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The best way to describe the current status ofiéeship Studies is that it is an
“emerging discipline.” Few universities have depants, or even programs, in Leadership, and
those that do exist usually have a modifier (€ @rganizationalLeadership,” Educational
Leadership”), so we are, at best, emerging ascptlize, but | am certain that we will one day
be there. Of course, there are those both outdithee study of leadership (many!) and scholars
of leadership (some), who disagree that LeadeiShigdies is a discipline, and a portion of those
would argue that it never should or could become on

My intent in this brief commentary is to try tosass the current state of Leadership
Studies as a discipline, using the characterisfies academic discipline that have been
discussed more fully elsewhere (Riggio, 2011).illtven try to provide some guidelines for
advancing the discipline of Leadership Studiespmamendations for Leadership Studies
programs, as well as exhortations to adhere to pbaynpractices in the academic study and
teaching of leadership.

What isan Academic Discipline?

There really is no firm answer to this questiorcademic disciplines seem to emerge and
are usually recognized by consent — if departmamtissubstantial programs exist in universities,
and a majority of faculty recognize those departmien programs, then a field of inquiry is
labeled a “discipline.” There are theories of aadt disciplines, with the most popular being
Kuhn’s (1962) theory of scientific revolutions, atiese theories tend to agree about the
characteristics that define an academic discipline.

Consensus is the first, and perhaps most importhatacteristic of a discipline.
Consensus refers to shared agreement about: {fuanscribed knowledge base, (2) research
methodology, (3) content and procedures for trgnamd (4) professional, scholarly journals
and association(s). It is this critical elementofsensus that is holding back Leadership Studies
from achieving disciplinary status, so let’s lodkeach component in more detail.

There is a generally held belief that knowledgeutlteadership is “all over the place.”
Different disciplines look at leadership differgnttlefine it differently, have unique theories,
and it is perceived that there is little agreenignscholars on the body of knowledge of
Leadership Studies. This is simply not true. Lablany popular leadership textbook (and by
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“popular” | mean textbooks that sell comparativedyy well; leadership is a big textbook
market!). The tables of contents of these texds@amarkably similar. True, most of the theories
of leadership have their roots in Psychology oriBess Management, and many of the examples
are either work-related or drawn from politics, the body of knowledge, and what is taught to
students, is remarkably similar. Intro to Leadgrdboks a lot like Intro to Any Recognized
Academic Discipline.

How about the methods used to study leadership&nAthere is a great deal of
agreement, with the vast majority of published Esdising quantitative or qualitative methods
that are grounded in the social sciences, butiatdode case studies, historiographical methods,
and other methodologies borrowed from various glse@s. But more and more that is the case
in established disciplines — methods developedediscipline are adapted and being used by
other disciplines. We are all using establishethods, and if you don’t believe that, just try to
get a study published in a reputable journal usmmge unique or rare methodology.

Is there agreement about the curricular aspedtsadership Studies? Well, yes and no.
Although many college courses in leadership loké& Gourses in other disciplines, there is
variance. | have visited lots of leadership coslisghe past two decades at a variety of
institutions. Based on my observations, | canteayleadership programs housed in business
schools look like other business courses, but tisemeore emphasis on experiential learning and
more team-based, project-driven approaches. Itraginleadership programs in schools of
education tend to be much more group-based, camyetearning oriented, but still look a lot
like other courses in education schools. At my awgtitution, leadership courses have a liberal
arts flavor, although our courses are more apjdicatoriented than many other liberal arts
courses. In short, courses in leadership areithal different. There is a belief among many
academics that leadership courses are “soft” ceurgeuchy-feely and non-rigorous. Although
that may be true for some programs, for the madt [g@dership courses look a lot like other
college courses — some are rigorous, some aren't.

Perhaps the most compelling argument for an acadgistipline is whether the subject
area has dedicated journals and a professionatiaisa (or multiple associations) for scholars
to present research and exchange ideas. As jaunmmls, there are several established
leadership journals, includinthe Leadership Quarterlyeadershipand theJournal of
Leadership and Organizational Studied/hile the first and third are tied to Managemamd
Organizational Psychology, the SAGE-published jalineadershipis less aligned with a
traditional discipline and publishes leadershiggegsh emanating from a wide range of
disciplines. More recently, other journals haverbestablished, including leadership journals
that focus on leadership education/teaching, aad/é¢iny new journal.eadership and the
Humanities As far as dedicated journals, Leadership Stutkasmore than its share.

The issue of a professional association whererafiast leadership scholars convene is a
bit more problematic. Leadership scholars whonaoee business management-oriented have
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traditionally been members of theademy of Managementhich has a “Network of
Leadership Scholars” who meet annually (althougé iinportant to note that Leadership does
not have a divisional or interest group designatiith theAcademy. Some of the more
psychologically oriented leadership scholars atthedSociety for Industrial and Organizational
Psychology (SIOP) meetings, and leadership is btieedargest subject categories at both the
Academy of Managemeamnd SIOP. Théternational Leadership AssociatigiLA) has
attempted to beconthe professional organization for leadership scholaws relatively few
scholars are members or regularly attend ILA mestinThe lack of an association that counts
the majority of leadership scholars among its memtseclearly holding back Leadership
Studies from disciplinary status. Professionablacaic associations are quite important in
promoting a unified scholarly presence in acadeand,in lobbying for recognition for the
discipline.

In sum, although Leadership Studies meets sortteeddriteria for disciplinary status, it
falls a bit short in some of the others. As a ltegius clear that at best Leadership Studieans
emerging discipline. The academic world movesglaaial pace (after all, we still wear
medieval robes). As a result, the path to disocgrly status is a long and arduous one. However,
there are a number of issues and concerns thaetstad Studies scholars need to be aware of.
Here are the factors that are holding us back fl@uiplinary status, and the
recommendations/implications for Leadership Stugregrrams.

L eader ship Studies: The Way Forward

If we are going to advance Leadership Studiesdistimct academic discipline, there are
several issues that need to be considered, aggsvetime “best practices” that need to be adhered
to by leadership programs.

First and foremost, leadership programs need tchdemically rigorous. This
represents a multifaceted challenge for some pnogjralhere is a need for rigorous coursework,
taught by accomplished faculty. The problem ig Wigh the fast growth of academic leadership
programs, has led to a dearth of qualified facwityp can teach in them. Hopefully, this
situation will resolve itself as there are a grogvimumber of new Ph.D.s who are focused on
leadership research, and growth in the numberaofdeship graduate programs. An important
caution, however, concerns the academic rigoredelgraduate programs. It is essential that
leadership graduate programs teach state-of-theseirch methodology and statistical analysis.
Conducting sound research in leadership is not leasguse of the complexity of the subject
matter. If Leadership Studies is to be respecsed discipline, it is imperative that those
obtaining doctorates in leadership are qualifieddanduct good research. This is not to suggest
that all doctoral students intend to go into acadessearch careers, but even those going into
practice or teaching must have a good grasp aintttodologies used to conduct leadership
research. This is also true of undergraduate pnogjia Leadership Studies. They need to be
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solid academic courses and minors/majors in Lehgereed to be challenging and well thought
out (see Riggio, Ciulla, & Sorenson, 2003).

The teaching of leadership also has to be rigordinrere are a variety of more popular
trade books and theories on leadership that aigraesfor a general, but not an academic,
audience. It is important to avoid “watering doweadership courses. It is encouraging to note
that the best-selling textbooks on leadership eagl@mically rigorous and represent much of the
best research on the topic. It is also imperatvenigage in pedagogical “best practices,” as
suggested by the NLE Research Agenda. An impop@ntof the teaching and learning agenda
IS to engage in continuous program assessmentgmdvement. Because Leadership Studies is
still emerging, there are no accrediting bodieassociations who can provide THE answers to
guide program design and evaluation efforts, blytrrg on established programs and noted
experts in assisting design and evaluation effatshelp.

Another important concern in charting our way fard/is to be broad and “trans-
disciplinary” in our approach. The study of leatep crosses numerous disciplines in the social
sciences, applied sciences, and humanities.ntitienough to study and understand leadership
from a single disciplinary (or disciplinary clustepproach. For example, the NLE Research
Agenda recognizes some disciplinary contributianleadership studies, particularly those
emanating from the social sciences (e.g., PsyclpBgciology, etc.), but there are many other
contributions from other disciplines that shoulditieorporated. To be a truly educated
leadership scholar requires a broad base of kngeled

As | have suggested, a large part of being reeegnas an academic discipline is related
to promotion of the disciplinary identity. The gter the number of departments or programs
with leadership in their name, the greater the nemalb leadership courses, and the more faculty
whose titles suggest some affiliation with Leadgr$tudies, the more likely, and the sooner,
we will be recognized as a stand-alone disciplifie.this end, it is important to become engaged
in the academic world of Leadership Studies. Ergagrofessional development. Join
professional associations, such as the Interndtlaalership Association or the Academy of
Management’'s Network of Leadership Scholars, attes associations, such as the
Association of Leadership Educators. Attend thenferences and participate. Learn from
colleagues who come from different disciplinarygperctives and explore how they study
leadership. Read the journals. Importantly, pr@bé discipline, and if you don’t believe that
Leadership Studies is, or should be, a disciplhégast promote the legitimacy of leadership as
a topic for scholarly study.

13

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jole/article-pdf/12/3/10/10064868/v12_i3_c2.pdf by guest on 05 September 2026



Journal of Leadership Education DOI; 10.12806/M3&2 Volume 12 Issue 3 — Special 2013

References

Kuhn, T.S. (1962).The structure of scientific revolutionShicago: University of Chicago Press.

Riggio, R.E. (2011). Is leadership studies aigis®e? In M.Harvey & R.E. Riggio (Eds)he
dialogue of disciplines: Research companion to éaldip studies (pp. 9-19).
Cheltenham, U.K.: Edward Elgar.

Riggio, R.E., Ciulla, J., & Sorenson, G. (2003)atership education at the undergraduate level:
A liberal arts approach to leadership developmémtS.E. Murphy & R.E. Riggio (Eds.).
The future of leadership developmdpp. 223-236). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Author Biography

Ronald E. Riggio, Ph.D. is the Henry R. Kravis lessor of Leadership and Organizational
Psychology at Claremont McKennaCollege. Dr. Rigggresearch interests center on
charismatic and transformational leadership, the @dcommunication skills in leader
effectiveness, and the development of leadershigngpial across the lifespan. He has published
nearly two-dozen authored or edited books and riname 150 articles and books chapters. He
has also served as a consultant to dozens of aajaomis, large and small, across the business,
education, and non-profit sectors. He is the amedlong with Georgia Sorenson, of the
Routledge/Taylor & Francis book series: LeadersRigsearch and Practice.

14

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jole/article-pdf/12/3/10/10064868/v12_i3_c2.pdf by guest on 05 September 2026



