
S Y M P O S I U M

JOURNAL OF LEADERSHIP STUDIES, Volume 12, Number 2, 2018
© 2018 University of Phoenix
View this article online at wileyonlinelibrary.com • DOI:10.1002/jls.2158272 

L E A D E R S H I P  I S  L E A R N E D

BEN BROOKS AND NATASHA H. CHAPMAN

If you have ever taught a Foundations of Leadership 
course, it is very likely that within the first few weeks 
of class you covered a subject that no leadership edu-
cator that we can recall endorses, but that we all feel 
mandated to teach because it historicizes our field and 
shows how far it has come since our research-based, but 
problematic and extremely limited, early years: the trait 
approach. The field has left behind the “Great Man” 
with his traits of height, skin color, and, well, mascu-
linity, and we have moved to a more nuanced and com-
plex examination of the construct of leadership—even 
to the point where we do not all agree upon a definition 
for leadership.

There is, however, real value to our field, to the soci-
eties, cultures, and institutions we examine, and to our 
new leadership learners’ development in focusing so 
early in their course of study on an examination of the 
trait approach. The first of which is that if leadership 
is not simply a set of traits that a person does or does 
not have, then it is something that exists outside of the 
body; outside of oneself. This means leadership does 
not belong to anyone and so can belong to everyone. It 
immediately becomes accessible to every person in our 
classrooms.

Even if we take a broader view of traits beyond the 
physical to include attributes and skills-think the Big 
Five Personality Model and social judgment skills-we 
have crossed the threshold required to state that leader-
ship can be learned because none of these attributes and 
skills is fixed within a person. Our “abilities” in these 
cognitive areas can be built (or broken down) through 
experience, both formal and informal. Additionally, the 
moment we start connecting these attributes and skills 
to leader effectiveness, and there is plenty of evidence 

tying certain attributes and skills to effective leadership 
(for an overview, see Northouse, 2018; e.g., see Judge, 
Bono, Ilies, & Gerhardt, 2002), we actually start the 
process of engaging leadership beyond the leader. Effec-
tiveness implies that there is a sought after outcome. It 
implies that there are others beyond the leader engaging 
in the activity of achieving that outcome.

Leadership then is not strictly about the leader, but 
about collaborators, too, and the goal or goals this 
collective is working toward. It is also about the behav-
iors of these two entities, the situations in which they 
engage each other, and the contexts within which those 
situations occur. There are many more interactions that 
can be examined as well, but the basic point is that 
by not defining leadership by the traits of the leader, 
it becomes, as Jago (1982) suggested, a process. And 
processes can be learned.

Dugan (2017) lamented, “That there is even a need to 
address a consideration about whether leaders are born 
or made in this day and age is mind-numbingly frus-
trating” (p. 17). And yet, it must be addressed and we 
must teach that leadership is learned. The real value and 
scope of this simple assertion is lost, though if we fail 
to address it after we move beyond the trait approach. 
The reason? Our students were learning about leader-
ship long before they got to our classrooms and a week 
of lessons on the limitations of traits is not enough to 
upend a lifetime of experience-based learning. They—
and really all of us—have been bombarded with exam-
ples of leadership in their everyday life. Whether it is 
listening to the pastor at church, organizing a game of 
pick-up basketball, or reading the latest presidential 
executive order, our students are inundated with data 
points that contribute to an informal, internalized 
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understanding of leadership. Now, our students are not 
necessarily aware that they have developed these often 
subconscious, informal theories of leadership (Dugan, 
2017; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), but they have and 
there can be very real consequences of this embedded 
knowledge structure.

We are focused here on leadership, but the process 
we are describing is not unique to leadership under-
standing. Essentially, it is how our brains make sense of 
and categorize every stimulus we come in contact with 
so that we can function in our complex world. There 
is nothing inherently wrong with this schema—it is 
actually quite useful much of the time—but when left 
unexamined and then applied to the study (and prac-
tice) of leadership, students run the risk of not realizing 
how the assumptions and biases they have about leader-
ship can impact their understanding of each leadership 
concept they learn about, how they behave in leader-
ship contexts, and even who they think can be leaders. 
A perfect illustration of this can be found in Implicit 
Leader Theory (ILT) and implicit leader prototypes.

ILTs are cognitive structures or prototypes that are 
often learned without conscious attention, reduce the 
complexity of the external world, and emerge from the 
socialization process (Brooks & Chapman, 2018). ILTs 
are established by an individual’s conceptions of the 
traits and behaviors that characterize a leader and are 
shaped by the environmental context (Dugan, 2017; 
Epitropaki, Sy, Martin, Tram-Quon, & Topakas, 2013). 
ILT prototypes are both culturally and contextually 
contingent and are, “born out of ideological and hege-
monic assumptions, reflect differences in social location, 
and in the process constitute our stocks of knowledge 
related to how a leader looks and behaves” (Dugan, 
2017, p. 78). Like other schema shaped by socializa-
tion, ILT prototypes vary across individuals as they are 
learned through one’s lifespan and developed through 
the events and experiences in a person’s life (Weidner, 
2012), while, not surprisingly, it is also often the case 
that individuals with shared culture, backgrounds, and 
experiences share similar implicit leadership theories 
(House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004).

As a person is exposed to leaders and leadership they 
develop a composite of commonly observed traits and 
behaviors and a leader prototype forms. The better the 
fit between the perceived individual and the leadership 

prototype, the more likely this person will be seen as a 
leader. These personal interpretations and reflections 
of traits and behaviors may not reflect objective reality, 
yet they can still result in an attribution process that 
provides a basis for social power and influence (Alab-
dulhadi, Schyns, & Staudigl, 2017; Weidner, 2012). 
There is a large body of evidence that ILT prototypes 
are deeply engrained and influential cognitive structures 
that drive how we perceive leaders (Dugan, 2017), and 
since they are often applied without intent, individuals 
make quick decisions and evaluations about leaders 
and leadership with minimal awareness of the impact 
on their actions.

Using implicit leader prototypes as an example, we 
can see just how internalized and personal our con-
structions of leaders and leadership can be. To ensure 
then that leadership is learned, leadership educators 
must be intentional in developing a curriculum that 
unpacks the assumptions of the field of leadership 
studies, while creating a scholastic environment that 
allows students to internalize leadership and engage 
in the difficult reflective process of interrogating how 
they understand and interact with the world. There are 
many methods leadership educators can use to try to 
bring about this type of learning, but we would like to 
briefly make the case for a curriculum that explicitly 
engages in metacognitive capacity building (Brooks 
& Chapman, 2018) as a possible means to meet this 
learning outcome goal.

Metacognition is defined as “one’s knowledge con-
cerning one’s own cognitive processes or anything 
related to them, e.g., the learning-relevant properties 
of information or data” (Flavell, 1976, p. 232). Put 
more bluntly, metacognition is “thinking about how 
we think” (Dugan, 2017, p. 50). Thinking about how 
we think is a difficult endeavor regardless of the person 
attempting the thinking and the subject matter on 
which that person is thinking, but is particularly diffi-
cult in the context of leadership learning, and around 
constructs like leader prototypes because students 
cannot gain direct access to the underlying assumptions 
that their subconscious minds have formed on these 
concepts (Brooks & Chapman, 2018).

While students cannot directly access these assump-
tions, leadership educators can craft specific assignments 
that allows students to explore beliefs about leadership 
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and engage in leadership behaviors that they can decon-
struct and critically self-reflect upon. It is imperative 
that this reflective process be carried out as an explicit 
component of instruction (see Pintrich, 2002, for a full 
discussion of explicit instruction and metacognition), 
the outcome of which is students developing a more 
robust metacognitive capacity for leadership learning. 
And, if we as leadership educators begin this explicit, 
intentional, and self-reflective focus on metacognitive 
capacity building at the same moment we are broaching 
the trait approach, complete with its limitations and 
fallacies, and explaining that leadership can be learned, 
we can begin the process of helping students figure out 
what they have already internalized about leadership. 
This skill set can then be carried forward to all future 
lessons so that not only do students understand that 
leadership is learned, but ensures that students do, in 
fact, learn leadership.
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