted from Participation in Leadership Programs on Leadership Self-efficacy Scores 
 

Predictor β - t p 

Leadership Self-Efficacy Score    

     Factors that Contribute to Participation  .38 3.43 < .001* 

     Factors that Detract from Participation  -.04 -.323 .748 

N = 87 

 
Discussion 

The findings from this study are intended to 
add to the current literature and fill in some 

of the gaps for the current assessment of un-
dergraduate leadership development pro-

grams. Additionally, the findings from this 

study explored how factors to participation in 
leadership programs predicted student lead-

ers’ leadership self-efficacy. This study had 
student leaders assess themselves on areas 

such as leadership opportunity, goal setting, 
team motivation, innovative changes, and 

ethical actions and integrity, and then dis-
cuss some of the factors that contributed to 

and detracted from their participation in a 

leadership development opportunity and bet-
ter understand how this may impact levels of 

leadership self-efficacy. This study helped 
identify some of the underrepresented de-

mographics in these programs, as well as 

explore the leadership self-efficacy of stu-

dent leaders.  
The responses to the survey re-

vealed that female (77%) students partici-
pate in these programs at a much higher rate 

than male (20.7%), or non-binary (2.3%) stu-

dents. In their 2014 study that explored de-
mographics and leadership practices with 

college students, Gallagher et al. had a sim-
ilar level of participation among gender with 

69.1% of participants being female and 
30.4% being male. The results of the current 

survey also indicated that White (64.4%) stu-
dents participated at a higher rate than non-

White students (35.6%). Black (29.9%) stu-

dents participated at the highest rate among 
non-White participants, followed by Asian 

(1.1%) and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Is-
lander (1.1%). Again the Gallagher et al. 

(2014) study had similar participation among 
the ranking of racial identity, but had a larger 
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percentage of White (80.5%) students com-

pared to non-White (19.5%) students. Addi-
tionally, in the current study, first-generation 

college students (12.6%) participated in 
these programs less than students who were 

not first-generation college students (87.4%). 
This finding is consistent with Soria et al. 

(2014) findings that showed that first-gener-
ation college students are 1.35 times less 

likely to participate in on-campus leadership 
positions compared to non-first-generation 

college students. The distribution among 

classification was fairly equal among partici-
pants that listed a classification between 

freshman and senior, while 5th year or more 
only accounted for 1.1% of the participants.    

A theme that emerged with the con-
tributing factors to participation was align-

ment with personal goals, where 74.7% of 
participants in the current study reported that 

as a contributing factor. This finding is similar 
to the findings of Simmons et al. (2017) who 

surveyed undergraduate engineering stu-

dents who listed a major factor to on-campus 
engagement was the alignment of experi-

ences and personal goals. In the same 
study, participants reported a lack of time as 

their greatest detraction from on-campus in-
volvement, which was a major theme that 

emerged from this study with 50.6% of par-
ticipants listing a lack of time to invest in the 

opportunity (Simmons et al., 2017). An im-

portant thing to note was that there were 304 

individual responses among the participants 

for factors that contributed to participation 
and 110 individual responses among the par-

ticipants for factors that detracted from par-
ticipation. This suggests that the participants 

had more factors that were encouraging 
them to participate, than discouraging them.  

Exploring how the factors that con-
tributed to and detracted from leadership de-

velopment participation showed that contrib-
uting factors were a positive and significant 

predictor in leadership self-efficacy. For 

every one-unit increase in contributing fac-
tors, leadership self-efficacy scores in-

creased by β - = .38 standard deviations. The 
significance of this predictor compliments 

Soria et al.’s 2020 study that noted a stu-
dent’s participation in leadership programs 

was a greater predictor for their leadership 
self-efficacy than their demographics or their 

pre-collegiate leadership experiences or be-
liefs. Given that all of the participants were 

student leaders, this could explain why the 

contributing factors were so significant. The 
finding of detracting factors were found to be 

insignificant could be explained by the fact 
that participants were student leaders and 

may have not faced as many detractions or 
barriers to participation.  

 
 

Implications for Practice 
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This study produced some valuable insight 

into on-campus leadership development pro-
grams and opportunities and the student 

leaders that are engaging in these opportu-
nities. Institutional leaders, student affairs 

practitioners, and leadership development 
program managers may consider the infor-

mation that came from this study to reflect on 
their own programs, and their efforts to grow, 

or shape their student leadership develop-
ment programs. The results of this study 

showed which specific demographics are un-

derrepresented in these programs. Program 
administrators can consider using these re-

sults to build recruitment and retention strat-
egies that may appeal to these de-

mographics. Male students are one of the 
biggest demographic areas that are un-

derrepresented in these programs, followed 
by non-White students, and first-generation 

students. Program administrators who are 
looking to build their leadership programs 

should look to these groups as opportunities 

for growth.   
With contributing factors to participa-

tion shown to be a significant positive predic-
tor to a student leader’s leadership self-effi-

cacy, program administrators should con-
sider these factors as strategies for potential 

growth, recruitment, and retention. These 
factors include things such as aligning oppor-

tunities with personal goals, providing suita-

ble mentors, and promoting social 

engagement. During the recruitment and ad-

mission stage of the leadership program, 
program administrators could collect infor-

mation from potential participants regarding 
their personal goals and their motivation for 

joining the leadership program. This could 
give insight on how to deliver or market cer-

tain elements within the program to empha-
size what students find most valuable. Addi-

tionally, program administrators should con-
sider developing a network of mentors com-

posed of diverse individuals who would be 

suitable to assist underrepresented students. 
These mentors could be among the faculty 

and staff of the institution or could be peer 
mentors.  

Although factors that detracted from 
participation were not a significant predictor 

to leadership self-efficacy, program adminis-
trators could still consider a lack of time as a 

factor that is detracting students from partic-
ipating in leadership development programs. 

As the landscape of higher education contin-

ues to shift, program administrators should 
look to their students to gather information on 

how to maximize their available time. Short 
programs during the day, virtual workshops, 

and self-paced elements should be consid-
ered to provide the greatest amount of ac-

cessibility to their student leaders.  
The results of this study also re-

vealed that students who participate in on-

campus leadership development programs 
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have a high leadership self-efficacy score. 

The mean self-efficacy score for the total 
population of this study was 4.54 out of a 5.0-

point scale. Reasoning behind this increased 
self-efficacy in leadership may be related to 

the fact that efficacy beliefs are often derived 
from personal experiences (McCormick et 

al., 2002), such as the findings from partici-
pation in undergraduate leadership program-

ming. Also, these findings further comple-
ment Soria et al.’s (2020) suggestion that it 

may be possible to increase a college stu-

dent’s leadership self-efficacy through co-
curricular trainings, programs, or workshops, 

which the undergraduate leadership pro-
gramming provided to students. However, to 

note the research also suggested that partic-
ipation in on-campus leadership programs 

explains a more significant amount of vari-
ance in a student’s leadership self-efficacy 

than other factors, including pre-collegiate 
leadership experiences and beliefs, de-

mographics, and other experiences in col-

lege, thus research studies like this one are 
critical to better understanding how varied 

factors impact leadership self-efficacy.   
The current study provides valuable 

information for leadership educators who 
work in student leadership programming. 

While there is a significant amount of re-
search on student leadership development, 

there is little existing research on leadership 

self-efficacy of participants in undergraduate 

leadership development programs and the 

underrepresented demographics of these 
programs. This study encourages leadership 

educators to examine their own leadership 
development programs and build recruitment 

strategies and programs that seek to in-
crease engagement among male students, 

non-White students, and first-generation col-
lege students.  

 
Limitations 

This quantitative study was limited in its gen-

eralizability as it examined students from one 
specific large public comprehensive re-

search university in the Southeastern United 
States and may not represent the population 

of other institutions. A delimitation in this 
study is that it did not include the students 

who did not participate in an undergraduate 
leadership opportunity. The researcher 

chose not to include these students due to 
the feasibility of including every student who 

attends the university. Additionally, the study 

is limited due to the fact that there will be sev-
eral different student leadership positions 

represented with different purposes and out-
comes in terms of leadership learning. This 

study assumed that a self-efficacy tool dis-
played an accurate depiction of a student’s 

leadership self-efficacy because the stu-
dents would be self-reporting on their own 

beliefs about their leadership self-effi-

cacy. The factors that were examined in this 
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study were parental influence, alignment with 

personal goals, mentors, ability to invest 
time, academic achievement, social engage-

ment, ability to afford college, and academic 
major and it was possible that participants 

defined these factors differently so defining 
on the survey may prove to be useful for clar-

ity. The researchers worked with the Office 
of Academic Affairs to identify all applicable 

leadership opportunities, but the researchers 
acknowledge that there could have been 

leadership programs that were overlooked. 

Lastly, this study also assumed that the par-
ticipants were honest in their answers to the 

survey questions.  
 

Recommendations for Future Research 
In order to address some of the limitations 

listed, the researcher recommends further 
research be conducted in order to provide a 

broader scope on demographic participation 
in leadership programming and the factors to 

participation. Given that this study only ex-

amined students who participated in leader-
ship programming, there were more insights 

on the factors that led them to participate in 
leadership programming. If students who did 

not participate in leadership programs were 
included, more valuable insights on the moti-

vators and the barriers that students face to 
participating in leadership programs could be 

gathered. This information would be valuable 

to leadership educators as they try to grow 

their programs numerically, or grow access 

to their programs.  
Given that this study identified some 

of the underrepresented demographics 
within undergraduate leadership programs, 

future research could dive further into the 
specific barriers that each demographic may 

face when considering participation in lead-
ership programming. Future research could 

further explore gender differences and why 
females are more likely to participate in lead-

ership programs than males, or why White 

students participated at higher rates than 
non-White students. This research will be 

particularly important as institutions become 
more and more diverse.  

Additionally, future research could 
conduct a longitudinal study that looks at stu-

dent self-efficacy as it changes over time 
while student leaders participate in these 

programs. This could give further evidence 
that these programs can be attributed to an 

increase in student leaders’ leadership self-

efficacy. Showing how leadership self-effi-
cacy correlates to student success and per-

sistence could be a great way to further com-
municate the value of on-campus leadership 

programming to institutions of higher educa-
tion. Additionally, further research could ex-

amine how the leadership self-efficacy of stu-
dent leaders impacts individuals beyond 

graduation as alumni and young profession-

als, as individuals who have participated in 
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on-campus leadership development pro-

grams have reported that they are using 
leadership competencies that they explored 

in these programs in their professional lives 
(Egan et al., 2020). Lastly, data were re-

ported by grouping all contributing factors to-
gether. Knowing how the contributing factors 

independently shaped leadership participa-
tion may be a more meaningful way to inform 

practice.  
 

Conclusion 

Colleges and universities across the United 
States are facing continued pressure to meet 

enrollment, retention, and graduation goals, 
as budgets cuts continue. On-campus in-

volvement has been shown to have a posi-
tive influence on a student’s decision to stay 

at their particular institution. When a student 
participates in an undergraduate leadership 

development program or assumes an on-
campus leadership position, they often 

demonstrate higher rates of academic suc-

cess. The purpose of this study was to exam-
ine the leadership self-efficacy of undergrad-

uate students who participated in on-campus 
leadership development opportunities, iden-

tify student demographics in these programs, 
and explore some of the factors that contrib-

uted to and detracted from participation in 
these programs.  

This study was significant because it 

may fill a gap in the literature by examining 
factors that may lead students to join leader-

ship development programs or take on lead-
ership positions, as well as help leadership 

program administrators to specifically design 
leadership programming that could attract 

students from groups that are not well repre-
sented. The results of this study showed that 

factors to participation in on-campus leader-
ship development opportunities were signifi-

cant predictors in the leadership self-efficacy 

of student leaders. Additionally, this study 
showed that male students, non-White stu-

dents, and first-generation college students 
are vastly underrepresented in these leader-

ship programs and opportunities. This study 
provided valuable information for higher ed-

ucation administrators in terms of student 
success and retention as well as information 

for leadership educators that are looking to 
improve participation and accessibility of 

their leadership programs. This study intends 

to encourage leadership educators to focus 
on building a more diverse and inclusive 

leadership programs in the future, and it fur-
ther communicates the value of leadership 

education to the student experience and the 
overall mission of higher education.
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