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Introduction 

 Nowadays it seems to be a weekly occurrence to hear of a new report of a hazing incident 

on college and university campuses.  These incidents range from reports of fraternity pledges 

engaging in initiation activities that were demeaning and unsafe, including being struck with 

paddles (Kingkade, 2014a, 2014b), drum line members being forced to consume alcohol 

(Kingkade, 2013a), and prospective sorority women being locked in rooms while scolded and 

ridiculed by their sisters (Kingkade, 2013b).  These incidents are not surprising given the 

findings by Allan and Madden (2008) who found that 55% of students involved in co-curricular 

organizations and sports teams experienced hazing and that “nine out of ten students who have 

experienced hazing behavior in college do not consider themselves to have been hazed” (p. 2).  

While there are certainly groups and organizations that have a deep commitment to prevent 

hazing, there is seemingly an imperative need to develop the leadership capacities of many 

students to enact positive social change within organizations where hazing or the potential for 

hazing is present.  As a result, we need to identify aspects of leadership theories and models that 

can inform the practice of leadership development and bystander intervention to best meet this 

need.  The aim of this paper is to engage in a review of the current literature of leadership 

theories and make recommendations on how these theories can serve as a foundation for a 

leadership development program that aims to educate and engage college students in making 

positive social change in their organizations around hazing. 

Overview of the Literature 

 In reviewing the current literature on leadership development theories and models, 

particularly those directly related to college student populations, there were four themes that 

emerged and that hold significance as it relates to this paper’s purpose.  These four themes 
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include: (1) ethical decision making; (2) risk-taking and conflict management; (3) interpersonal 

skills and relationship-building; and (4) making positive social change.  In this next section, I 

will provide a discussion that synthesizes the concepts around these themes from the extant 

literature. 

Themes of Ethical Decision Making 

 Many leadership scholars (see Burns, 1978; Kellerman, 2004; Komives, Lucas, & 

McMahon, 2007; Lipman-Blumen, 2005) have explored the relationship between ethics and 

leadership within their theories and models.  In Burns’ (1978) seminal work on transforming 

leadership, ethics and leadership are interconnected where leaders must rely on their ethics to 

lead for the common good.  Failure to protect the common good then infers that one is not 

practicing leadership, but instead domination by coercion (Burns, 1978).  Komives, Lucas, and 

McMahon’s (2007) Relational Leadership Model echoes Burns’ importance of ethics and 

leadership and emphasizes ethics as a central component of their work.  The authors discuss that 

the “Relational Leadership Model emphasizes ethical and moral leadership, meaning leadership 

that is driven by values and standards and leadership that is good – moral – in nature” (Komives, 

Lucas, & McMahon, 2007, p. 97).   

 While the aforementioned authors have created a substantial debate on the necessity of 

ethics to practice leadership, other scholars have highlighted the utility of understanding bad 

leadership (Kellerman, 2004) or toxic leadership (Lipman-Blumen, 2005) to learn from past 

failures by leaders in the hope to avoid these situations or behaviors in the future.  Defining toxic 

leadership, Lipman-Blumen (2005) characterizes these leaders as those “who engage in 

numerous destructive behaviors and who exhibit certain dysfunctional personal characteristics.  

To count as toxic, these behaviors and qualities of character must inflict some reasonably serious 
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and enduring harm on their followers and their organizations” (p. 18).  In her definition of bad 

leadership, Kellerman (2004) posits that bad leaders fall into two camps: (1) ineffective and (2) 

unethical.  Kellerman highlights that an ineffective leader may still have led with integrity 

informed by his/her ethics; however, “unethical leadership fails to distinguish between right and 

wrong” (p. 34).  As Komives and her colleagues (2007) state, “Ideally, leaders and followers are 

effective and ethical as they work to achieve a shared vision or a common agenda” (p. 183).  To 

engage in effective and ethical leadership, moral courage must be at play. 

 Moral courage, as defined by Kidder (2005), is “the quality of mind and spirit that 

enables one to face up to ethical challenges firmly and confidently, without flinching or 

retreating” (p. 72).  Moral courage, or integrity, serves a distinct role in terms of leadership for 

the social good (Burns, 1978; Higher Education Research Institute, 1996; Kidder, 2005; 

Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2007; Shankman & Allen, 2009).  Leading with integrity and 

character are often espoused as central to the interpersonal skills of practicing leadership (Higher 

Education Research Institute, 1996; Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2007; Komives & Wagner, 

2009; Northouse, 2012; Shankman & Allen, 2009).  Northouse (2012) reminds us that  

  Ethical leadership is concerned with the values of the leader.  An ethical leader has strong  

  values and promotes positive values within his or her organization.  Because leaders and  

  followers often have conflicting values, a leader needs to be able to express his or her  

  values and integrate these values with others’ values. (p. 245) 

By engaging in ethical leadership with strong moral courage, leaders have the capacity for 

making positive social change within their organization and communities.  However, we know 

that this is often easier said than done. 
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 While moral courage plays a significant role in one’s ability to engage in ethical 

leadership, there are plenty of examples available within the media that tell us that our society 

often deals with an ethical illiteracy.  Often, leaders and followers avoid moral conversations as a 

part of their collective work, largely out of fear of competing moral ideologies or one’s 

unpreparedness to dialogue around ethical or moral issues, also known as ethical illiteracy (Bird 

& Waters, 1989).  In fact, many leaders practice moral silence, which “represents a discrepancy 

between the moral – or in the case of hypocrisy, amoral or immoral – convictions people hold 

and their corresponding speech” (Bird, 1996, p. 4).  Engaging in moral silence, as a leader or a 

follower, reinforces a culture of toxicity, which contributes to toxic leadership rather than 

leadership that has an aim for positive social change (Bird, 1996; Lipman-Blumen, 2005).  

Instead of engaging in moral silence, Lucas and Anello (1995, as cited in Komives, Lucas, & 

McMahon, 2007) offer that ethical leadership can be learned as well as modeled, but perhaps 

more importantly, must be connected between thought and action.  The authors state, “Linking 

moral reasoning with values and action is imperative in leadership” (Komives, Lucas, & 

McMahon, 2007, p. 189).  Leaders who model ethical leadership in action help with the 

vicarious learning of others within their organizations to demonstrate their own practice of 

ethical leadership (Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2007).  To be sure, the practice of ethical 

leadership is essential, but it can also be challenging within cultures that are toxic.  Within this 

next section, I will discuss some of these challenges through the lens of leadership as risk-taking 

and managing conflict. 

Themes of Risk-Taking and Conflict Management 

 As previously mentioned, the practice of leadership can be challenging.  Heifetz & 

Linsky (2002) note, “To lead is to live dangerously because when leadership counts, when you 
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lead people through difficult change, you challenge what people hold dear – their daily habits, 

tools, loyalties, and ways of thinking – with nothing more to offer perhaps than a possibility” (p. 

2).  The concept of adaptive leadership offered by Ronald Heifetz and his colleagues at Harvard 

University provides a great deal of insights on leadership steeped in technical versus adaptive 

work.  Explaining these differences, Heifetz (1994) writes: 

  Exercising leadership from a position of authority in adaptive situations means going  

  against the grain.  Rather than fulfilling the expectation for answers, one provides  

  questions; rather than protecting people from outside threat, one lets people feel the threat  

  in order to stimulate adaptation; instead of orienting people to their current roles, one  

  disorients people so that new role relationships develop; rather than quelling conflict, one  

  generates it; instead of maintaining norms, one challenges them. (p. 126)   

At the heart of adaptive leadership, a leader takes a great deal of risk in leading by challenging 

the status quo and attempting to create change that goes beyond the ‘quick fix’ and instead deals 

with the root issue at hand (Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).  However, there are caveats 

to this type of work, which must be understood.  

Leadership is dangerous work because one’s informal and formal authority is dynamic 

(Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz & Linksy, 2002).  As leaders engage within their organizations, they are 

attempting to deal with change in healthy and productive ways; however, adaptive work forces 

individuals to walk on the “razor’s edge” (Heifetz, 1994, p. 126).  As Heifetz (1994) explains, 

“Challenge people too fast, and they will push the authority figure over for failing their 

expectations for stability.  But challenge people too slowly, and they will throw him down when 

they discover that no progress has been made” (p. 126).  Similar to Sanford’s (1966) concept of 

challenge and support from the college student development theory, individuals who are serving 
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in leadership roles must provide an even balance of both challenge and support to those with 

whom they are engaging.  These notions of a developmental balance as a leader creates a strong 

need for holding steady in a turbulent and often conflict-ridden organizational culture (Heifetz, 

1994; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). 

Negotiating the conflict that arises from engaging in adaptive work is a key component of 

effective leadership.  “Leadership is a razor’s edge because one has to oversee a sustained period 

of social disequilibrium during which people confront the contradictions in their lives and 

communities and adjust their values and behavior to accommodate new realities (Heifetz, 1994, 

pp. 127-128).  If we apply this specifically to the notion of college student leaders who are 

attempting to create change around hazing within their communities, we must understand that 

these individuals must be engaged for the long haul at changing this climate and build coalitions 

with others to engage along with this work.  Additionally, engaging in adaptive leadership 

around this area also connects directly with the aforementioned concept of moral courage.  By 

holding steady and putting the work back onto the group in engaging in the larger questions and 

values around organizational behaviors (i.e., hazing practices within organizational culture), 

leaders putting their moral courage at the forefront of their work by upholding their convictions 

and putting their values into action (Heifetz, 1994; Kidder, 2005).   

Themes of Interpersonal Skills & Relationship-Building 

 Leadership is not a solitary practice.  A leader must be able to engage in relationship-

building through collaboration (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996; Komives, Lucas, & 

McMahon, 2007; Komives & Wagner, 2009; Kouzes & Posner, 2008) and coalition-building 

(Heifetz, 1994).  While scholars may use various terms to describe this action of valuing the 
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importance and input of others, a leader’s interpersonal skills and capacity to build relationships 

is an essential capacity for effective leadership.   

 Many of the contemporary leadership theories and models most commonly used for 

college student populations are deeply connected to the post-industrial leadership paradigm, 

which is characterized by a recognition of our society’s interconnectedness, a networked system 

approach, and a view of leadership that is relational in nature (Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 

2007; Rost, 1993; Rost, 1997).  The Relational Leadership Model (Komives, Lucas, & 

McMahon, 2007), the Social Change Model of Leadership Development (Higher Education 

Research Institute, 1996; Komives & Wagner, 2009), the Five Practices of Exemplary 

Leadership (Kouzes & Posner, 2008), and the Emotionally Intelligent Leadership Model 

(Shankman & Allen, 2008) each espouse elements of collaboration and relationship-building 

within their models.  Komives, Lucas, and McMahon (2007) highlight the importance of both 

collaboration and cooperation explaining the difference as “cooperation helps the other people or 

group achieve their own goals, whereas collaboration joins with another person or group in 

setting and accomplishing mutual, shared goals” (p. 106).  In Kouzes and Posner’s (2008) work, 

this notion of collaboration exhibits itself in the practice of inspiring a shared vision.  The 

authors remind us:  

Student leaders have to enlist others in a common vision.  To enlist people in a vision, 

you must get to know your constituents and speak their language.  People must believe 

that you understand their needs and have their interests at heart.  Leadership is a dialogue, 

not a monologue. (p. 14) 

 This emphasis on understanding others and their unique needs is a key factor in effective 

leadership, particularly for college students. 



THE IMPERATIVE TO LEAD	   9 

 Understanding others is an important skill for leaders to develop, which is often 

complicated given the various sociopolitical contexts that are at play in a diverse society 

(Shankman & Allen, 2008).  Emotional intelligence, defined by Goleman (1998) as “the capacity 

for recognizing our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing 

emotions well in ourselves and in our relationships” (p. 317), offers much for leaders to consider 

in terms of understanding one’s self as well as others within the context of organizations.  

Shankman and Allen (2008) adapted Goleman’s work that had been focused specifically on 

emotional intelligence of adults and created the Emotionally Intelligent Leadership model 

designed specifically for college students.  They identified three core facets of Emotionally 

Intelligent Leadership, which include (1) consciousness of self, (2) consciousness of others, and 

(3) consciousness of context (Shankman & Allen, 2008).  In their facet of consciousness of 

others, capacities of Emotionally Intelligent Leadership include empathy, citizenship, influence, 

conflict management, developing relationships, teamwork, capitalizing on difference, and more 

(Shankman & Allen, 2008).  These capacities connect to the idea of relationship-building and are 

skills in which college students are encouraged to strengthen during their time in leadership roles 

in colleges and universities (Shankman & Allen, 2008).  By developing their abilities within 

these capacity areas, students can capitalize on the power intrinsic in building a strong team, 

create an environment where the generativity and development of emerging leaders can flourish, 

and assist in capitalizing on the diversity of the members within the organization for the 

betterment of those involved (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996; Komives, Lucas, & 

McMahon, 2007; Shankman & Allen, 2008). 

 Within the Social Change Model of Leadership Development, the group level of the 

model includes three concepts: (1) collaboration, (2) common purpose, and (3) controversy with 
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civility that are connected to this idea of relationship-building (Higher Education Research 

Institute, 1996).  Collaboration is seen as the partnering together by leaders and followers 

through a common vision and “constitutes the cornerstone value of the group leadership effort 

because it empowers self and others through trust” (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996, 

p. 23).  Similar to Kouzes & Posner’s (2008) concept of inspiring a shared vision, the concept of 

common purpose within the Social Change Model of Leadership Development challenges 

individuals to “work with shared aims and values” (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996, 

p. 23).  By actualizing shared values that are espoused by organizational members, common 

purpose is enacted within the lifeblood of the organization (Higher Education Research Institute, 

1996).  Lastly, the ensemble team of the Social Change Model of Leadership Development 

advocated for including the concept of controversy with civility, which “recognizes two 

fundamental realities of any creative group effort: that differences in viewpoint are inevitable, 

and that such differences must be aired openly but with civility” (Higher Education Research 

Institute, 1996, p. 23).  These values of collaboration, common purpose, and controversy with 

civility all influence leaders’ capabilities to create positive social change, which is discussed in 

greater detail in the next section. 

Themes of Making Positive Social Change 

Working towards positive social change as an outcome of leadership is maintained within 

most leadership theories and models (Heifetz, 1994; Higher Education Research Institute, 1996; 

Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2007; Komives & Wagner, 2009; Kouzes & Posner, 2008; 

Shankman & Allen, 2008).  As Heifetz and Linsky (2002) state, “Leadership is worth the risk 

because the goals extend beyond material gain or personal advancement.  By making the lives of 

people around you better, leadership provides meaning in life.  It creates purpose” (p. 3).  This 
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meaning is particularly important as college and university leaders have more recently espoused 

an intended outcome to prepare their students to be engaged leaders within a dynamic, global 

society (Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-McGavin, 2006).  Additionally, with the imperative to 

change college students’ perceptions and actions around hazing, making positive social change 

within their student cultures and environments becomes a critical issue to address.   

The emphasis on leadership as an action towards positive social change is a 

distinguishing factor between many contemporary leadership models and theories than previous 

definitions and characteristics of leadership (S. Komives, personal communication, January 23, 

2014).  Post-industrial leadership approaches, rooted in relational leadership, provided an 

emphasis of the power of collaboration, network systems, and cooperation around tasks and 

visions towards making change that would benefit others in powerful and sometimes 

transformative ways (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996; Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 

2007; Komives & Wagner, 2009).  For example, the ensemble of authors working on the creation 

of the Social Change Model of Leadership Development stressed that their model “is action 

oriented with a goal of helping the institution or community to function more effectively and 

humanely” (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996, p. 27, emphasis in original).  As we 

continue to identify the need to eradicate hazing behaviors on college and university campuses, 

action must be taken by individuals to work to change the various dimensions within the culture 

that promote these behaviors; therefore, we must teach students to become change agents for 

making positive social change. 

A change agent is an individual who “assumes leadership responsibilities and serves as a 

catalyst for a group, stirring people up in an effort to make positive change occur” (Dreschler & 

Jones, 2009, p. 399).  Having formal authority, or having a formal title or position within an 
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organization (Heifetz, 1994), is unnecessary for change agents (Higher Education Research 

Institute, 1996; Komives & Wagner, 2009).  Dreschler and Jones (2009) suggest that change 

agents create environments within their specific organizations or cultures that promote the 

various dimensions of the Social Change Model of Leadership Development to be implemented 

successfully.  The authors cite the Social Change Model of Leadership Development ensemble 

authors, writing: 

Change agents are already helping to shape their landscape simply by being aware of how  

  their actions impact others, by including others in the process of change, setting a  

  direction and defining responsibilities, by helping people develop the skills or attain the  

  knowledge they need, by embracing the process of working with others, and by  

  validating the importance of the change project (HERI, 1996). (Dreschler & Jones, 2009,  

  pp. 400-401). 

By empowering students to actively engage as change agents within their respective 

environments, there is a greater potential for these leaders to activate and build coalitions to 

make change within their communities (Dreschler & Jones, 2009).   

 In her work on the experiences of undergraduate students who served as change agents 

within their communities, Osteen (2003) found that the participants in her study engaged in two 

unique processes of being engaged in campus involvement opportunities that were meaningful to 

them and that they learned how to lead change within those involvement opportunities.  For the 

change agents within Osteen’s (2003) study, a pattern emerged of how these students learned 

how to lead change (see Exhibit 1).   

Exhibit 1: Learning to Lead Change 

Understanding è Embracing è Envisioning è Implementing è Evaluating è  Cycling 
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(Osteen, 2003, p. 108)   

From her participants’ experiences of becoming change agents, they had to initially come to 

understand the issues at hand, proactively acknowledge the need for the change, and envision 

what change was necessary as well as the resources needed to be successful in making this 

change (Osteen, 2003).  From that place, students then actively implemented the change and then 

spent time being reflective about the change process (Osteen, 2003).  Lastly, students cycled out 

of the organizations of which they were a part or the change project on which they were working 

(Osteen, 2003).  “Their development as change agents occurred through interdependent 

experiences of meaningful involvement and implementing change.  They all acknowledged the 

challenges of taking risks and frequently failing, noting it took a deep personal investment to 

face those challenges” (Dreschler & Jones, 2009, pp. 419-420).  The act of becoming a change 

agent involves many of the components previously discussed within this literature review: 1) the 

ethical domains of care and compassion for others, 2) the need for risk and courage, 3) the 

importance of relationships and collaboration with others, and 4) the vision of making positive 

social change. 

Recommendations for Professional Practice 

 Understanding the developmental capacities of our students is an important dimension to 

keep in mind as we consider the work of leadership development in colleges and universities.  

Wagner (2011) reminds us that:  

Issues related to student development play a role in the way students interpret what  

  leadership is, their ability to practice it, their responsiveness to certain classroom  

  structures or assignments, their ability to learn from cocurricular experiences, and even  

  the way they view the role of the leadership educator. (p. 85) 
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This reminder serves a vital role for leadership educators considering the unique qualities of the 

students they are serving.  As we engage with our students, we must remember that each brings 

with them a unique set of developmental capacities, lived experiences, and interpersonal 

dimensions that influence their worldview, particularly on their efficacy for and capacity to 

practice leadership (Wagner, 2011). Contemporary leadership scholars have often kept these 

dimensions in mind when crafting leadership theories and models designed for college students 

(Komives, Dugan, Owen, Slack, & Wagner, 2011; Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2007; 

Komives & Wagner, 2009; Wagner, 2011).  Understanding the connections between leadership 

development and student development are essential, particularly in balancing the need for 

creating learning environments that have a balance of challenge and support (Sanford, 1966).   

 This emphasis on challenge and support for our students and their development as leaders 

is particularly important given the fact that students may have had differing experiences in 

leadership roles or even their self-efficacy for leadership (Wagner, 2011).  One of the most 

significant implications for leadership educators and their work would be to create learning 

environments, whether as advisors to student organizations or leading retreats, workshops, or 

courses, that are meaningful and engage students in their holistic development (Wagner, 2011).  

For example, helping students engage in activities that help illuminate their core values can 

increase their self-awareness and perhaps assist them in leading more congruently.  By creating 

these experiences with an intentional focus on helping students practice and learn leadership, 

educators will perhaps be better apt to also model these leadership practices for their students as 

well (Wagner, 2011).   

 Much of the contemporary leadership scholarship emphasizes a view of leadership that 

does not require a positional leadership role (Heifetz, 1994; Higher Education Research Institute, 
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1996; Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2007; Komives & Wagner, 2009).  This is significant for 

college leadership educators given the nature of the students with whom we work.  In his work 

on college men and their development, Laker (2011) discusses the fact that about 20% of men 

with whom we work come to interact with us because of disciplinary reasons (i.e., judicial 

conduct meetings, academic dishonesty issues) and another 20% because they are actively 

involved in student leadership roles.  Yet there remains a ‘Middle 60’, or the remaining 60% of 

college men, that do not actively engage in curricular or cocurricular activities and who often 

miss out on the developmental interventions that are often provided by higher education 

professionals (Laker, 2011).  While this is not meant to insinuate only the issues for college men, 

I highlight this particular work for higher education professionals to consider the challenges 

inherent in providing opportunities for all of our students to engage in leadership work and 

ponder how the work in which you are current engaged might be broadened to help those within 

the ‘Middle 60.’  By engaging those within the ‘Middle 60’ through emerging leaders 

programming or even by purposeful events or experiences, such as human potential retreats or 

personal development programs, may be useful in building the change agent capacities for those 

who might have traditionally have had less access to formal leadership development training 

programs or advising.   

 Similar to those within the ‘Middle 60’, leadership educators must also provide helpful 

experiences for actively engaged student leaders to build their capacities for becoming change 

agents.  Often, leadership educators are limited on what they can offer students due to competing 

demands, depleting resources, and other work demands (Komives, Dugan, Owen, Slack, & 

Wagner, 2011).  As a result, we must proactively consider how we might be able to use the 

resources that we have and model collaboration and cooperation across departments, offices, and 
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divisions to provide opportunities for our students to engage with and build their leadership and 

change agent skills in intentional and purposeful ways.  By using the aforementioned leadership 

models and theories as a basis and foundation for this work, leadership educators will be able to 

help students gain access to students who wish to make a difference in their communities, 

whether it is in their student organizations or their college and university environment.   

Conclusion 

 The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) (2009) 

stresses that college and universities must have a combination of leadership training, education, 

and development opportunities for students.  As higher education professionals, there is a 

growing need to help provide programs, initiatives, and opportunities to help students grow and 

develop as leaders.  Even more specifically, with a growing concern around the hazing behaviors 

occurring within colleges and universities, there is a specific need to help students develop 

leadership capacities that help them take risks, hold steady in times of conflict, become adept at 

leading change, and emphasize the importance of making positive social change within their 

communities.  Creating learning environments that address this type of leadership development 

is essential and relies on a strategy.  Heifetz (1994) explores this idea further: 

  Leadership…requires a learning strategy.  A leader has to engage people in facing the  

  challenge, adjusting their values, changing perspectives, and developing new habits of  

  behavior….The adaptive demands of our societies require leadership that takes  

  responsibility without waiting for revelation or request.  One may lead perhaps with no  

  more than a question in hand. (Heifetz, 1994, p. 276) 

This practice of leadership does not require a title or position; it requires a shift in consciousness 

and a multitude of tools and resources for students to engage within cultures that can help 
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promote effective leadership to the vision of creating positive social change to prevent hazing 

behaviors within their student cultures.  That becomes our collective imperative to lead. 
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