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Abstract of Dissertation 

The Lived Experiences of Authentic Leaders: A Phenomenological Study Exploring 
What Defining Experiences Informed Their Development into Authentic Leaders 

Authentic Leadership is an emerging leadership category that is gaining much 

interest because of the demand for more authentic leaders.  Recurring corporate and 

government malfeasance and the morally-complex environments of organizations are 

imposing more significant demands on organizational actors.  Authentic leaders attain 

greater performance from their followers and is considered a leadership multiplier that 

produces a virtuous cycle of performance and learning for leaders, followers, and 

organizations.  The experiences of authentic leaders as yet to be uncovered and this 

phenomenological study addresses the research question of:  How do experiences inform 

authentic leadership across the four dimensions of the authentic leadership multi-

dimensional construct of:  self-awareness, balanced processing, relational transparency 

and internalized moral / ethical perspective. 

A purposeful sample of 12 leaders from across 5 U.S. business sectors were 

interviewed over a 3-month period.  The study offers the following broad themes. (1) 

experiences are the primary source of learning that informs authentic leadership 

development, (2) feedback is essential in authentic leadership development, (3) authentic 

leadership development requires reliance on interactions with others and fostering 

potential in others, (4) a value system serves as a guidepost over the adult life of an 

authentic leader, (5) authentic leaders have a solicitous orientation, (6) authentic leaders 

have a high level of emotional and psychological functioning, and (7) experiences with 

poor and good leaders was instrumental in informing the participants’ leadership style. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
The Greek ideal, they are searchers after the 

good life.  They want to count for 

something; they want their experiences to be 

vivid and meaningful; they want their talents 

to be utilized; they want to know beauty and 

joy; and they want all these realizations of 

their total personalities to be shared in 

communities of fellowship.  They want to 

improve themselves; but they want also to 

change the social order so that vital 

personalities will be creating a new 

environment in which their aspirations may 

be properly expressed. 

- Eduard C. Lindeman (1926) 

Overview 

The morally-complex environments of organizations are imposing significant 

demands and challenges on organizational actors (Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2011).  

Recurring corporate and government malfeasance have resulted in a demand for more 

authentic leaders. 

Authentic leadership is an emerging leadership category that is gaining much 

interest not only because of the demand for more authentic leaders, but also since 

authentic leaders attain greater performance from their followers and is considered a 

leadership multiplier that produces a virtuous cycle of performance and learning for 

leaders, followers, and organizations (Chan, Hannah, & Gardner, 2005). 

Authentic leadership is also becoming part of a broader social change not only in 

the way we think about leaders but what Americans want in their leaders - leaders they 

can trust and who maintain an unshakeable ethical fabric when the going gets tough, and 

finally leaders who are driven by the greater good and not just their ego. 
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The study of authentic leadership is inverting the way we view and study 

leadership from understanding behaviors, styles, and garden-variety forms of leadership 

to a deeper understanding of the processes that develop good leaders.  Extraordinary 

leaders may be the products of chance, opportunity, talent, or expertise, but the 

development of authentic leaders also requires a view into their human history to broaden 

our understanding of authentic leadership.  The experiences and path one travels in 

becoming an authentic leader will provide added insight into our nascent understanding 

of authentic leadership. 

The ongoing conversation about authentic leadership touches on the notion of 

experiences, and how experiences inform the development of leaders into authentic 

leaders, yet there are no studies that focus explicitly on experiences of authentic leaders.  

This is remarkable given that the concept of authentic leadership has been theoretically 

explored for nearly 20 years. 

Luthans and Avolio (2003) posit that to advance their theoretical model of 

authentic leadership a comprehensive proactive strategy needs to include building 

taxonomies of trigger events that would be expected to promote positive leadership 

development to fully understand the constructs and events that positively shape 

leadership development.  Without this understanding Luthans and Avolio (2003) note that 

we will remain subject to “life” as our best alternative to producing the next generation of 

authentic leaders.  An authentic leaders personal history needs to be explored to unearth 

the internal and external sources of turbulence that challenge a leaders ability in a leaders 

life.  These experiences can be sources to help researchers understand how authentic 

leadership emerges (Luthans & Avolio 2003). 
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May, Chan, Hodges, and Avolio (2003) emphasize how authentic leaders learn 

from past experiences regarding how they might best deal with moral dilemmas at work 

and it is through this learning capability and capacity, which can develop authentic 

leaders.  Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, and May (2004) call for more research 

that examines the relationship between authentic leadership and experienced meaning at 

work.  Luthans & Avolio (2003) posits that our experiences foster our growth and 

development as humans and also fosters development of authenticity within. 

Even though the concept of experiences is a defining aspect regarding how 

authentic leadership emerges in leaders, which is shared by many authors both scholars 

and practitioners, it is necessary to bear in mind that they are theoretical in nature and not 

based on empirical evidence.  From an empirical perspective, it seems important to 

explore the lived experiences of authentic leaders to help provide empirical insight into 

the question of how do experiences inform authentic leadership, which remains 

unexplored. 

Given that authenticity is at the core of authentic leadership theory, many 

theoretical conceptions regarding authentic leadership detail how authenticity within 

authentic leaders is an emergent, long-term, and individual process.  Kernis (2003) 

defines authenticity as “the unobstructed operation of one’s true core self in one’s daily 

enterprise”.  Avolio and Gardner (2005) propose that authentic leaders develop as part of 

a dynamic lifespan process, whereby trigger events at various points in the life stratum 

are shaping the development of authentic leaders over time. 

Based on these propositions, it would seem most useful to examine the 

experiences of authentic leaders to increase our knowledge of how experiences play a 
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role in this transformational process from a leader to an authentic leader.  This study will 

increase our knowledge about authentic leaders by exploring the lived experience of 

authentic leaders – what defining experiences / moments informed their development. 

Statement of the Problem 

Although the understanding of authentic leadership has been emerging over the 

past 30 years, there remains a dearth of empirical research explaining the many 

dimensions of what constitutes authentic leadership, how authentic leadership emerges, 

and how authentic leaders are developed.  This lack of knowledge is inhibiting our ability 

to develop authentic leaders. 

Furthermore, given the limitations of research designs used in the study of 

authentic leadership to date, Gardner, Cogliser, Davis, & Dickens (2011) suggest that the 

supportive evidence generated to date must be considered tentative and further research 

using more rigorous and diverse methods is needed to strengthen confidence in the 

nomological validity of authentic leadership. 

The central foreshadowed problem around authentic leadership is the 

understanding of how authentic leadership develops within leaders.  Avolio and Gardner 

(2005) state that over 100 years of leadership theories has been originated without 

focusing on core processes that result in the development of leadership, consequently this 

remains true for authentic leadership. 

While there have been many novel and intriguing propositions on how authentic 

leadership develops that are highly promising, many that are in the early state of theory 

development, additional empirical studies are needed to develop a deeper understanding 

of what motivates its development (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). 
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While there is preliminary evidence of construct validity that supports a higher 

order, multidimensional model of authentic leadership, there does not appear to be 

research that has incorporated the four dimensions of the construct (self-awareness, 

balanced processing, relational transparency, and internalized moral / ethical 

perspective).  Gardner, Avolio, and Walumbwa, (2005) discuss how it is imperative that 

within the general context of leadership, and more specifically within the focus of 

authentic leadership as a multi-dimensional construct, that the antecedents, components, 

and effects of authenticity are further explored. 

The height of authentic leadership theory development began in 2005 as a result 

of the 2004 inaugural Gallup Leadership Institute (GLI) Summit that focused on 

Authentic Leadership Development (ALD).  Since that time, authentic leadership 

research and scholarly literature has identified a number of touchstones ideas and 

theoretical propositions on authentic leadership and authentic leadership development, 

however, the authentic leadership literature often relies on normative statements, 

arguments, and propositions.  We know little from an empirical perspective about how 

authentic leadership develops, resulting in a significant gap in our understanding of 

authentic leadership itself and limiting our knowledge on how to develop authentic 

leaders.  Furthermore, the paucity of empirical information focusing on how experiences 

inform authentic leadership makes it difficult to empirically understand and articulate 

what defining experiences and moments informed a leaders development in becoming an 

authentic leader, from an empirical perspective.  This study is designed to unearth these 

experiences by authentic leaders to empirically broaden our holistic understanding of 

authentic leadership and how it develops. 
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While the propositions and research set forth in contemporary studies of authentic 

leadership are extremely important for the continued development of knowledge and 

understanding of authentic leadership, we must also take into consideration those things 

that involve human agency, from an experiential perspective to ensure there is a broad 

literature base on authentic leadership with an emphasis on both quantitative and 

qualitative perspectives. 

Studies of authentic leadership, to date, have not looked at how experiences 

inform authentic leadership from any dimension or using any part of the authentic 

leadership construct, individually or as a single construct.  Although, a significant amount 

of the authentic leadership literature does mention how experiences are an important 

aspect in understanding how authenticity develops in leaders, authentic leadership studies 

have not explicitly looked at the phenomenon of experiences and authentic leadership. 

While there have been many propositions regarding what constitutes authentic 

leadership, additional empirical studies are needed to develop a deeper understanding of 

what motivates its development (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). 

Purpose and Research Question 

At its core, authentic leadership represents a leadership phenomenon that centers 

on how authentic leaders develop an authentic core through statelike capacities that are 

open for development (Luthans & Avolio 2003), therefore, the question must be asked: 

Where do the authentic leadership characteristics come from in individuals, groups, 

organizations, and ultimately societies? 

This phenomenological study explores how experiences inform an authentic 

leaders development in becoming an authentic leader.  This study puts forth the 
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proposition that it is through the understanding of experiences by authentic leaders that 

will help inform and increase our knowledge about authentic leaders and authentic 

leadership per se.  Many authors on the subject of authentic leadership continue to posit 

that “what ultimately distinguishes the great leaders from the mediocre are the personal, 

inner qualities—qualities that are hard to define but are essential for success, qualities 

that each of us must develop for ourselves”, that ultimately forms an individual 

leadership style that is grounded from their personal knowledge and experience (George, 

Sims, McLean, and Mayer, 2007). 

In this study, we examine authentic leaders who are perceived to be authentic.  

We advance the scholarship on leadership and authentic leadership by (a) contributing an 

empirical perspective on authentic leadership, (b) studying authentic leaders from a life 

experience perspective rather than from a quantitative perspective, and (c) expanding 

what is known regarding authentic leadership.  A qualitative empirical approach is taken, 

interviewing and recording experiences to understand how they inform an individual in 

becoming an authentic leader. 

This research explores how experiences inform the development of authentic 

leadership in leaders who are viewed as authentic leaders, based on the results of the 

Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ), a tested and theory-based measure of 

authentic leadership.  The study will increase our understanding about authentic leaders, 

authentic leadership, and how authentic leadership develops. 

Given the broad and complex nature of authentic leadership, by focusing on the 

experiences of authentic leaders, this research will broaden the research designs used to 

study authentic leadership; potentially expand the nomological network for authentic 
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leadership; and ultimately bolster our understanding on how authentic leadership emerges 

and develops within the individual. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experience of authentic leaders – 

what defining experiences and moments informed their development in becoming an 

authentic leader.  This phenomenological study addresses the research question of:  How 

do experiences inform authentic leadership across the four dimensions of the authentic 

leadership multi-dimensional construct - self-awareness, balanced processing, relational 

transparency, and internalized moral / ethical perspective. 

The central debate regarding authentic leadership in the social sciences is not 

concerning the existence of authentic leadership, but rather around how it develops and 

how it is emergent in the individual.  Multiple questions remain regarding our 

understanding of authentic leaders and authentic leadership such as what is this 

intrinsically self focused leadership discipline, which addresses the matters of human 

knowing, being, acting, and experiencing?  What are the developmental experiences and 

processes that facilitate authentic leadership (Hannah, Lester, & Vogelgesang, 2005)?  

How can life stories provide insight into what informs authentic leadership (Shamir & 

Eilam (2005)?  How does the authentic leader emerge from the narrative process in which 

others play a constitutive role (Sparrowe, 2005)?  How does authentic leadership as a 

collective process, emerge from both the clash and the convergence of the motives, and 

goals of leaders and followers (Burns, 1978 in Luthans & Avolio 2003).  Through this 

central debate, the foreshadowed problem remains on understanding how authentic 

leadership develops.  
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To describe this phenomenon in a rich and descriptive manner, the following 

overarching research question is posed:  What are the experiences of authentic leaders 

that informed their development into an authentic leader? 

Statement of Potential Significance 

While a theory of authentic leadership has been emerging over the last several 

years from the intersection of the leadership, ethics, and positive organizational behavior, 

authentic leadership remains in a nascent form and may be missing components in the 

overall construct of authentic leadership (Walumbwa, et al., 2008).  This study seeks to 

capitalize on the preliminary validation of the authentic leadership multi-dimensional 

construct and employ a research alternative to the survey-based measures of authentic 

leadership to provide greater insights and expand the nomological network since it has 

been previously pointed out, that the current model of authentic leadership most likely 

does not include all relevant or important constructs. 

Although scholars have attempted to integrate the various perspectives and 

definitions of authentic leadership in an effort to understand and capture what constitutes 

authentic leadership, many of the initial authentic leadership theory propositions worthy 

of much attention have not been accorded the in-depth empirical research that is due. 

This research moves beyond propositions and normative statements to expand our 

empirical understanding of authentic leaders and authentic leadership.  This research 

focuses on the experiences of authentic leaders that has been notionally referenced 

throughout the authentic leadership literature as an important aspect in the development 

of an authentic leaders, yet this concept has not been empirically advanced. 
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According to Cooper, Scandura, and Schriesheim (2005), scholars have already 

begun the process of defining authentic leadership (e.g., Avolio & Gardner, 2005; 

Avolio, Luthans, et al., 2005; Gardner, et al., 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003) and have 

introduced some novel and compelling ideas, however, they will need to continue 

building on these initial efforts in order to facilitate the forward momentum of this area of 

study and help researchers avoid historical problems in the study of leadership, where 

scholars did not adhere to the tenets of normal science that predicates that there is at least 

a minimal level of paradigm development within the field. 

While the ultimate goal of scholars appears to be normative in nature and 

proponents of the authentic leadership movement ultimately desire to train and develop 

leaders who will proactively foster positive environments and conduct business in an 

ethical, socially responsible manner, it is premature to focus on designing interventions to 

develop authentic leaders before taking further steps in defining, measuring, and 

rigorously researching the authentic leadership construct (Cooper, Scandura & 

Schriesheim, 2005).  By simply expecting leaders to be more authentic, without an 

empirical understanding of how leaders become authentic leaders in the first place, can 

lead to flawed developmental models on authentic leadership. 

The height of authentic leadership theory development is almost 10 years old now 

and since that time our theoretical understanding of authentic leadership has slightly 

advanced and remains centered around the initial touchstones that were initially identified 

by Kernis (2003):  self-awareness, relational transparency, internalized moral perspective, 

and balanced processing (Kernis, 2003; Luthans & Avolio 2003; Avolio, Gardner, 

Luthans, May, and Walumbwa, 2004; Gardner, et al., 2005; Walumbwa, et al., 2008).  
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Scholars have stimulated original insights and basic theory regarding the emergence and 

development of authentic leadership (Avolio & Gardner, 2005), yet we do not know how 

leaders become authentic leaders as a result of their experiences. 

Although scholars and researchers have created a great deal of valuable 

knowledge on what constitutes authentic leadership and theory based measures support 

the concept of a higher order multi-dimensional construct of authentic leadership, there 

remains no consensuses on the definition of authentic leadership and how it emerges 

within leaders.  This study embraces the phenomenological significance of experiences 

within the authentic leadership construct and as such, this study is a point of departure 

from quantitative research in order to increase our understanding of how experiences 

inform authentic leadership in a way that operates from a set of assumptions which 

distinguishes experiences as a critical element in a leader becoming an authentic leader.  

This perspective provides a qualitative empirical perspective as an alternative to the 

current theories, propositions, and perspectives that have placed greater emphasis on 

quantitative research.  By not looking at experiences through a phenomenological 

perspective, this will leave the study of authentic leadership incomplete and potentially 

misguided. 

This phenomenological study will provide academia and practitioners with a more 

full-bodied view into how human experiences of authentic leaders inform authentic 

leadership.  This study is the vehicle to expanding our empirical knowledge of how the 

components of authentic leadership emerge and develop.  During the theory building 

phase of authentic leadership scholars have been confronted with the question of “How 

does authentic leadership develop?” and remain confronted with the same question.  
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There is no benchmark in existing literature that helps us shape the present and future 

discipline of authentic leadership.  This study will empirically advance our understanding 

of authentic leadership and the value associated with this research encompasses 

understanding the individualistic perspective of authentic leaders, where the participants’ 

are the “constructionists” in helping us understanding how their unique experiences 

informed their becoming an authentic leader.  This research further elaborates on the 

concept of experiences that continues to be mentioned by scholars throughout the 

authentic leadership literature suggesting that experiences influence a leader in becoming 

an authentic leader.  The “experiences” notion embraces the phenomenological 

significance of authentic leadership and provides a new perspective.  This new 

perspective provides a much wider view of authentic leadership by addressing the 

essence of life-world experiences and as such, it can be used as a point of departure for 

theorizing about authentic leadership in a way that operates from a different set of 

assumptions which distinguishes it from other authentic leadership approaches.  Thus, 

rather than being quantitative focused, the “experiences” perspective, provides an 

alternative to theories and perspectives that place great weight on the quantitative 

understanding of authentic leadership.  

Additionally, this study of authentic leadership has theoretical and practical 

significance for individuals, groups, organizations, and the larger human social context.  

By providing an alternative empirical understanding and insights into authentic 

leadership it will advance authentic leadership theory by increasing our knowledge of 

how authentic leadership emerges, enhancing our understanding of the concept of 
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authenticity within the leadership construct, and increase our understanding of how 

authentic leaders develop. 

Theoretical Foundation and Conceptual Framework 

Authentic leadership acknowledges a developmental perspective that exists on a 

continuum and is open to development (Avolio, et al., 2004).  Authentic leaders have a 

learning capacity where they developed the ability to see their role as including an ethical 

responsibility and moral perspective having learned from past experiences on how to deal 

with moral dilemmas (May, et al., 2003).   Adaptability allows the leader to develop 

morally and to execute moral control over the leadership influence process in large part 

stems from plasticity of schemas and scripts that evolve over time through defining 

developmental “trigger events” (Kolb & Whishaw, 1998).  Morality is in part a function 

of one's memories as encoded and stored from one's moral experiences and reflections 

where leaders manifest their authentic moral-self during leadership episodes (Hannah, et 

al., 2005). 

Authentic Leaders become authentic leaders through experiences; trigger events; 

and plasticity of schemas and scripts that evolve over time (Hannah, et al., 2005). 

The epistemological perspective and learning theory orientation of this study is 

from a constructivist perspective where the process by which one constructs meaning is 

from experience (Merriam, Cafarella, & Baumgartner, 2007).  Within the adult learning 

paradigm social constructivism argues that while the mind constructs reality in its 

relationship to the world, this process is significantly informed by and influenced from 

social relationships (Gergen, 1999).  Merriam, et al., (2007) illustrate the many 

dimensions of experience that inform our learning.  For example, we can learn from a 
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direct embodied experience that engages an individual mentally, physically, and 

emotionally in a single moment; learn from a simulated experience or reliving a past 

experience; learn by making sense of our experience through collaboration with others in 

a community; or learn through introspective experiences such as meditation or dreaming. 

The constructivist approach to learning emphasizes reflection on experience 

(Merriam, et al., 2007; Fenwick, 2003).  According to Merriam and colleagues (2007, p 

160) people have concrete experiences, they reflect on them and construct new 

knowledge as a result of these reflections. In this view, the focus in on the learners’ 

meaning making processes as a result of an experience. 

Seminal constructivist development scholars, such as Dewey, Mead, and 

Vygotsky view learning through an experiential lens, where experiential learning 

emphasizes situations, not subjects, and adult education takes place in the context of 

concrete situations.  What matters in this perspective is that people learn, not what they 

learn – truth and knowledge is provisional – it is the production of the relationship / 

transaction between subject and the world. 

Experiential learning resonates and aligns with authentic leadership theory 

whereby both perspectives acknowledge the importance of reflection on experience as a 

process for development – resulting in a congruence between epistemology, theoretical 

perceptive, and methodology for this study (Crotty, 1998). 

In adopting an interpretivist and constructivist lens for this phenomenological 

study, congruence between epistemology, theoretical perspective and methodology is 

fulfilled (Crotty, 1998).  A description of each variable within the conceptual framework 

(Figure 1.1) follows. 
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Figure 1.1.  Study Conceptual Framework 

Leadership. 

Avolio (2007) state that leadership is no longer simply described as an individual 

characteristic or difference but rather depicted in various models as dyadic, shared, 

relationship, strategic, global, and a complex social dynamic. Virtually all definitions of 

leadership share the view that leadership involves the process of influence.  No longer is 

leadership simply described as an individual characteristic or difference, but rather, 

depicted in various models as dyadic, shared, relationship, strategic, global, and a 

complex social dynamic (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Webber, 2009).  For the purpose of this 

study we use Northouse’s (2010) definition of leadership that encompasses the concept of 

leadership as a process that involves influence; occurs in groups; and includes attention to 
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common goals.  Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of 

individuals to achieve a common goal (Northouse, 2010, p. 3). 

Authentic Leadership. 

While a variety of definitions of leader authenticity or authentic leadership have 

been advanced over the years, this study concentrates on Walumbwa, et al’s., (2008) 

multi-dimensional model and definition of authentic leadership.  Authentic leadership as 

a pattern of leader behavior that draws upon and promotes both positive psychological 

capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater self-awareness, balanced 

processing of information, relational transparency, and an internalized moral / ethical 

perspective on the part of leaders working with followers, fostering positive self-

development. 

Learning and Adult Learning. 

Peter Jarvis’s concept of learning is a multi-disciplinary phenomenon that focuses 

on the whole person and takes into account the existential nature of philosophy “the 

process of transforming experience into knowledge and skills, that results in a changed 

person” (Jarvis, 2009, in Illeris, p. 11).  Jarvis (2009) posits that learning is a lifelong 

journey and discusses how lifelong learning is an intrinsic part of living itself, it is the 

combination of processes throughout a life time whereby the whole person – body 

(genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 

emotions, beliefs and senses) – experiences social situations, the perceived content of 

which is then transformed cognitively, emotively or practically (or through any 

combination) and integrated into the individual person’s biography resulting in a 

continually changing (or more experienced) person.  According to Jarvis (2009), learning 
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occurs through our encounter with the life-world where humans have experiences that 

initially have no meaning for us, we are confronted with novel situations that occurs 

between our experience of a situation and our biography, which provides us with the 

knowledge and skill that enables us to act meaningfully - this is the beginning of the 

learning process because we have to learn something new and are forced to ask questions 

such as, What do I do now? What does this mean? and so on.  Jarvis (2009) delves into 

the complexity of learning detailing that is an existential phenomenon as well as a social 

and institutional phenomenon that it is both individualistic and lifelong.  Learning occurs 

through every opportunity made available by any social institution for, and every process 

by which, an individual can acquire knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, emotions, 

beliefs, and senses within global society (Jarvis, 2009).  It is through this multi-discipline 

approach to learning that according to Jarvis (2009) we are faced with overlapping 

phenomena. 

For the purpose of this study, the Jarvis (Jarvis in Illeris 2009) definition of 

learning was used:  Human learning is the combination of processes throughout a 

lifetime whereby the whole person – body (genetic, physical, biological) and mind 

(knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs, and senses) – experiences social 

situations, the perceived content of which is then transformed cognitively, emotively or 

practically (or through any combination) and integrated in the individual person’s 

biography resulting in a continually changing (or more experienced) person. 

This study focuses on understanding the essence of the phenomenon.  The 

experiences of authentic leaders over their lifetime that informed their authentic 

leadership development.  Specifically, focusing on the human interaction across a wide 
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range of life-long and situational experiences such as:  education, training, job 

experiences, work and family life, trigger events, unique strengths, weaknesses, and 

positive and negative events.  By understanding those things experienced by authentic 

leaders that are in the conscious and unconscious mind that make up the human condition 

of an authentic leader, can further our knowledge and understanding of how experiences 

inform authentic leadership.  In this study, the term Authentic Leader Life Experiences 

(ALLE) is coined to refer to those aspects of experiences in an authentic leaders life thus 

far, which inform their development into an authentic leader. 

The value associated with this research encompasses the individual perspective of 

experiences and how those unique experiences, along with the path one travels, informs 

how one becomes an authentic leader.  Annells (1996), states that individuals hold 

realities consciously or unconsciously and those realities originate from the individual 

perceptions.  Therefore, each experience will be unique to each individual and 

understanding experiences that are influenced by one’s social, cultural, specific, and local 

aspects of life and experience are critical to increasing our knowledge about authentic 

leaders. 

Assumptions. 

This study makes three assumptions: 

1. Experiences can foster authentic leadership development in the individual 

and requires understanding the context in which he or she is embedded 

over time (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). 

2. Authenticity within authentic leaders is an emergent, long-term, and 

individual process (Chan, et al., 2005). 
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3. Social influences that shape an authentic leaders convictions and values 

are highly personal and shaped through their lived experiences (Shamir & 

Eilam 2005). 

Summary of the Methodology 

This is the first study to explore experiences and how they inform authentic 

leadership.  As such, the appropriate methodology is an exploratory one.  The study is 

designed to unearth the range of experiences by authentic leaders, rather than to attempt 

to perform a detailed analysis of particular experiences. 

This study employs a phenomenological methodology to obtain thick rich data 

utilizing a qualitative investigational perspective (Creswell, 2007).  A qualitative design 

provides a subjective, interpretive worldview to explore how experiences inform the 

development of authentic leaders.  Following Mousatakas’ (1994) method of inquire to 

gather data from participants’ to develop thick descriptions of the meanings and essences 

of the experiences from participants through semi-structured interviews. 

The researcher interviewed 12 authentic leaders from across 5 business sectors.  

Criteria for selection of the authentic leaders involved a two-stage sampling process.  The 

first stage employed simple random sampling (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009) of between 300 

to 350 leaders to administer the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ).  Second, 

from the participants’ of the ALQ, a purposeful sampling technique was used to select 

those leaders who scored a 3 or greater on the ALQ, and further narrow the world wide 

population to those leaders between the ages of 40 and 75. 

The researcher conducted 60 minute face-to-face interviews asking each 

participant to describe his or her experiences with learning to determine what experiences 
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informed their becoming an authentic leader.  Opened-ended questions were used to 

allow for the participants’ to reflect on their individual experiences and to create meaning 

from them.  The data was analyzed using Moustakas’s (1994) horizonalization and 

Saldana’s (2009) inductive first and cycle coding techniques. 

Limitations 

Given the nature and methodology of this study and the instrument (Authentic 

Leadership Questionnaire [ALQ]) used, the following limitations exist.  

1. Because phenomenology rigorously brackets factual particulars, we 

cannot, on the basis of phenomenological study, make any factual 

statements (Dukes, 1984). 

2. Data collection forms have been limited to interviews and – utilizing 

different forms of data collection could provide further insight into the 

topic (Maxwell, 2005; Creswell, 2007). 

3. The ALQ shares a number of measurement limitations that are inherent to 

measures of leadership in general – the ALQ does not account for 

contextual influences on leadership (Walumbwa, et al., 2008). 

4. The ALQ has undergone preliminary validation in 2008 as a theory based 

measure for authentic leadership (Walumbwa, et al., 2008). 

5. The study focuses on a unique demographic - the age range of 

participants’ selected in the purposeful sampling was bounded to the ages 

of 40 through 76 because of the emergent nature of authentic leadership. 
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6. The participants’ of the study are leaders from multiples levels and across 

multiple organizations and does not focus on a single hierarchical level or 

a single organization. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Andragogy:  The art and science of teaching / helping adults to learn (Knowles, 1968). 

Authenticity:  Owning one’s personal experiences (thoughts, emotions, or beliefs, “the 

real me inside”) and acting in accord with the true self (behaving and expressing 

what you really think and believe (Harter, 2002). 

Authentic Leaders:  Authentic leaders use their natural abilities, but they also recognize 

their shortcomings, and work hard to overcome them.  They lead with purpose, 

meaning, and values.  They build enduring relationships with people.  Others 

follow them because they know where they stand.  They are consistent and self-

disciplined.  When their principles are tested, they refuse to compromise.  

Authentic leaders are dedicated to developing themselves because they know that 

becoming a leader takes a lifetime of personal growth (George, 2003). 

Authentic Leadership:  As a pattern of leader behavior that draws upon and promotes 

both positive psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster 

greater self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective, balanced processing of 

information, and relational transparency on the part of leaders working with 

followers, fostering positive self-development (Walumbwa, et al. 2008). 

Authentic Leadership Development:  A process that draws from both positive 

psychological capacities and a highly developed organizational context to foster 

greater self-awareness and self-regulated positive behaviors on the part of leaders 
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and associates, producing positive self-development in each (Luthans & Avolio 

2003). 

Life Experiences:  Knowledge of life and an understanding of the general broad social 

and cultural forces which affect his or her life (Clough, 1973). 

Broad Business Experience:  Knowledge of an understanding of the broad business 

world and the forces which will affect a person during their "business day." An 

understanding of an individual’s role in business, communications, and decision- 

making all would be involved here (Clough, 1973). 

Specific Experience:  Skilled and having knowledge of a specific discipline through 

having observed, encountered, or understood the various aspects of the discipline 

in a practical setting (Clough, 1973). 

Learning:  Human learning is the combination of processes throughout a lifetime 

whereby the whole person – body (genetic, physical, biological) and mind 

(knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs, and senses) – experiences 

social situations, the perceived content of which is then transformed cognitively, 

emotively or practically (or through any combination) and integrated in the 

individual person’s biography resulting in a continually changing (or more 

experienced) person (Jarvis in Illeris, 2009). 

Learning Experience:  For experiences to be educative, they must lead out into the real 

world.  Thus, experiences lead to the ability to transfer knowledge to new 

situations.  An educative experience is one that leads to an anticipated educational 

outcome (Dewey, 1938). 
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Learning and Adult Learning.  Jarvis’s (1987) comprehensive theory of human 

learning embraces all other theories of learning and posits that fundamentally, 

across the different theories of learning, it is the person who learns and it is the 

changed person who is the outcome of the learning (Jarvis p. 24 in Illeris, 2009).  

Here Jarvis notes that it is through our encounter with the life-world where 

humans have experiences that initially have no meaning for us as this is the 

beginning of the learning process.  For the purpose of this study, the Jarvis (Jarvis 

in Illeris 2009) definition of learning was used:  Human learning is the 

combination of processes throughout a lifetime whereby the whole person – body 

(genetic, physical, biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 

emotions, beliefs, and senses) – experiences social situations, the perceived 

content of which is then transformed cognitively, emotively or practically (or 

through any combination) and integrated in the individual person’s biography 

resulting in a continually changing (or more experienced) person.  Jarvis’s 

concept of learning focuses on the whole person who learns and that the person 

learns in a social situation learning from the primary experience. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Most of the images of reality on which we 

base our actions are really based on 

vicarious experience. 

- Albert Bandura (1986) 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the development of 

authentic leaders.  This study is at the individual level of analysis and focuses on how 

authentic leaders are developed by exploring the lived experience of authentic leaders – 

what defining experiences / moments informed their development.  The literature review 

discusses key theories and research relevant to the theoretical framework of the study, 

(Figure 1.1. above), with a specific focus on the literature related to authentic leadership 

that serves as the foci of this study. 

This chapter reviews the literature relevant to the key constructs of this study - 

leadership, authentic leadership, adult learning, and informal learning.  This review 

includes scholarly peer-reviewed publications that were published during the past 60 

years.  The rationale for this time-period is because the concept of leadership and 

authenticity was introduced in the study of school administration during the 1960’s.  

Additionally, the phenomenon of leadership and authenticity was first operationalized in 

1982, and the construct of authentic leadership and authentic leadership development was 

first defined in 2003.  The researcher used the following key terms: authentic leadership, 

leader authenticity, authentic leadership development, adult learning, andragogy, and 

informal learning to gather information from multiple sources which included 

computerized searches in specialized databases, including ABI/Inform, Academic Search 
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Premier, ERIC, ProQuest, PsychLit, JSTOR, PsycARTICLES, PsycInfo, SAGE Journals, 

and Science Direct. 

Authenticity and Leadership 

The concepts of authenticity and leadership are fundamental to the understanding 

of authentic leadership.  Linking the constructs of authenticity and leadership is relatively 

new and during the past 10 years we have seen an increase in interest and advancement of 

authentic leadership concepts, yet, it remains at its initial theory building phase due to the 

small number of empirical studies performed and a limited number of methods used to 

date.  While there are a number of touchstones and distinguishing elements of authentic 

leadership, authenticity remains at the core of authentic leadership and underlies what it 

means to be a “good” leader regardless of leadership theory (Gardner, Cogliser, Davis & 

Dickens, 2011; Roche, 2010). 

Authenticity. 

Authenticity is rooted in ancient Greek lore and philosophy and the modern 

concept of authenticity has evolved during the past 80 years (Erickson, 1995; Gardner, et 

al., 2011).  The essence of authenticity in relation to authentic leadership is simply a 

leader who is true to one’s own inner self regardless of the challenges and ethical 

demands placed upon them and who is authentic and genuine.  The authenticity of a 

leader is predicated on the authenticity of the person, where authenticity in a person is an 

emergent property (Chan, et al., 2005).  Kernis (2003) defines authenticity as the 

unobstructed operation of one’s true core self in one’s daily enterprise.  Kernis (2003) 

identified four components of authenticity:  1) awareness, 2) unbiased processing, 3) 

authentic action, and 4) relational transparency, which have served as the theoretical 
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underpinnings for the theory building and theoretical construct of authentic leadership 

that we know today. 

Leadership. 

Contemporary views of leadership describe leadership as a process, it is not a trait 

or characteristic that resides in the leader, but rather a transactional event that occurs 

between the leader and the followers (Northouse, 2010).  Northouse (2010) describes 

how process implies that a leader affects and is affected by followers, emphasizing that 

leadership is not a linear one-way event, but rather an interactive event.  By defining 

leadership as a process this implies that it becomes available to everyone and is not 

restricted to the formally designated leader in a group (Northouse, 2010).  While there are 

a wide variety of different theoretical approaches to explain the complexities of the 

leadership process, leadership continues to be a complex process having multiple 

dimensions and has been conceptualized a multitude of ways. 

For the purpose of this study, we use Northouse’s (2010) definition of leadership:  

Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to 

achieve a common goal.  The concept that leadership is a process has emerged over time.  

Prior to looking as leadership has a process, the five areas of leadership theory that has 

historically dominated the leadership literature have included trait and skill, behavior, 

situation, transformational and transactional, and visionary. 

As vibrancy in the field of leadership continues, there remains a resurgence of 

interest around ethical, servant, spiritual, and authentic leadership suggesting that the past 

10 years has been a fertile time for the development of new theories and perspectives on 

leadership (Gardner, et al., 2010).  The past decade has seen a dramatic increase in 
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scholarly interest on the topic of authentic leadership, primarily due to deep-rooted 

concerns about ethical conduct of today’s leaders.  In these challenging and turbulent 

times, there is a growing recognition among scholars (Luthans & Avolio, 2003; 

Seligman, 2002) and practitioners (George, 2003) alike that a more authentic leadership 

development strategy becomes relevant and urgently needed for desirable outcomes for 

leaders, followers, and organizations. 

Authentic Leadership 

Before reviewing the broad theoretical landscape of authentic leadership, it is 

important to start with an understanding of authentic leadership.  Authentic leadership is 

about the authenticity of leaders and their leadership, and represents one of the newest 

areas of leadership research (Northouse, 2010).  Authentic leadership remains in the 

formative phase of development and current research must be considered tentative as new 

research about the theory is published (Northouse, 2010 and Gardner, et al., 2011).  

Researchers today continue to explore authentic leadership to identify the parameters of 

authentic leadership and more clearly conceptualize it (Northouse, 2010). 

The disconcerting action by leaders worldwide and the complexity of issues 

facing leaders today has given rise to the notion that authentic leaders are needed 

(Gardner, et al, 2010, Avolio & Gardner 2005; Roche, 2010; Branson, 2007; Roche, 

2010).  Authentic leadership is represented to be an antidote to the crisis in leadership and 

it is posited that authentic leaders will be able to address the complex and unpredictable 

leadership demands of today (Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Branson, 2007, Roche, 2010).  

Authentic leadership is also becoming part of a broader social change not only in the way 

we think about leaders but what Americans want in their leaders, leaders they can trust 
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and who maintain an unshakeable ethical fabric when the going gets tough, and finally 

leaders who are driven by the greater good and not just their ego.  In a time when never 

before has so much attention been paid to the study of leadership, our understanding of 

authentic leadership has slightly advanced. 

Although authentic leadership has been recognized as one of the prominent 

leadership theories over the past 10 years (Gardner, et al., 2010), a shortfall of empirical 

studies remains and inhibits our understanding of authentic leadership, authentic leaders, 

and how authentic leadership develops.  In essence, our theoretical understanding of 

authentic leadership is emerging and the literature discussed here is only the beginning of 

the truly evolutionary scientific process. 

Tracing the roots of authentic leadership. 

Looking back over the last 30 years, authentic leadership has its roots in the work 

of Bass (1985, 1990) and Bass & Steidlmeier (1999), according to Yammarino, Dionne, 

Schriesheim, & Dansereau (2008).  Northouse (2010) notes, that authentic leadership was 

identified earlier in transformational leadership research but never fully articulated.  The 

important distinction made by Bass and Steidlmeier (1999) was that there can be 

authentic forms of ethical or transformational leadership, as well pseudo-authentic 

expressions of leadership (Avolio & Wersing 2008).  Additionally, Luthans & Avolio 

(2003) note that transformational leaders were defined by Bass and Avolio (1990) and 

earlier by Burns (1978) as being focused on developing followers into leaders 

themselves.  Thus, the basic ‘‘transformation’’ was in the follower becoming the leader.  

They reasoned that a leader that would be so concerned about developing followers into 

leaders, versus having them remain as ‘‘subordinates’’, evidenced a higher level of moral 
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perspective (Avolio & Wersing 2008).  Bass & Steidlmeier (1999) argue that to be truly 

transformational, leadership must be grounded in moral foundations.  Bass & Steidlmeier 

(1999) note that there is consistency in Bass’s proposition (1998a), which is consistent 

with Burns (1978), that authentic transformational leadership must rest on a moral 

foundation of legitimate values and that authentic transformational leadership is the 

opposite of inauthentic or pseudo-transformational leadership, that of leaders who 

consciously or unconsciously act in bad faith.  The importance of values and the concept 

of a leader grounded with a moral perspective are also at the heart of authentic leadership 

theory.  Although research has been primarily from the perspective of the “self”, 

specifically, how does one develop this unshakeable ethical and moral fabric that has 

become a key construct within authentic leadership.  According to Avolio & Wersing 

(2008), the work on transformational leadership in particular, led Avolio (2005) to 

explore where such authentic leadership originates. 

The linkage of authentic leadership and transformational leadership is prominent 

throughout the leadership literature, yet the awareness and importance of the 

phenomenon of authenticity in leaders was also evident in research on administration and 

behavior of organizations beginning in the 1960’s. 

Schribner (1967) describes how Dr. Andrew Halpin, a professor who helped 

spawn administration research, was armed with a conceptual framework for 

understanding administrative behavior and a fresh insight into the nature of leadership.  It 

was in Halpin’s (1966) research into organizational climates that he suggested that it 

requires identification of authenticity in behavior of teachers’ and administrators’ – that 

the concept of authenticity provided insights and explanations regarding the open-closed 
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school climate dichotomy.  The chief consequence of the Halpin’s (1966) study was the 

identification of the significance of authenticity in organizational behavior.  Halpin 

observed that in open schools the principal and teachers seem purposeful in their 

behavior, but that their counterparts in the closed schools did not act “real”; they seemed 

to be playing a part in a less than real life drama” (Henderson & Hoy, 1982).  These 

foundational works are not often cited in authentic leadership literature, yet they provide 

the insight of scholars regarding the significance and importance of authenticity in 

leaders. 

When tracing the theoretical foundations that underpin current conceptions of 

authentic leadership, the concept of authenticity remains at the core of these concepts 

(Avolio, et al., 2004; Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner, et al., 2011).  The primacy of 

authenticity within authentic leadership means that the authenticity of the leader is 

predicated on the authenticity of the person (Chan, et al., 2005).  As the understanding of 

authenticity within the authentic leadership construct continues to develop, scholars 

believe that while authenticity is at the core of authentic leadership, it also underlies what 

it means to be a “good” leader regardless of leadership theory.  Positing that “authenticity 

transcends other leadership theories” (Gardner, et al., 2005). 

The first attempt to formally define and operationalize the constructs of leadership 

authenticity and leadership inauthenticity was made by Henderson and Hoy (1983), 

focusing on the definition and operationalization of a measure of leader authenticity 

(Gardner, et al., 2011).  Following their work, there was a lull in interest in the topic until 

Bhindi and Duignan (1997) and Begley (2001) reintroduced authentic leadership to the 

education literature (Gardner, et al., (2011). 
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While a variety of definitions of authentic leadership have been advanced over the 

years, among leadership scholars, there is no single accepted definition of authentic 

leadership (Northouse, 2010; Gardner, et al., 2011).  Instead, there remains multiple 

definitions each written from a different viewpoint and with different emphasis 

(Northouse, 2010; Gardner, et al., 2011).  Additionally, formulations of authentic 

leadership have evolved from the practical approach, which evolved from real-life 

examples and training and development literature, and the theoretical approach, which is 

based on findings from social science research (Northouse, 2010).  

In attempts to more fully explore authentic leadership, researchers set out to 

identify the parameters of authentic leadership and more clearly conceptualize it, efforts 

continue today (Northouse, 2010).  Although important work has been accomplished 

regarding authentic leadership, such as, theory building, propositions, and empirical 

studies, the construct of authentic leadership has yet to be fully rationalized (Pittinsky & 

Tyson, 2005) and explored from a holistic perspective.  What is meant by authentic 

leadership is not clear, and constructs of authentic leadership are not always clearly 

articulated (Pittinsky & Tyson, 2005) across the four dimensions of authentic leadership.  

Therefore, there may be missing components in the overall construct of authentic 

leadership (Walumbwa, et al., (2008).  This may be, in part, because authentic leadership 

is in a nascent form and is still what some might consider in a theory building phase.  

There is much to explore, understand, and reconcile in regards to authentic leadership.  

Additionally, we still do not know specifically how it develops, yet we know experiences 

plays a role in its development (Luthans & Avolio 2003; May, et al., 2004; Avolio, et al., 

2004; Eigel & Kuhnert 2005; Hannah, et al., 2005; Shamir & Eilam 2005). 
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Gardner, et al., (2005) argue that an authentic leader must first and foremost 

achieve individual authenticity.  Yet, studies of authentic leadership do not fully 

understand how individual authenticity is achieved or uncover what are the authentic 

relations with followers, which is a critical part of becoming an authentic leader.  Luthans 

& Avolio (2003) approach authentic leadership as a process, which results in greater self-

awareness and self-regulated positive behaviors on the part of leaders, fostering positive 

self-development.  Avolio & Wernsing (2008) state that the level of self-awareness, at the 

core of authentic leadership, requires substantial time and effort invested over many years 

into self-discovery to distinguish inner conscience and external programming.  Noting 

that authentic leaders recognize and accept that people in the group are at different levels 

of developing their self-awareness and authenticity and may not be able to see 

paradoxical possibilities, suggested by the stories of authentic leaders presented thus far. 

There remains limited understanding of the processes that lead to individuals 

achieving individual authenticity or even what are the processes that individuals go 

through on their journey to achieving authenticity and becoming authentic leaders, or 

what are the experiences or learning that influences authentic leadership development. 

Walumbwa, et al, (2008) identified components that constitute authentic 

leadership and developed and tested a theory-based measure of authentic leadership.  The 

ALQ is the only valid measure of the construct.  There continues to be an interest in what 

constitutes authentic leadership and how it evolves within both the applied, academic 

management, and leadership literatures (Walumbwa, et al., 2008).  Leadership 

development programs are similarly focusing on the authentic leader (Pittinsky & Tyson, 

2005).  Yet, as these and other authors suggest, there is more to authentic leadership than 
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being true to oneself and understanding how authenticity develops and evolves overtime 

in leaders remains elusive in the domains of theory, practice, and research. 

Authentic leadership remains one of the emerging pillars of interest in the field of 

leadership (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber 2009; Gardner, et al., 2010) and “holds great 

promise” for theory and practice (Walumbwa, et al., 2010).  There continues to be 

consensus across the authentic leadership literature that additional empirical research is 

needed to further understand the authentic leadership construct and what precedes and / 

or influences the development of authentic leaders.  By empirically increasing our 

understanding of authentic leadership this can aid in the development of strategies to 

select and develop authentic leaders (Gardner, et al., 2011; Walumbwa, et al., 2010), 

which remains an enduring question, “What actually develops genuinely good leaders” 

(Gardner, et al., 2005, p. xxii). 

Collectively, what forms the basis for authentic leadership are components that 

are evolutionary and developmental by nature:  self-awareness, values, convictions, self-

knowledge, balanced processing, relational transparency, authenticity, identity, 

resiliency, self-concept, spirituality, vicarious learning, meaning, self-efficacy, self-

transcendent values, self-view, self-concept, self-confidence, self-authorship, emotional 

regulation, psychological-capital (hope, optimism, resilience), self-monitoring, etc.  

Historically, these types of developmental components are used to answer the question of 

“Who am I”?  However, in answering the questions of “Who am I” starts with 

understanding “What you know”, which is influenced by one’s experience and social 

interaction with the world along with developing and processing knowledge and ideas 

(Luthans, Luthan, & Luthans, 2004).  Meindl (1990) asserted that leadership behavior 
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may be acquired through social contagion processes whereby followers of a given leader 

spontaneously spread their leadership experiences.  In all, these theoretical perspectives 

argue that one’s immediate social context and experience is likely to influence a leaders 

subjective norms and perceived behavioral control. 

If an individual’s leadership style is grounded from their personal knowledge and 

experience, then it is critical to hear an authentic leaders personal stories of experience 

that are formative in shaping the authentic leader they are today or the leader they are 

continuing to become.  It is these inner qualities that develop over time and the processes 

an individual goes through on their journey to becoming an authentic leader that need to 

be uncovered. 

The four theoretical lenses of authentic leadership. 

There are four theoretical lenses adopted by scholars engaged in ongoing 

ontological conversations regarding authentic leadership:  Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, 

Developmental, and Pragmatic (Gardner, et al., 2005; Northouse, 2010).  Within each of 

these conversations experience plays a key role in understanding authentic leadership 

development. 

Intrapersonal lens. 

Adopted by scholars who focus on any form of within-person processes (e.g. 

meta-cognitive, self-regulatory and self-concept developmental processes) that are key to 

the functioning, emergence and behavioral manifestation of the authentic leader 

(Gardner, et al., 2005).  It incorporates the leaders self-knowledge, self-regulation, and 

self-concept (Northouse, 2010).  This lens also encompasses affective and self-reflective 

components of authentic leadership, such as the role played by positive emotions and 



35 
 

self-transcendent values, as well as life story narratives on authentic leadership 

emergence and development.  Gardner, et al., (2005) reference articles by Chan, et al., 

(2005) and Michie and Gooty (2005) as examples of the intrapersonal lens at the 

individual level of analysis that focus on self-awareness, self-regulation, meta-cognition, 

and values.  Northouse, (2010) references Shamir & Eilam (2005) as an intrapersonal 

approach to understanding authentic leadership where the focus is on the intrapersonal 

experiences of authentic leaders. 

Chan, et al., (2005) introduce the construct of the authenticity of a leader as a 

logical extension of the authentic person and examine how the leaders authenticity 

positively affects intra- and interpersonal leadership processes and propose a deeper 

examination of the authenticity component of authentic leadership.  Chan, et al., (2005) 

put forth an operational definition of authenticity, utilizing a social cognitive lens to 

identify the key processes and components of the self-system that foster authentic 

leadership, and how that system interacts in a given leadership environment.  They posit 

that the ability to behave authentically as a person is a necessary criterion for any leader 

hoping to be authentic in his / her leadership. 

Michie & Gooty (2005) draw upon emotion and positive psychology literature to 

present an alternative approach to the role of emotions in leadership, arguing that self-

transcendent values and positive other-directed emotions are important determinants of 

authentic leadership.  Rather than focusing on the detrimental effects of affective 

responses, this approach suggests that frequent experiences of positive other-directed 

emotions motivate leaders to act on their other, regarding values.  Such leaders are said to 

engage in self-transcending behaviors because they are intrinsically motivated to be 
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consistent with high-end, other-regarding values that are shaped and developed 

throughout the leaders life experiences.  Michie & Gooty (2005) argue that consistency 

between a leader’s self-transcendent values and actions is strengthened by the leader’s 

capacity to experience positive other-directed emotions. 

Shamir & Eilam (2005) argue that authentic leadership rests heavily on the self-

relevant meanings the leader attaches to his or her life experiences and that the 

construction of a life-story is a major element in the development of authentic leaders.  

Kegan’s (1982) concept of the evolving self describes how the state of a person’s 

evolution is crucial to understanding him or her, because the way in which the person is 

settling the issue of what is “self” and what is “other”, essentially defines the underlying 

logic (or “psychologic”) of the person’s meaning.  Because what is most important for us 

to know in understanding another is not the other’s experience but what the experience 

means to him or her, and the first goal is to grasp the essence of how the other composes 

his or her private reality (Kegan, 1983, p. 115).  Using Kegan’s terminology, 

understanding what the subject-object relationship is, the person has become in the world, 

is critical in understanding their meaning of experiences (Kegan, 1982).  This is because 

the sixth order of consciousness (postmodern, interindividualism) rarely develops before 

age 40 (Eriksen, 2004). 

Since the intrapersonal lens focuses primarily on these processes that the leader 

goes through, which manifest itself in authentic leadership functioning, emergence and 

behavior, then it would suggest that understanding the experiences that invoke and utilize 

these processes would provide insight into our understanding of authentic leadership. 
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Interpersonal lens. 

Necessitates that leadership is about influencing and influences relationships and 

includes conceptualizations of authentic leadership as a dyadic, group or collective 

phenomena (Gardner, et al., 2005).  Articles by Eagly (2005), Gardner, et al., (2005) 

Ilies, Morgeson, and Nahrgang (2005), Luthans & Avolio (2003) focus purely on the 

interpersonal aspects of authentic leadership within the leader-follower dynamic 

(Gardner, et al., 2005).  This perspective emphasizes that authentic leadership is 

relational, created by leaders and followers together and does not result from the leaders 

efforts alone, but also from the response of followers (Northouse, 2010).  Authenticity 

emerges from the interactions between leaders and followers and is a reciprocal process 

because leaders affect followers and followers affect leaders (Northouse, 2010). 

Developmental lens. 

Is a key focus of scholars who focus on the emergence of authentic leadership at 

the individual level of analysis, where authentic leadership emerges particularly over long 

spans of time.  These scholars view the acquisition of positive values, the development of 

one’s authenticity, and the narration of life stories as central to authentic leadership 

emergence (Gardner, et al., 2005).  Articles by Sparrowe (2005) and Sharmir & Eilam 

(2005) consider authentic leadership as a personal journey of growth and Gardner, Avolio 

& Walumbwa, (2005) classify Shamir & Eilam’s (2005) proposition as a developmental 

approach rather than an intrapersonal approach that Northouse (2010) notes.  Northouse 

(2010) references the works of Avolio & Gardner (2005), Gardner, Avolio, & Walumbwa 

(2005), and Walumbwa, et al., (2005) as developmental perspectives.  From this 

perspective, Northouse (2010) details that authentic leadership is viewed as something 
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that can be nurtured, rather than a fixed trait.  Authentic leadership develops in people 

over a lifetime and can be triggered by major life events, such as a severe illness.  

Northouse (2010) points out that Walumbwa, et al. (2008) conceptualize authentic 

leadership as a pattern of leader behavior that develops from and is grounded in the 

leaders positive psychological qualities and ethics.  Walumbwa, et al., (2008) suggest that 

authentic leadership is composed of four distinct but related components and define 

authentic leadership as a pattern of leader behavior that draws upon and promotes both 

positive psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater self-

awareness, an internalized moral perspective, balanced processing of information, and 

relational transparency on the part of leaders working with followers, fostering positive 

self-development.  Over a lifetime, authentic leaders learn and develop each of these four 

types of behavior (Northouse, 2010). 

Pragmatic lens. 

Follows the thoughts of the well-known pragmatist William James, in that the real 

issue for the pragmatist is the impact that this concession makes in the lives of those who 

believe, as opposed to those who do not (Gardner, et al., 2005).  The truthfulness of a 

concept lies in its truth-value in real, experiential terms.  For the pragmatist deciding on 

the value of a theory, such as authentic leadership theory, its truth-value impact probably 

occupies a higher priority than its existential reality.  Gardner, et al., (2005) indicted that 

the pragmatic lens can be seen in Bill George’s promotion of his brand of authentic 

leadership as the panacea for the ills of today’s corporate woes.  Northouse (2010) does 

not discuss the pragmatic lens in his writings about authentic leadership, while it was 

discussed as a theoretical lens by Gardner, et al., (2005).  From their perspective, the 
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pragmatic lens focuses on authentic leadership as a means for veritable outcomes, such 

as, performance beyond expectations and veritable growth.  Luthans & Avolio (2003) 

conceptual differentiation from a pragmatic lens is that they are focused on the micro 

level state-like processes that are open to development.  Such as, psychological capacities 

rather than the more trait-like dispositional characteristics emphasized in positive 

psychology.  State-like means a state that can be enhanced by development that first 

requires a minimum level of moral maturity needed by both leaders and followers.  

Research using the pragmatic lens appears to have waned in the study of authentic 

leadership since it is not discussed in the recent writings by Northouse (2010). 

Understanding how authentic leadership develops. 

While what constitutes authentic leadership dominates the focus of empirical 

research, another critical issue that deserves research attention, according to Avolio, et 

al., (2004), is how authentic leadership develops and evolves in the authentic leader.  

Avolio, et al., (2004) note that Luthans & Avolio (2003) proposed a leaders personal 

history (i.e., family influences, early life challenges, educational and work experiences, 

role models) and trigger events (i.e., internal and external sources of turbulence that 

challenge the leaders ability) in a leaders life as potential antecedents to authentic 

leadership emergence.  According to Avolio, et al., (2004), by choosing the term 

authentic leadership development, Luthans & Avolio’s (2003) lifespan perspective argues 

that, in effect, life is the most authentic leadership development process, and that the 

challenge for the field of leadership is to improve on life’s program of leadership 

development, making it more efficient, cost effective and perhaps less risky.  Thus, 

according to Avolio, et al., (2004), understanding the moments that matter in life that 
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accelerate authentic leadership development and recreating those moments may help to 

accelerate leadership development faster than life’s program. 

The path one travels in becoming an authentic leader is a unique and individual 

process.  George, et al., (2007) posit that an individual’s leadership emerges from their 

life stories and that authentic leaders are consciously and subconsciously, testing 

themselves through real-world experiences and reframing their life stories to understand 

who they are at their core.  George, et al., (2007) describe how individuals become 

authentic leaders first by framing their life stories in ways that allow them to see 

themselves not as passive observers of their lives, but rather as individuals who can 

develop self-awareness from their experiences.  The experiences of authentic leaders 

have yet to be uncovered and the purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences 

of authentic leaders to understand what defining experiences and moments informed their 

development of being an authentic leader. 

Renewed interest in authentic leadership over the past 10 years has been a 

particularly fertile time for the development of new theories and perspectives on 

authentic leadership (Gardner et al., 2011). 

Hannah, et al., (2011) recognize that authentic leadership may be a key factor in 

enhancing follower moral courage.  With a sample drawn from a military context, 

Hannah, et al., (2011) explored the antecedents and consequences of moral courage in a 

four-month field study.  The results of the study demonstrated that authentic leadership 

was positively related to followers' displays of moral courage.  Furthermore, their results 

suggest there is synergy gained by the presence of all four factors of authentic leadership 

in predicting moral courage, ethical, and pro-social behaviors.  While authentic 
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leadership studies have looked at the individual factors of authentic leadership, a limited 

number of studies have looked at all four factors of authentic leadership (Walumbwa, et 

al., 2010). 

Luthans & Avolio (2003) note that Burns (1978) recognized the need to locate 

authenticity in leadership processes rather than in the leader and identified authentic 

leadership as a collective process, emerging from both the clash and the convergence of 

the motives, and goals of leaders and followers.  The “experiences” approach is important 

for understanding authentic leadership in general, and the development of authentic 

leadership in particular, because it allows us to understand how individual life 

experiences play a role as leaders develop authenticity and achieve what Gardner, et al., 

(2005) posit as achieving individual authenticity.  Shamir & Eilam (2005) describe how 

leaders life stories provide insight into the meaning they attach to life events to guide 

followers, and in turn to develop themselves over time through reflection.  Shamir & 

Eilam (2005) conclude with an intriguing discussion of the implications of the life stories 

approach for the study and development of authentic leaders.  Complementing the life 

stories approach advanced by Shamir & Eilam (2005) is Sparrowe’s (2005) application of 

hermeneutic philosophy to explain the narrative process whereby a leaders authentic self 

emerges.  The foundations for this perspective are provided by the philosophy of Ricoeur 

(1992), who conceives the self, as a narrative project through which individuals interpret 

the disparate actions, events, and motivations they experience to construct a unifying life 

story for themselves. Sparrowe explains how the narrative self perspective can be applied 

to address the limitations of contemporary theories of leadership and development.  

Sparrowe’s narrative approach, like Shamir and Eilam’s, helps to both describe what 
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constitutes authentic leadership, and to provide a deeper understanding of what motivates 

its development.  As such, a leaders life story and narrative reflects the degree of how 

experiences may provide cues for understanding and assessing leader authenticity. 

Inadequacies in authentic leadership studies. 

Gardner, et al., (2011) identified nine qualitative studies in their review of the 

authentic leadership literature.  Across all nine studies, significant inadequacies exit in 

the studies themselves; are limited to looking at a single aspect of authentic leadership; 

and none of the studies specifically address how experiences inform authentic leadership.  

Bisssessar’s (2010) case study focused on a female political candidate running for 

the position of Prime Minister in Trinidad and Tobago.  The focus of the study was to 

determine how authentic a political candidate’s leadership was by reviewing speeches, 

emails, Facebook pages, and the political party’s manifesto, and analyzing the data in 

relation to Cashman (2003) six seeds of authentic leadership.  In a review of Cashman’s 

(2003) book titled Awakening the Leader Within, it was discovered that Cashman 

discusses the six seeds of growth, where authenticity, is one of the seeds of growth from a 

general leadership perspective and not from an authentic leadership theory perspective.  

Additionally, while the study employed a case study methodology, the concepts of 

triangulation and saturation were not evident.  Furthermore, analyzing data such as the 

political party’s manifesto, is a data source that does not have relevancy in determining 

how authentic a person is because it was undetermined if the document was solely 

prepared by the subject, rather than by the political organization.  The lack of multiple 

methods used in the study, such as, interviews and observation impact the studies validity 
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and reliability.  The elements of the critique of the article outlined above add to 

inadequacies in the study.  

Branson’s (2007) case study explored the concept of authentic leadership with 

seven Principals of Catholic primary schools in Brisbane, Australia to determine whether 

or not it is possible to develop authentic leadership practices by increasing the leaders 

explicit knowledge of their personal values.  The sample for the study consisted of 

principals willing to volunteer for the study.  Although, the research was an exploratory 

study, by not employing a purposeful sample, does possibly result in some inadequacies 

in the study results as well as impacting our understanding of how authentic leadership 

develops in authentic leaders.  Additionally, like many of the studies focusing on 

authentic leadership, this study focuses on the single construct of self-knowledge, to 

understand the effects of structured self-reflection on the development of authentic 

leadership practices.  Additionally, the study indicated that it would help to answer 

multiple unanswered questions that pertain to authentic leadership such as: alignment of 

authentic leaders values and actions; the congruence between an authentic leaders values 

and actions; awareness of values by authentic leaders; alignment of authentic leaders 

values and actions based on life experiences; and understanding if authentic leadership is 

an automatic or intrinsic characteristic.  The focus of the study is more on enhancing 

authentic leadership practices rather than addressing the unanswered questions raised by 

Branson.  The study is limited in enhancing our overall understanding of authentic 

leadership, which remains nascent. 

Dillon’s (2001) case study examined the work of Sister Genevieve Cummings, a 

deceased leader in the field of occupational therapy.  In this study, Dillon analyzed the 
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perspectives of others regarding her contributions as a unique and effective leader in 

occupational therapy within the context of the general leadership literature, rather than 

specifically from the authentic leadership literature.  While the study is categorized as a 

case study by Gardner, et al., (2011), Dillon used a modified life story approach rather 

than engaging in a complete biography by employing interviews and a review of 

documents that included departmental and personal files, course evaluations, a former 

student paper that included a series of interviews with Sr. Genevieve, and email 

conversations.  The result of the study identified four major themes that most closely 

related to Greenleaf’s 1977 Servant Leadership theory.  While this study is categorized as 

an authentic leadership study, it does not specifically address or focus on theories, 

constructs, or conceptions of authentic leadership theory. 

Luthans & Avolio (2003) posit that to create authentic leadership requires 

development of the individual and the context in which he or she is embedded over time 

because waiting for life to unfold its events has not historically provided a sufficient 

number authentic leaders, therefore, what is needed are field interventions that can 

accelerate the development of authentic leadership.  In order to design these 

interventions, Luthans & Avolio (2003) propose using their theoretical model to do 

necessary research to build taxonomies of trigger events that would be expected to 

promote positive leadership development, and until we fully understand the events that 

positively shape leadership development, we will remain subject to “life” as our best 

alternative to producing the next generation of authentic leaders. 

Avolio & Wersing (2008) state that authentic leadership is a developmental 

process that is largely characterized by learning about the self as it evolves toward 
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broader and more complex perspectives, while in turn applying this learning to leadership 

episodes and practices. 

There are developmental assumptions throughout leadership and authentic 

leadership literature that leadership can be learned and developed.  In addition, there is 

work linking leaders and learning, such as Vicere’s 1996 model – knowledge creation 

cycle - that provides leaders with tools and opportunities to gather lessons from their 

experience in order to gain perspective.  Since the developmental perspective in authentic 

leadership remains a known unknown, we fully do not understand how authentic leaders 

develop, it is sensible to look at learning and adult learning to see what influences may be 

linked to authentic leadership. 

Learning 

Learning is a process by which behavior changes as a result of experience 

(Maples & Webster, 1980).  Thus, the second key construct in the research is adult 

learning—the means by which authentic leaders learn and change to become authentic 

leaders.  Brown and Posner (2001) note that the interest in connecting learning and 

leadership is at the heart of the growing interest in the development of leaders. 

For the purpose of this study, the Jarvis (Jarvis in Illeris, 2009) definition of 

learning was used:  Human learning is the combination of processes throughout a lifetime 

whereby the whole person – body (genetic, physical, biological) and mind (knowledge, 

skills, attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs, and senses) – experiences social situations, the 

perceived content of which is then transformed cognitively, emotively or practically (or 

through any combination) and integrated in the individual person’s biography resulting in 

a continually changing (or more experienced) person.  Jarvis’s concept of learning 
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focuses on the whole person who learns and that the person learns in a social situation 

learning from the primary experience. 

Adult learning. 

While learning in adulthood is an intensely personal activity, what differentiates 

adult learning from other kinds of education is the life context of adults and some of the 

distinguishing characteristics of the adult learning process (Merriam, et al., 2007).  To 

facilitate the process of adult learning, Merriam and colleagues (2007) note that it is 

especially important to know who the adult learner is, how the social context shapes the 

learning that adults are engaged in, why adults are involved in learning activities, how 

adults learn, and how aging affects learning abilities – these are a few of the topics that 

learning in adulthood addresses.  Garvey Berger (2012) notes that although people have 

long recognized that as children grow, their ability to make sense of the world in a 

complex way grows, the idea that adults have minds (and not just skills) that are growing 

and developing over time is relatively new. 

Andragogy. 

Malcolm Knowles, a central figure in U.S. adult education in the second half of 

the twentieth century (Smith, 2002), believed that adult education was a central need for 

the survival of civilization so that man did not become obsolete due the “new kind of 

world” that was beginning to evolve in the late 1960’s.  Knowles (1968) used the term 

andragogy to distinguishes adult learning from pre-adult learning and focused on 

developing a distinctive conceptual basis for adult education and learning via the notion 

of andragogy (Smith, 2002).  
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Knowles (1968) recognized that adult education had become substantial and was 

still “growing explosively” due to the enormous growth in adult education courses in the 

1960’s, and the large sums of money being spent by government, educational institutions, 

business and industry, and by voluntary agencies – all focused on adult education.  

Although there was an increased focused on adult education, by contrast Knowles (1968) 

noted that adult education has been relatively ineffective up to this point in 

accomplishing its mission, because it had not made the kind of difference in the basic 

attitudes, basic world views, and basic approaches to life, that is capable or required of a 

civilization in order to survive. 

Knowles (1968) believed this was due to concepts and methods of the traditional 

education of children, known as pedagogy.  Knowles was a strong believer that the art 

and science of teaching children (pedagogy) was extremely different than the art and 

science of helping adult learn (andragogy).  In the concept of andragogy, to be adult, 

meant to be self-directing – a child becomes an adult psychologically at the point at 

which his concept of himself changes from one of dependency to one of autonomy 

(Knowles, 1968).  At this point, according to Knowles (1968), the adult develops a deep 

psychological need to be perceived by himself and by others as being self-directing – 

where humans tend to resent and resist being put into situations in which they feel that 

others are imposing their will on them.  Knowles (1968) believed that the self- concept 

lied at the heart of the “new technology” of andragogy, where andragogy is based upon 

the deep insight that the deepest need an adult has is to be treated as an adult, to be 

treated as a self-directing person, to be treated with respect.  Another critical 

characteristic in which children differ from adult learners according to Knowles (1968) is 
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in experience – adults are richer resources for learning and the difference in adult 

experiences is that it goes deeper than mere quantity, such as in children.  According to 

Knowles (1968), a curious phenomenon occurs regarding how a person feels about his 

experience – an adult will define himself in terms of his experience and an adults self-

identity is derived from what they have done, in contract to a child, who’s self-identity is 

in terms of family, school, community, etc.  According to Knowles (1968), if people are 

not paying attention to experience and not incorporating it in the educational plan, adults 

feel rejected as people, and being devalued as a person because “my experience is me”. 

Another key component to andragogy is time orientation, in adults.  An adult’s 

orientation to education is problem-centered to be able to immediately apply what they 

are learning to help solve their current problems – an adult’s time perspective in regard to 

learning is one of immediate application.  Adult education involves problem areas rather 

than subject categories; accordingly, andragogy is a student-centered, problem-oriented 

technology (Knowles, 1968). 

From a constructivist adult learning orientation, the process by which an adult 

learns is through constructing meaning from experience, the purpose is to construct 

knowledge and it is facilitated through supporting and negotiating meaning-making of the 

experience.  The debate whether the process of meaning-making is primarily individual 

or social can be seen across the six major strands of perspectives that are labeled 

constructivist:  1) Von Glaserfeld’s work in math and science education, 2) Kant’s 

notions of knowledge and experience, 3) feminist theorists’ views on knowledge 

construction, 4) Kuhn’s work on scientific paradigms and revolutions, 5) Piaget’s theory 

of cognitive development, and 6) Dewey’s assumptions about knowledge and experience 
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(Merriam, et al., 2007).  Regardless of the constructivist debate whether learning is 

personal or social, it involves the human engaging in an experience and make meaning of 

that experience. 

Given this premise that adults learn from experience the question is: How do 

experiences inform adult learning?  A journey through seminal and contemporary 

learning theories provides insight into adult learning from both the personal and social 

perspective. 

Experience and Education. 

Edward Lindeman (1926, 1989) is one of the most important precursors of 

experiential learning, his ideas reveals his views of adult education as a continuous 

process that combines formal education and life experience.  The author considered that 

education was not the goal, per se, but the means to achieve a higher dual-purpose, for 

the growth of individuals and sustainability of societies. 

Lindeman was inspired by the Danish and their intrinsic passion for learning 

which ultimately freed them from work to enjoy other creative and fulfilling life 

activities.  Lindeman’s inspiration of personal experience and the different forms of 

lifelong learning posits that one can lead to a transformational journey filling one’s mind 

with intelligence.  It is a lesson and also ironic that Lindeman’s personal experience in 

Denmark appears to have been a strong inspirational element for his adult education 

philosophies. 

Lindeman drew on the work of Dewey to advocate for adult education structured 

around the life world of the adult learner because this is the source of the adult’s 

motivation to learn (Clark & Rossiter, 2008).  In context of John Dewey’s 1938 seminal 
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piece, Experience and Education, experience is educative only to the degree that it rests 

upon continuity of significant knowledge and to the degree that this knowledge modifies 

or “modulates” the learner’s outlook, attitude, and skills.  Learning is contextual, 

therefore, you cannot separate learning from our lives 

Experiential Learning. 

Experiential learning emphasizes situations, not subjects.  Experience is the object 

of the meaning making.  Adult education takes place in the context of concrete situations.  

What matters is that people learn, not what they learn, truth and knowledge is 

provisional.  It is the production of the relationship / transaction between subject and the 

world (Finger & Asun, 2001).  Fenwick (2000) expanded the conceptions of experiential 

learning and proposed five contemporary perceptions of human cognition.  1) reflective 

(constructivist) – aligns with scholars Kolb, Schon, Mezirow, Brookfield , 2) interference 

(psychoanalytic) – aligns with scholars Klein, Britzman, 3) participation (situative) – 

aligns with scholars Brown & Duguid, Greeno, Lave, Wenger, 4) resistance (critical 

cultural) aligns with scholars Foucault, Flax, Giroux, Kellner, and 5) co-emergence 

(enactivist) aligns with scholars Maturana and Varela. 

Narrative learning. 

Clark & Rossiter (2008) introduce narrative learning in adulthood as a new way to 

foster and conceptualize adult learning.  The basic idea is that human beings are the 

creatures who tell stories and those stories serve a function, namely to make meaning of 

our experience and it is through making meaning of those experiences that is at the heart 

of the narrative theory.  Clark & Rossiter (2008) state that everyday individuals construct 

narratives from the myriad of experiences to make sense and establish connections on 
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those experiences, through narratives we craft our sense of self, or identity.  The hearing 

and the telling of stories evoke the experience one has had and those experiences become 

real again – the result is an adult learner that is more connected to the learning experience 

because of personal contribution. 

Transformative learning. 

Transformative learning is defined as the process by which we transform 

problematic frames of reference (mindsets, habits of mind, meaning perspectives) – sets 

of assumption and expectation – to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 

reflective and emotionally able to change (Sutherland & Crowther, 2008).  Mezirow 

(2009) sustains that transformations occur at the following phases of meaning: 1) a 

disorientation dilemma, 2) a self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt or shame, 

3) a critical assessment of assumptions, 4) a recognition that one’s discontent and the 

process of transformation are shared, 5) exploration of options for new roles, 

relationships and action, 6) planning a course of action, 7) acquiring knowledge and skills 

for implementing one’s plans, 8) provisional trying new roles, 9) building competence 

and self-confidence in new roles and relationships, and 10) a reintegration into one’s life 

on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new perspective. 

Informal learning. 

Learning can take place in many different situations and within the context of 

adult learning, it has been divided into formal, nonformal, and informal learning activities 

and is defined as follows:  Formal learning takes place in educational institutions and 

often leads to degrees or some sort of credit.  Nonformal learning refers to organized 

activities outside educational institutions, such as those found in community 
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organizations, cultural institutions such as museums and libraries, and voluntary 

associations.  Informal learning refers to the experiences of everyday living from which 

we learn something (Merriam, et al., 2007). 

Within the concept of informal learning Merriam, et al., (2007) states that 

Schugurensky (2000) suggests that informal learning has its own internal forms that are 

important to distinguish and proposed three forms:  self-directed learning, incidental 

learning, and socialization, or tacit learning.  What differentiates these three forms is the 

intentionality and awareness at the time of the learning experience. 

• Self-directed learning is intentional and conscious and of the three forms, 

informal learning is the most visible and most studied. 

• Incidental learning is an accidental by-product of doing something else, 

the learner becomes aware after the experience that learning has taken 

place. 

• Socialization and tacit learning is neither intentional nor conscious and 

awareness of the learning takes place later through “retrospective 

recognition”. 

Marsick & Watkins (1990) state that informal and incidental learning take place 

along a continuum of conscious awareness.   Incidental learning also includes learning 

from mistakes (including how people frame experiences as mistakes), learning by doing 

(including trial-and-error experimentation), and learning through a series of covert 

interpersonal experiments.  According to Marsick & Watkins (1990), the reason mistakes 

are an important tool for learning is because individuals often feel brittle about making 

them.  As a result, they will be more likely to reflect on the mistake to determine its 
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causes and to prevent its repetition.  In contract, individuals also learn from their 

successes.  People draw on these models when they judge a new situation to be similar.  

Marsick & Watkins (1990) note that past experience can also bring distortions because 

our experiences are channelized or interpreted through personal constructs, subjective 

filters tied up with how we see ourselves. 

Learning from and through experiences is a central feature of informal and 

incidental learning (Marsick & Watkins, 1990).  By learning from experience Marsick & 

Watkins, (1990) mean the way in which people make sense of situations they encounter 

in their daily lives.  Although, informal and incidental learning are similar in that they 

both take place in the normal course of daily events without a high degree of design or 

structure, context plays an important role in how we go about leaning from experiences 

because the learner is highly influenced by the context (Marsick & Watkins, 1990).  

The concept of experiences plays a central role in the comprehensive picture of 

adult learning theory.  Based on this premise, learning in adulthood is integrally related to 

the lived experience.  In constructivist learning theory, learners connect to their 

experience through reflection on that experience, and learning is located in reflection.  

Kolb (1984) discusses how the reflection process varies – happening after the experience 

– in the midst of the experience – as well as afterwards.   Lindeman drew on the work of 

Dewey to advocate for adult education structured around the life world of the adult 

learner because this is the source of the adult’s motivation to learn – “experience is the 

adult’s living textbook” (Lindeman, 1961, p 121) – these theories and concepts have 

served as the basis for experienced-based adult education for nearly a century (Clark & 

Rossiter (2008).  According to Clark & Rossiter (2008), a main assumption in andragogy 
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is that adults bring a store of life experience to the learning encounter and experience can 

serve as a resource for learning.  In situated learning, learning happens in the interaction 

between learners and their contexts; reflection is not erased, but it occurs within the 

social and highly contextual interaction (Clark & Rossiter, 2008; Illeris, 2009). 

Informal learning takes place on a continuum and covers a spectrum of learning 

and may be one of the most complex types of learning because there are so many 

variables that may influence the learning; the context, intentional and conscious, an 

accidental by-product of doing something else or neither intentional nor conscious and 

awareness of the learning takes place later through retrospective recognition.  

Informal learning appears to align well with the conceptualization regarding how 

authentic leadership is developed:  1) authentic leadership occurs on a continuum, 2) it 

can occur through trigger events; and 3) reflection facilitates authenticity and influences 

moral behavior for leaders and also for the followers’ of authentic leaders. 

Based on these theoretical perspectives lived experience and learning are linked, 

just as authentic leadership development and experiences are linked.  Furthermore, based 

on these perspectives, adult learning and authentic leadership development is truly a 

lifelong journey that is both personal and social.  As various theories of adult learning 

have emerged, one area of consensus is that it is a human process, whether it be from a 

personal or social context, it is a human process and journey. 

This study seeks to understand, from a constructivist epistemological perspective, 

the informal adult learning process through the eyes of authentic leaders that span their 

lived life with special attention to experiences that span adulthood, because as Knowles 

(1968) notes, an individual becomes an adult psychologically at the point at which his 
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concept of himself changes from one of dependency to one of autonomy and self-

directing.  Based on the assumptions regarding informal learning one can posit that 

authentic leaders are shaped by the world they inhabit and experience as adults. 

Initial views of authenticity and authentic leaders that emerged in the 1960’s have 

emerged without the diversity and complexity of the modern social world we now live in.  

Since context play an important role in informal learning, the environmental context can 

provide great insight into how authentic leadership emerges in an authentic leader. 

For the purpose of this study, the important point is that authentic leadership 

emerges within individuals over their life-span and how authentic leadership emerges 

from an informal adult learning perspective has not yet been explored. 

The underlying assumption (based on the adult learning theories highlighted 

above) is that it is both the experience and situation (or context) which informs the 

development of authentic leaders.  

From an authentic leadership theoretical perspective developmental experiences 

and processes that facilitate authenticity have played a key conception in understanding 

how authentic leadership develops and authentic leadership theory building has focused 

around four theoretical lenses. 

Authentic Leadership and Informal Learning 

Luthans & Avolio’s (2003) model for Authentic Leadership is based on the 

assumption that individuals have statelike capacities that are open to development.  The 

underlying developmental assumption for their process model is that since the 

psychological constructs exist on a continuum, the core attributes of authentic leaders can 

be developed, including moral reasoning capacity, confidence, hope, optimism, 
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resiliency, and future-orientation.  This distinction is critical with respect to forming the 

theoretical grounding for their proposed process model for authentic leadership based on 

the developmental assumption they make about authentic leadership. 

However, an important factor in influencing this development within authentic 

leaders is based on trigger events / challenges that occur within two contexts of an 

individual’s life.  First, within the individual context, where life experiences occur that 

challenge the individual to ask and reflect upon the question of “who am I”.  Second, 

through the organizational context of a highly developed organization, the context is 

framed and shaped by the organizations vision, strategy, and culture.  In this positive 

organizational context, it is how the individual is supported.  Luthans & Avolio (2003) 

posit that it is both planned and unplanned trigger events that develop a deeper and more 

positive sense of self-awareness, resulting in change through self-regulation, which 

ultimately builds greater leadership capacity, which they label self-development.  Luthans 

& Avolio (2003) posit that self-development occurs every day in “life’s leadership 

development program”. 

 

Figure 2.1.  Luthans & Avolio (2003) - Authentic Leadership Development Model 



57 
 

Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, &Walumbwa (2005) build-out from Luthans & 

Avolio’s (2003) initial model of authentic leadership development, by advancing a self-

based perspective of authentic leaders and followers’ development.  The model is from a 

developmental perspective and focuses attention on the processes whereby leaders and 

followers experience growth by becoming more authentic (Gardner, et al., 2005).  

Followers are included in this model based on the discussion by Howell & Shamir, 2005, 

indicating that followers are a key focal point in building leadership models, and in this 

model, Gardner, et al., (2005) treat authentic followership as an integral component and 

consequence of authentic leadership development. 

 

Figure 2.2.  Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May & Walumbwa (2005) - Conceptual 

Framework for Authentic Leader and Follower Development 

The model draws on Kernis (2003) empirically grounded perspective on 

authenticity which Kernis states is part of a larger theory on the nature of optimal self-
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esteem.  Kernis (2003) characterizes authenticity as reflecting the unobstructed operation 

of one's true, or core, self in one's daily enterprise and proposes that authenticity has at 

least four discriminable components: awareness, unbiased processing, action, and 

relational orientation.  According to Kernis (2003) the awareness component refers to 

having awareness of, and trust in, one's motives, feelings, desires, and self-relevant 

cognitions.  It includes, but is not limited to, being aware of one's strengths and 

weaknesses, trait characteristics, and emotions.  The second component of authenticity, 

according to Kernis (2003), involves the unbiased processing of self-relevant 

information, it involves not denying, distorting, exaggerating, or ignoring private 

knowledge, internal experiences, and externally based evaluative information.  Instead, it 

involves objectivity and acceptance of one's positive and negative aspects, attributes, and 

qualities (Kernis, 2003).  The third component, action, involves behavior, specifically 

whether people act in accord with their true self.  According to Kernis (2003), behaving 

authentically means acting in accord with one's values, preferences, and needs as opposed 

to acting merely to please others or to attain rewards or avoid punishments through acting 

"falsely”.  The fourth component of authenticity, according to Kernis (2003), is relational 

in nature, inasmuch as it involves valuing and achieving openness and truthfulness in 

one's close relationships.  Relational authenticity involves endorsing the importance for 

close others to see the real you, good and bad.  Toward that end, authentic relations 

involve a selective process of self-disclosure and the development of mutual intimacy and 

trust.  In short, relational authenticity means being genuine and not "fake" in one's 

relationships with close others (Kernis, 2003). 
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The underlying assumption with their model is that an authentic leader must 

achieve authenticity, as defined by Kernis (2003), through self-awareness, self-

acceptance, and authentic actions and relationships.  In their model, Gardner, et al., 

(2005) concentrate their attention on the core self-awareness and self-regulation 

components of authentic leadership, rather than the positive psychological states and 

positive moral perspective that both contribute to and are enhanced by authentic 

leadership as proposed by Luthans & Avolio (2003).  This is a self-based model of the 

developmental processes for authentic leadership and followership and the theoretical 

foundations for the model draw from the literature on the self and identity: Hoyle, Kernis, 

Leary, & Baldwin, 1999; Leary & Tangney, 2003; Kegan 1982, according to Gardner, et 

al, (2005).  According to Gardner, et al., (2005), a key factor contributing to the 

development of authentic leadership is the self-awareness or personal insight of the leader 

and view self-awareness in part as being linked to self-reflection; by reflecting through 

introspection, authentic leaders gain clarity and concordance with respect to their core 

values, identity, emotions, motives and goals.  Gaining self-awareness means working to 

understand how one derives and makes meaning of the world around us based on 

introspective self-reflective, testing of our own hypotheses and self-schema.  It is how we 

know about how we know, in terms of Kegan’s (1982) notion of perspective-taking 

capacity (Gardner, et al., 2005). 

In 2003, Bill George put forth a practical approach rather than a theoretical 

approach to authentic leadership (Northouse, 2010), which is noted throughout the 

authentic leadership literature.  George’s perspective on authentic leadership focuses on 

the characteristics of authentic leaders by drawing on his more than 30 years of 
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experience as a corporate executive and through interviews with a diverse sample of 125 

successful leaders (Northouse, 2010).  George (2003) describes authentic leaders as those 

who use their natural abilities, while recognizing their shortcomings, and working hard to 

overcome them.  Authentic leaders are guided by qualities of the heart, by passion and 

compassion, as they are by qualities of the mind.  They lead with purpose, meaning, and 

values with a desire to serve others through their leadership and a strong interest in 

empowering the people they lead to make a difference rather than power, money or 

prestige for themselves.  They build enduring relationships with people. Others follow 

them because they know where they stand.  They are consistent and self-disciplined. 

When their principles are tested, they refuse to compromise. 

George (2003) posits that authentic leaders are dedicated to developing 

themselves because they know that becoming a leader takes a lifetime of personal growth 

(Gardner, et al., 2011) and puts forth the essential qualities of authentic leadership and 

how individuals can develop these qualities if they want to become authentic leaders 

(Northouse, 2010).  The five basic characteristics that authentic leaders demonstrate 

include:  1) they understand their purpose, 2) they have strong values about the right 

thing to do, 3) they establish trusting relationships with others, 4) they demonstrate self-

discipline and act on their values, and 5) they are passionate about their mission (i.e. act 

from their heart).  George’s (2003) practical approach on how to practice authentic 

leadership is based on the approach that authentic leadership is a lifelong developmental 

process, which is formed and informed by each individual’s life story (Northouse, 2010).  

George (2003) states that leaders’ values are tested in the crucible of life’s experiences 

and only in the crucible will you learn how to cope with pressures to not compromise 
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your values.  It is when you are put in a difficult decision in the context of your values 

that one finds the “true north” of their moral compass and having values tested in life 

when the stakes are lower, can be formative in a leaders development. 

George’ (2003) practical approach to authentic leadership, specifically, becoming 

an authentic leader, involves many years of hard work, some pain and suffering, and the 

wisdom that comes from experiencing life at its fullest, “it is only in the labyrinth and 

crucible of life that we develop into authentic leaders”, and leaders can develop 

themselves in the five dimensions of authentic leadership:  1) Purpose:  Passion, 2) 

Values:  Behavior, 3) Heart:  Compassion, 4) Relationships:  Connectedness, and 5) Self-

Discipline:  Consistency. 

According to Gardner, et al., (2011), George has contributed greatly to the 

emergence of both practitioner and scholarly interest in authentic leadership.  George 

(2003) recognizes the importance of values in authentic leadership and also recognizes 

the importance of self-knowledge, a quality central to most conceptions of authentic 

leadership as seen in the writings of Gardner, et al., 2005; George, 2003; Ilies, et al., 

2005; Ladkin & Taylor, 2010; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Shamir & Eilam, 2005; and 

Sparrowe, 2005.  While George (2003) provides a practical approach to authentic 

leadership based on experience, at the time of publication, it does not provide an 

empirical evaluation or theoretical approach to authentic leadership theory.  It is purely a 

practitioner-oriented publications regarding authentic leadership. 

May, et al., (2003), take a positive approach in developing their model to explore 

the moral component of authentic leadership using a guiding framework of authentic 

decision-making and behavior.  They believe, from a developmental perspective, that 
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most people have the innate potential to become an authentic moral leader.  Taking a 

developmental approach to Authentic Moral Behavior, they explore in greater depth the 

moral component of authentic leadership using a guiding framework of authentic 

decision-making and behavior that builds on the emerging work in authentic leadership, 

ethical decision-making, and positive organizational behavior and psychology.  The 

premise put forth regarding authentic decision-making is that the authentic decision-

making process involves three crucial steps: recognizing moral dilemmas, transparently 

evaluating the alternatives, and developing intentions to act in a manner consistent with 

one’s evaluations.  The authentic decision-making process assumes that leaders are free 

to choose how to act and focuses on how a leader comes to a decision that is in 

accordance with his or her beliefs and values (May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio 2003).  

When authentic leaders recognize a moral dilemma, authentic leaders draw upon their 

core values and principles to determine what is believed to fall on the ‘‘thin white line’’ 

of what’s right, versus off the line, regarding what’s wrong (May, et al., 2003). 

 

Figure 2.3.  May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio (2003) – Framework focusing on the Moral 

Component of authentic leadership 
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The recognition of how some leaders are better able to deal with moral dilemmas 

at work is based on their premise of “capacity” that emphasizes leaders who have a 

heightened level of moral capacity are those leaders that have developed the ability to see 

their role as including an ethical responsibility to their stakeholders, have the level of 

moral perspective to recognize and evaluate ethical issues, having learned from past 

experiences how they might best deal with moral dilemmas at work.  According to Chan 

e al., (2003), all of these aspects fall under the general category of learning capability and 

capacity, which can be developed in leaders.  This concept draws from the positive 

psychological capacities that Luthans & Avolio (2003) discuss drawing from POB states 

of confidence, hope, optimism, and resilience – Chan and colleagues (2003) point out that 

this helps authentic leaders to clearly frame moral dilemmas, transparently respond to 

them and thus become ethical role models (Gardner & Schermerhorn, 2004). 

May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio (2003) frame their discussion on the Developing 

the Moral Component of Authentic Leadership with the question:  “What are the factors 

that influence the ethical decision-making processes and behaviors of leaders in these 

situations, and why they choose to deceive their followers, shareholders and the general 

public?”  They argue that authentic decision-making involves recognizing the level of 

intensity associated with each moral situation and also requires a transparent evaluation 

of all relevant alternatives and the development of intentions to act authentically. 

May, et al., (2003) articulates the moral components and decision-making 

processes comprising authentic leadership, building upon the emerging literature at the 

time on authentic leadership, ethical decision- making, and positive organizational 

behavior and psychology to develop a model for how leaders make authentic decisions, 
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act in an authentic moral manner, and sustain that behavior over time.  While their model 

demonstrates practical ways in which organizations can develop authentic decision-

making and behaviors in leaders by using a case example how a leader would make a 

moral decision and act in an authentic moral manner, based on real company experiences, 

the article does not further our understanding of authentic leadership as it relates to 

authentic leaders per se even though it is from a developmental perspective.  The goal of 

the article was to provide the framework for organizations to promote positive ethical 

behavior in their people and chose the term ‘‘authentic leadership’’ to focus on what they 

consider to be the root concept underlying all positive approaches to leadership and its 

development. 

Hannah, Lester, & Vogelgesang (2005) focus on the moral component of 

authentic leadership to explicate the construct of a moral leader and clarify what they see 

constitutes moral leadership drawing from two key conceptual frameworks, moral agency 

and the self-concept.  The moral concept of authentic leadership is a core component and 

is a major contribution in the theory building of authentic leadership.  A key argument in 

explicating the moral concept of authentic leadership is the experiences and 

internalization of those experiences that shape a leaders moral development.  Since this is 

a major contribution to the theory of authentic leadership it requires a focused 

understanding of the moral-self-concept as proposed by Hannah, Lester, & Vogelgesang 

(2005) which is provided below. 

They define authentic leadership as the exercise of altruistic, virtuous leadership 

by a highly developed leader who acts in concert with his or her self-concept to achieve 

agency over the moral aspects of his or her leadership domain.  To become a moral 
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leader, Hannah, et al., (2005) argue that developmental experiences and processes such as 

leadership episodes and heightened cognitive complexity and self-awareness in the 

leader, foster higher levels of moral reasoning and reflection that facilitates authenticity 

and influences moral behavior for leaders and also for the followers’ of authentic leaders. 

To form the basis for the developmental perspective of the moral component of an 

authentic leader over-time, Hannah, et al., (2005) draw from several theories:  1) 

Bandura, 1977,  moral standards are primarily developed via cultural and societal 

influences, 2) Bartunek, 1984; Bartunek & Moch, 1987; Weick, 1979, ethics are learned 

as part of one’s culture, furthermore, ethics are formed at the societal, organizational, 

group, and individual level through social learning, social enactment, and meaning-

making processes, 3) Bandura, 2002; Kolb & Whishaw, 1998 - adaptability allows the 

leader to develop morally and to execute moral control over the leadership influence 

process in large part stems from plasticity of schemas and scripts that evolve over time 

through defining developmental “trigger events”, 4) Kohlberg, 1981 - a given leaders 

moral development will differ from that of other leaders in terms of robustness and 

complexity and largely depends upon the quality and quantity of ethical experiences a 

leader faces through life-long learning and the moral meaning-making taken away from 

those experiences – moral capabilities are malleable and life experiences or trigger events 

will move a person through various moral stages across the life span, 5) Lord & Brown, 

2004 – through social learning processes, leaders form a global self-concept of 

themselves as leaders, but also form a specific dimension of the self-concept as it relates 

to their self-view of their own morality, 6) Bandura, 2002; Rottschaefer, 1986 – agency is 

central to the linkages of authenticity and ethnical leadership, leaders achieve authenticity 
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as they develop and become aware of a core moral self, and then manifest that true self in 

control of their environment through the exercise of moral agency.  Moral agency in this 

model spans from personal agency, whereby leaders manifest their authentic moral-self 

during leadership episodes, 7) Kegan 1994; Shamir & Eilam, 2005; Harvey, Martinko, & 

Gardner, 2006; May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio, 2003; Luthans & Avolio, 2003 - 

developed moral capacities increase the leaders ability to assume ownership, or “self-

authorship” over a lifetime. 

 

Figure 2.4.  Hannah, Lester, & Vogelgesang (2005) – A Model of Authentic Moral 

Leadership 

Hannah and colleagues (2005) propose that authentic leaders have a highly 

developed self-concept through social learning processes and have a complex and 

evolved moral dimension of the self-concept.  By viewing moral leadership through the 

framework of a moral self-concept they propose authentic leaders activate the moral self-

concept when faced with a moral dilemma.  Their model also expands the linkages 

between the moral self-concept and how it results in consistent moral behaviors exhibited 

by authentic a leader, which is another key tenant of authentic leadership.  Hannah and 
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colleagues (2005) provide a general framework to guide future research on the moral 

component of authentic leadership and note that as leaders internalize their environments 

and form their self-concept over the life-span, a moral component is formed as part of 

and developed in parallel with, the self-concept. 

According to Hannah, et al., (2005), in order to explicate the construct of a moral 

leader we must therefore look at 1) the mental models and representations stored in 

semantic memory, which contain general schematic moral knowledge, and 2) the 

autobiographical moral experiences stored in episodic memory.  Drawing from 

Ashcroft’s 2002 discussion on cognition, it is in the interaction of these memory 

structures that ultimately drives the leaders moral behavior through both automatic and 

controlled processes.  Therefore, they posit, that in order to understand the moral self-

concept of authentic leaders, we need to understand what moral experiences and 

reflections are encoded and stored in one’s memories.  

Shamir & Eilam (2005) suggest a definition of authentic leaders that implies that 

authentic leaders can be distinguished from less authentic or inauthentic leaders by four 

self-related characteristics: 1) the degree of person-role merger (i.e. the salience of the 

leadership role in their self-concept), 2) the level of self-concept clarity and the extent to 

which this clarity centers around strongly held values and convictions, 3) the extent to 

which their goals are self-concordant, and 4) the degree to which their behavior is 

consistent with their self-concept. 

Shamir & Eilam (2005) offer a life-story approach to understand how a leader 

becomes an authentic leader and argues that authentic leadership rests heavily on the self-

relevant meanings the leader attaches to his or her life experiences, and these meanings 
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are captured in the leaders life-story.  They posit that self-knowledge, self-concept 

clarity, self-concordance, and person-role merger are derived from the life-story, 

therefore, the construction of a life-story is a major element in the development of 

authentic leaders Shamir & Eilam (2005). 

Shamir & Eilam (2005) are looking at authentic leadership from a developmental 

perspective and suggest that authentic leader development has four components: 1) 

Development of a leader identity as a central component of the person’s self-concept, 2) 

Development of self-knowledge and self-concept clarity, including clarity about values 

and convictions, 3) Development of goals that are concordant with the self-concept, and 

4) Increasing self-expressive behavior, namely consistency between leader behaviors and 

the leaders self-concept.  They draw on Schwan’s (1990) concept of the stable self that 

acts like the rudder of a ship, bolstering people’s confidence in their ability to navigate 

through the sometimes murky seas of everyday life, to argue that authentic leaders are 

effective leaders in times of change that requires inner strength to motivate and persist in 

the face of obstacles, challenges, and set-backs. 

While Shamir & Eilam (2005) initially discuss the concept of authentic leaders, 

they note that equating authentic leadership with authentic leaders is not satisfactory for 

two reasons.  First, it may result in identifying authentic leadership primarily on the basis 

of the leaders subjective experiences and convictions.  This is because the self is a 

subjective phenomenon.  It is impossible to know what “is the true or real self” or 

whether such a real self exists.  It is only possible to know whether the person 

experiences his or her actions as stemming from his or her real self or as consistent with 

his or her true self.  Second, they note that fundamentally, leadership is always a 
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relationship between leader and followers, leadership does not consist only of leaders, 

and therefore, authentic leadership cannot consist only of authentic leaders.  Suggesting 

that the term authenticity should be applied not only to the leaders but also to the 

followers and to the relationship between the followers and the leader, positing, authentic 

leadership includes authentic followership. 

In contrast to other authentic leadership scholars, Shamir & Eilam have taken a 

more inductive approach to theory development rather than being deeply rooted in 

specific theoretical frameworks, such as, positive psychology (Luthans & Avolio 2003), 

authenticity (Avolio, et al., 2004; Ilies, et al., 2005; Gardner, et al., 2005), humanistic 

psychology (Gardner, et al., 2005), or from a philosophical perspective (Sparrowe, 2005). 

Given the difficulty of generating original conceptual frameworks, Shamir & 

Eilam (2005) are credited with developing new theory to advance the understanding of 

authentic leadership offering a life-stories approach to the development of authentic 

leaders.  Shamir & Eilam (2005) suggest a definition of authentic leaders, which is based 

on the leaders self-concept: his or her self-knowledge, self-concept clarity, self-

concordance, and person-role merger, and on the extent to which the leaders self-concept 

is expressed in his or her behavior.  They argue that authentic leadership rests heavily on 

the self-relevant meanings the leader attaches to his or her life experiences, and these 

meanings are captured in the leaders life-story.  Suggesting that self-knowledge, self-

concept clarity, and person-role merger are derived from the life-story, through which 

leaders acquire their characteristics by constructing, developing and revisiting their life-

stories.  The basis for their argument draws from Kegan (1983) concept of the evolving 

self which Kegan states that life-stories can provide leaders with a meaning system from 
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which they can act authentically, that is interpret reality and act in a way that gives their 

interpretations and actions a personal meaning.  The concept of the evolving self is key 

concept in the theory building concepts of authentic leadership (Luthans & Avolio 2003; 

May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio 2003; Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 

2004; Harvey, Martinko, & Gardner 2006).  Simply put, to understand authentic 

leadership you need to understand the authentic leader.  Shamir & Eilam (2005) focus 

mainly on the development of authentic leaders for two reasons 1) it is narrower and less 

complex than the full development of authentic leadership and, 2) authentic leaders are a 

necessary component of authentic leadership, and by clarifying the process of authentic 

leader development is a necessary step toward a fuller understanding of authentic 

leadership development.  Shamir & Eilam note that it is through life experiences and the 

way they are organized into life-stories that people can develop a self-concept of a leader 

that supports and justifies their leadership role, because the life-story not only recounts 

but also justifies.  They use the study by Shamir, Dayan-Horesh, & Adler (2005) to form 

the basis for this claim and from the study they note that there are four major themes of 

leadership development that emerge from stories:  1) leadership development as a natural 

process, leadership development out of struggle and hardship, leadership development as 

finding a cause, and leadership development as a learning process, noting that all four 

themes serve as basis for authentic leadership.  Shamir & Eilam (2005) suggest that 

research on leadership from a life-story point of view is still scarce in general, and 

virtually non-existent with respect to the topic of authentic leadership development, 

which remains true today nearly two decades later. 
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Sparrow (2005) brings an alternative perspective on authenticity in leadership 

based on a framework of the narrative self that draws from hermeneutic philosophy.  

Sparrowe’s (2005) framework differs from contemporary leadership theory and suggests 

that authenticity is not achieved by self-awareness of one’s inner values or purpose, but 

instead is emergent from the narrative process in which others play a constitutive role in 

the self, which he call “the narrative self”.  The concept of the self is prominently 

discussed across the authentic leadership literature.  Although differences are evident in 

the ways that contemporary perspectives understand the concept of self in authentic 

leadership. It is commonly expressed through the phrase “to thine own self be true”.  

Sparrowe (2005) points out four common elements in contemporary perspectives on 

authentic leadership 1) the primacy of self-awareness, 2) the enduring nature of the true 

self, 3) self-regulation and consistency, 4) authenticity and positive or moral leadership.  

Sparrowe (2005) notes his narrative perspective does not add a moral dimension “to the 

dictum to thine own self be true” because individuals treat themselves as an “other” in 

crafting a narrative self and because other persons (real and imaginary) offer different 

plot lines there needs to be a shifting from the “self” to the “other”.  Additionally, 

Sparrow (2005) posits that the narrative perspective addresses issues in the contemporary 

perspectives of self-awareness, the true self, and self-regulation and consistency in that 

they are indifferent to leaders relationships with others, they do not address the dialectic 

of consistency and change that is found in working self-concept, and they represent a 

truncated view of the self.  Sparrow states that a dynamic perspective needs to be taken 

regarding the leader and the self concepts because leaders change, as do their followers 

and exposure to different people, cultures, and contexts can require a leader to change, 
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expand, or refine his or her core values (Sparrow, 2005).  Sparrow (2005) continues that 

because the true self of the leader is not static, but malleable, the working self-concept of 

the leader can be changed and developed to enhance positive psychological states as 

proposed by Luthans & Avolio (2003). 

Harvey, Martinko, & Gardner (2006) look at the conceptual overlap of authentic 

leadership theory and attribution theory to demonstrate that attributions are an important 

part of authentic leadership that has not been explicitly recognized in prior theory or 

research. 

 

Figure 2.5.  Harvey, Martinko, & Gardner (2006) – Attributional Model of Authentic 

Leadership 

They describe the similarities between the notions of authenticity and the 

balanced attribution processes proposing an attritional framework for understanding 

authenticity to enhance the understanding of ethnical decision processes by exploring the 

relationship between authentic leadership behavior and attritional processes.  While the 
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purpose of the article is to enhance the understanding of ethical decision processes, key 

elements within this article draw from the authentic leadership literature (Luthans & 

Avolio, 2003; May, et al., 2003; Gardner, et al., 2005) and identify external and internal 

factors such as, organizational context, trigger events, and individual factors that they 

posit influence authentic leadership behavior and facilitate / stimulate authentic 

leadership development in the individual.  They conclude by positing that by 

understanding the role of attributions in promoting authenticity, organizations can take 

steps to foster the development of authentic leaders.  In this article, Harvey, et al., (2006) 

further develop and extend the emerging theory of authentic leadership.  First, by looking 

at the uninvestigated component of attribution theory and how it is important part of 

authenticity leadership development.  Second, by emphasizing the concept that authentic 

leaders become authentic leaders over time, and there is a learning / development 

component based on previous experiences to influence / stimulate personal growth in a 

person to become an authentic leader.  Finally, there is an internal psychological causal 

search process of experiences that influences an individual into becoming an authentic 

leader.  What is important in this article is the specific elements identified that can 

potentially facilitate / stimulate an individual into becoming an authentic leader.  For 

leader experiences with job duties will increase psychological closeness and therefore, 

stimulate moral capacity and authentic leadership behaviors. 

Luthans & Avolio (2003) describe how the next step in understanding authentic 

leadership is to use this new theoretical model as a point of departure for new research 

and to build taxonomies of trigger events that would be expected to promote positive 

leadership development stating that “until we fully understand the constructs and events 
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that positively shape leadership development, we will remain subject to “life” as our best 

alternative to producing the next generation of authentic leaders”.  Because the concept of 

authenticity in leadership calls for a radical shift away from the traditional conventional 

wisdom about leadership and because authentic leadership is based on personal integrity 

and credibility, trusting relationship and commitment to ethical and moral values 

Duignan & Bhindi (1997) it is critical in understanding those personal aspects.   

Duignan & Bhindi (1997) draw upon Fullan’s 1993 concepts of “inner learning” 

and “outer learning” that points out that the very best place to begin our learning is within 

ourselves and argues that we must look within in order to “work out our meaning” 

because “subjective experience is not just one of the dimensions of life, it is life itself”.  

Yet, empirical studies on authentic leadership have not yet ventured into understanding 

the historical struggles of authentic leaders – the experiences of the authentic leader. 

May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio (2003) use the word capacity to emphasize that 

authentic leaders have developed the ability to see their role as including an ethical 

responsibility to their stakeholders, having the level of moral perspective to recognize 

and evaluate ethical issues, and having learned from past experiences regarding how they 

might best deal with moral dilemmas at work. 

Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, & May (2004) note how May (2004) calls 

for more research that examines the relation between authentic leadership and 

experienced meaning at work and their theoretical model addresses that call.   

Luthans & Avolio (2003) concept of trigger events and challenges that occur as a 

result of life experiences and organizational context cause the psychological capacities of 

an individual to develop based on the trigger events and challenges that an individual is 
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experiencing.  This ongoing process occurs over the lifetime of the individual, where in 

authentic leadership, it results in positive self-development of an individual’s self-

awareness and self-regulation behavior.  Gaining insight, understanding, and identifying 

both planned and unplanned trigger events that develop a deeper and more positive sense 

of self-awareness, resulting in change through self-regulation, which ultimately builds 

greater authentic leadership capacity remains empirically unexplored.  Avolio & Gardner 

(2005) are recognizing that authentic leadership development is a dynamic lifespan 

process, whereby trigger events at various points in the life stratum are shaping 

development over time. 

Luthans & Avolio (2003) propose a multi-dimensional authentic leadership 

development model and posit that the Positive Psychological Capacities (confidence, 

hope, optimism, and resiliency – that represent “Who I am”), Positive Organizational 

Content (Highly Development Organization – that represent “How I am supported” , and 

Positive Self-Development that represent “How I develop and behave” play an important 

part in authentic leadership development.  Luthans & Avolio’s (2003) model for 

authentic leadership is based on the assumption that individuals have statelike capacities 

that are open to development.  The underlying developmental assumption for their 

process model is that since the psychological constructs exist on a continuum, the core 

attributes of authentic leaders can be developed, including moral reasoning capacity, 

confidence, hope, optimism, resiliency, and future-orientation.  This distinction is critical 

with respect to forming the theoretical grounding for their proposed process model for 

authentic leadership based on the developmental assumption they make about authentic 

leadership.  In this model, “life experiences”, is a key input variable in developing the 
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authentic leader.  This model might be modified to include the variable of informal 

learning to identify what specific learning experiences influenced the shaping of an 

authentic leaders positive psychological capacities since these capacities are states (rather 

than fixed traits), that are open to development, 

The research paradigm that has yielded the strongest results in advancing our 

understanding of authentic leadership and its proposed influence on follower ethical 

behaviors is Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa’s (2011) study on the relationships between 

authentic leadership, moral courage, and ethnical and pro-social behaviors.  The study 

demonstrated that authentic leadership was positively related to followers' displays of 

moral courage and followers' moral courage fully mediated the effects of authentic 

leadership on followers' ethical and pro-social behaviors. 

This is important because many of the early theory building models looking at the 

leader-follower perspective included the proposition that authentic leaders have positive 

influence on follower’s behaviors, attitudes, and personal and organizational outcomes 

(Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, & May 2004; Zhu, May, & Avolio 2004; 

Hannah, Lester, & Vogelgesang 2005; Ilies, Morgeson, & Nahrgang 2005).  Hannah, 

Avolio, & Walumbwa, (2011) note that absent in the authentic literature is empirical 

research that has examined linkages between authentic, leadership and actual follower 

ethical behavior (Brown & Mitchell, 2010).  They state this is surprising because 

numerous authors have hypothesized these links (e.g., Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Brown & 

Treviño, 2006).  The measures of the study included a correlation among the study 

variables of authentic leadership, moral courage, ethical behavior, and pro-social 

behavior and the study suggests that authentic leadership positively relates to follower 
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moral courage and further suggest that to promote moral courage, it is important that 

leaders demonstrate moral perspective, self-awareness, and establish transparency and 

openness with their followers—authentic leadership. 

The weakest results in authentic leadership studies have been qualitative research 

designs that have included focus groups (Pittinsky & Tyson, 2005), case studies 

(Bissessar, 2010; Branson, 2007; Dillon, 2001), interviews (Dillon, 2001; Endrissat, 

Muller, & Kaudela-Baum, 2007; Higham, et al., 2010; Shirey, 2009), narrative analysis 

(Liu, 2010; Roche, 2010), and participant observations (Higham, et al., 2010).  Many of 

these studies have been inductive, rather than deductive, and the research methods appear 

to be employed with little rigor and lack the use of a purposeful sample.  While these 

studies attempt to expand what is known about authentic leadership it does not advance 

our understanding of the processes or context in which authentic leaders come to be 

authentic leaders. 

Pierre Dominice (2000) states that learning is always ongoing in all aspects of 

adult life, through the vehicles of informal education and experiential learning.  

Therefore, learning from our lives can provide insight into how authentic leaders develop 

based on the informal learning they have experienced so far in their lives.  Luthans & 

Avolio (2003) posit that to create authentic leadership requires development of the 

individual and the context in which he or she is embedded over time, because waiting for 

life to unfold its events has not historically provided a sufficient number authentic 

leaders.  Therefore, what is needed are field interventions that can accelerate the 

development of authentic leadership, until we fully understand the events that positively 



78 
 

shape leadership development, we will remain subject to “life” as our best alternative to 

producing the next generation of authentic leaders. 

The development of leaders is accomplished through learning where learning is 

defined as a process by which behavior changes as a result of experience (Maples & 

Webster, 1980).  Based on these concepts the two key constructs of this study include 

authentic leadership and informal learning. 

The current study broadens the research methodologies used to date and adds to 

the literature to better understand “what” experiences inform the development of leaders 

into authentic leaders and “how” this development takes place over the life of an 

authentic leader. 

The commonality connecting authentic leadership and informal learning suggests 

that a leader must undergo some process to translate the experience into knowledge, 

skills, meaning, or capabilities.  What, then, are the key experiences of an authentic 

leader that are developmental in nature that transforms a leader into an authentic leader? 

In summary, this study will examine the experiences of authentic leaders from 

across multiple business sectors to gain insight into those experiences that shaped their 

development into authentic leaders, with an emphasis on developmental experiences and 

trigger events that stimulated learning processes.  The methodology by which these study 

objectives were accomplished is discussed in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The empirical phenomenological approach 

involves a return to experience in order to 

obtain comprehensive descriptions that 

provide the basis for a reflective structural 

analysis that portrays the essence of the 

experience. 

- Van Kaam (1966) 

Overview 

This phenomenological study, addressed the research question of:  How do 

experiences inform authentic leadership?  This research was seeking to discover and 

understand the experience of authentic leaders (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994), where 

experiences involve an intertwining of objective and subjective knowledge that explores 

the consciousness and the object in nature so that a meaning is created, and knowledge 

extended (Moustakas, 1994).  Since the ontological assumptions of phenomenology are 

contemplative in nature with the significance being in the examination of knowledge that 

has been experienced (Laverty, 2003), phenomenology is ideally suited for this study.  

Furthermore, in order to focus and understand the human experience, a 

phenomenological study would be appropriate to fully explicate the essence of the human 

experience (Laverty, 2003) of authentic leaders.  The value in using a phenomenology is 

that it encompasses the individual’s perspective based on their individual experiences as 

influenced by their social, cultural, specific, and local aspects of life and experience 

(Annells, 1996). 

The central debate regarding authentic leadership in the social sciences is not 

between the existence of authentic leadership, but around how it develops.  That 

authenticity exists on a continuum – there is a developmental assumption about authentic 
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leadership, that core attributes of such leaders can be developed, including moral 

reasoning capacity, confidence, hope, optimism, resiliency, and future-orientation 

(Luthans & Avolio, 2003).  Empirical research continues to understand - what is this 

intrinsically self focused leadership discipline, which addresses the matters of human 

knowing, being, acting, and experiencing.  Rather than attempting to quantitatively 

analyze aspects of authentic leaders, this study focused more specifically on the human 

interchange of experiences within a wide range of domestic areas by authentic leaders 

such as:  education, training, job experiences, work / family life, trigger events, unique 

strengths / weaknesses, and positive / negative events.  Those things experienced by 

authentic leaders that are in the conscious and unconscious mind that make up the human 

condition of an authentic leader. 

The foreshadowed problem remains how authentic leadership is developed across 

the multi-dimensional construct of authentic leadership as put forth by Walumbwa, et al., 

(2008).  Walumbwa and colleagues, (2008) preliminary validation of the authentic 

leadership construct suggest that the four factors of authentic leadership are not 

independent, that there is substantial convergent validity among the four measures of 

self-awareness, relational transparency, internalized moral perspective, and balanced 

processing to form a higher-order multi-dimensional construct. 

This research investigated how experiences inform the development of authentic 

leaders across the four dimensions of authentic leadership.  The value associated with this 

research encompasses the individual perspective of how experiences inform authentic 

leadership development, holding that realities consciously or unconsciously subsist 

within the individual, and they originated from the individual perceptions and 
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experiences that are influenced by one’s social, cultural, specific, and local aspects of life 

and experience (Annells, 1996). 

A qualitative research method is appropriate, given the researcher’s 

epistemological assumption, constructivist worldview, research problem, and question.  

The study used the traditional perspective and common characteristics of qualitative 

inquiry. 

• Natural Setting - Data was collected in a natural setting;  

• Researcher as key instrument - The researcher is the key instrument in 

collecting and analyzing the data; 

• Multiple sources of data – Data was gathered from multiple sources (e.g., a 

survey instrument and interviews); 

• Inductive Data Analysis - Data analysis was inductive, building on patterns, 

categories, and themes from the bottom up;  

• Participants’ Meanings - The entire qualitative research process focused on 

the meaning that participants’ had about the problem or issue;  

• Emergent Design - The research process was emergent;  

• Theoretical lens – The study was organized around Walumbwa, et al., (2008) 

multi-dimensional authentic leadership construct; 

• Interpretive - The researcher made an interpretation of what is seen, heard, 

and understood; and  

• Holistic Account - The researcher attempted to develop a complex picture of 

the problem or issue being studied, that involves reporting multiple 

perspectives (Creswell, 2007).  
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Exploratory Question 

While the construct of authentic leadership is multi-dimensional, it appears that 

the majority of the research across the authentic literature does not focus on all four 

authentic leadership dimensions, rather they have been studied as separate constructs.  

This is problematic as preliminary evidence regarding construct validity supports a higher 

order multi-dimensional model of authentic leadership and suggests that it might not be 

reasonable to conceptualize the measures and assess as entirely separate and distinct 

constructs (Walumbwa, et al., 2008).  Collectively, what forms the theoretical basis for 

authentic leadership are components that are evolutionary and developmental by nature:  

self-awareness, values, convictions, self-knowledge, balanced processing, relational 

transparency, authenticity, identity; resiliency, self-concept, spirituality, vicarious 

learning, meaning, self-efficacy, self-transcendent values, self-view, self-concept, self-

confidence, self-authorship, emotional regulation, psychological-capital (hope, optimism, 

resilience,) self-monitoring, etc. 

To describe this phenomenon in a rich and descriptive manner, the following 

overarching research question was posed:  What are the experiences of authentic leaders 

that informed their development into an authentic leader? 

Research Procedures 

Epistemology 

While quantitative research continues to provide an understanding of the measure 

of authentic leadership within specific contexts and with specific variables, further 

research is needed to examine the phenomenon of authentic leadership from a qualitative 

research methodology to examine the role of experiences in the development of authentic 
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leadership attributes.  The premise is that through understanding the experiences of 

authentic leaders, researchers will be able to gain insights into what informs their 

development into authentic leaders.  This qualitative study is not trying to test a 

hypothesis; rather the focus is to construct meaning with a purposeful selection of 

individuals who are perceived as being authentic leaders based on the results of the 

Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ). 

Therefore, the research question that this research sought to answer is grounded in 

interpretivism and social constructivism, in that, we are seeking to focus on the 

experience, understanding, and meaning-making of the phenomenon of authentic 

leadership so that we can describe, understand, and interpret from the leaders point of 

view and not from a generalizable / testable quantitative perspective in order to retain the 

holistic and meaningful characteristics of the real-life events occurring within this 

research context (Yin, 2009).  This qualitative study used a semi-structured interview 

protocol to gather data from the study participants’, in order for the phenomenon to 

manifest as a meaningful experience (Moustakas, 1994). 

Phenomenological Research 

The empirical phenomenological approach involved a return to looking at 

experiences in order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide the basis for a 

reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experiences (Moustakas, 

1994).  Giorgi (1985, p. 151 as cited in Moustakas, 1994, p. 13) explains that by adopting 

a strictly descriptive approach, “we let the phenomena speak for themselves”.  The aim of 

phenomenological research is to study an experience from the perspective of the 

individual.  Epistemologically, phenomenological approaches are based on a paradigm of 
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personal knowledge and subjectivity, with an emphasis on the importance of personal 

perspective and interpretation.  By bringing to the fore the experiences through the eyes 

of the individual experiencing the phenomenon, the research attempted to eliminate 

prejudgment to understand the subjective experience (Moustakas, 1994).  This study 

sought to elucidate the phenomena of authentic leadership as it manifests itself in the 

authentic leader. 

Moustakas (1994) summarizes the seven common attributes of all 

phenomenological research that served as the basis for the methodology of this study. 

1. Recognize the unique value of qualitative research. 

2. Focus on the entire experience (noema [phenomenon] and noesis [meaning]). 

3. Search for the meaning and essence of experiences, not just a description. 

4. Use first-person accounts of the experiences. 

5. Regard as inherent the association between experiences, human behavior, and 

scientific inquiry. 

6. Formulate interesting questions that commit the researcher to the topic of 

inquiry. 

7. Assign experience and behavior as both intertwined with each other and as a 

bridge between a subjective and objective orientation (adapted from 

Moustakas, 1994). 

Methodology 

Fundamentally, a phenomenological study describes the meaning for several 

individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon (Creswell, .2007). 
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Moustakas (1994) illustrates that all knowledge must be grounded in experience; 

therefore, this study was grounded in the Moustakas (1994) phenomenological 

methodology and was selected for this study because the primary research question 

involves the experiences and perceptions of becoming an authentic leader through the 

eyes of the participants’.  The study is interested in the meaning of the experience and 

was derived from semi-structured interviews. 

According to Creswell (2007), phenomenologists focus on describing what all 

participants’ have in common as they experience a phenomenon.  He notes that the basic 

purpose of phenomenology is to reduce individual experiences with a phenomenon to a 

description of the universal essence.  Phenomenology enables knowledge to emerge 

inductively and is an approach to understand knowledge that emphasizes examining an 

individual’s experience with a phenomenon (Maxwell, 2005; Creswell, 2007). 

The researcher’s role in this qualitative phenomenological research was to use 

open-ended questions that elicit the participants’ experiences in becoming an authentic 

leader. The use of open-ended, semi-structured interview questions allowed for a 

conversation to occur so that the details of the experience can emerge naturally.  The 

essence of the interviews was coded and narrowed down into themes to allow the 

researcher to explore and understand areas important to the research.  Since 

phenomenology constructs an interpretive description; phenomenology enabled the 

researcher to focus in-depth on the meaning of the lived experience, assuming that 

through dialogue and reflection the quintessential meaning of the experience was 

reviewed.  In this process notions of intentionality and caring were central as the 

researcher inquires about the essence of lived experience (Rossman & Rallis 2012). 
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Data Collection 

Given the broad and complex nature of authentic leadership, by focusing on the 

experiences of authentic leaders, this research broadened the research designs used to 

study authentic leadership as a multi-dimensional construct and looked at authentic 

leadership through the developmental lens of adult learning and leadership development 

across an accessible population of authentic leaders. 

Data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured, and open-ended interviews 

following Moustakas’ (1990) suggestion that the informal conversational interview that 

relies on a spontaneous generation of questions and conversations in which the researcher 

participates in a natural unfolding dialogue with the primary investigator. 

A two-stage sampling process was used for this study: 1) simple random 

sampling, and 2) purposeful sampling.  The first stage included a simple random 

sampling (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009) using an Internet-based survey, the ALQ, to solicit 

participants’.  The Internet-based survey was sent out to the George Washington 

University Executive Leadership Program (ELP) Listserve.  The ELP listserve contained 

approximately 300 to 350 subscribers, with an approximate ratio of 50% male and 50% 

female who were either alumni or current students of the ELP.  The response rate from 

the listserve was a total of 7 responses.  Of the 7 responses, 5 random participants’ 

completed the Internet-based ALQ survey and 2 random participants inquired about the 

study.  The 2 participants’ that inquired about the study were not selected based on their 

physical location and because the researcher could not coordinate schedules to conduct 

in-person interviews while the participants’ were traveling to the Northern Virginia 

metropolitan area.  Due to the limited number of respondents to the survey from the ELP 
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listserve, the survey was sent out via the researchers Facebook account and emailed to 

professional colleagues who had worked with a variety of senior leaders over their career.  

This second wave of random sampling was necessary in order to solicit additional 

participants’ and obtain a sample goal of over 15 individuals.  A total of 17 respondents 

completed the ALQ survey, from that 17, 12 were selected for the interview phase of the 

study.  Two never returned the email to schedule the interview, and one was contacted to 

notify them that saturation in the study had occurred and the study did not require 

additional in-person interviews. 

From the participants’ who completed the ALQ, a purposeful sampling technique 

was used to select those leaders who met the following criteria to further narrow the 

world wide population: 

• Leaders that score a 3 or greater on the ALQ. 

• Leaders who are 40 years or older. 

• Leaders with 10 or more years of leadership experience. 

• Leaders whose military rank or position in the organization is not a first 

time leadership position. 

The purpose for using the ALQ instrument was to identify those leaders who 

scored high on the ALQ within a specific age demographic, years of experience, and rank 

/ position in an organization because the authentic leadership literature posits that 

authentic leadership develops in leaders over time.  This sampling technique was selected 

to achieve the four overarching goals for purposeful sampling as outlined by Maxwell 

(2005): 
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1. Achieve representativeness or typicality of the settings, individuals, or 

activities selected. 

2. Adequately capture the heterogeneity of the population, to ensure that 

conclusions adequately represent the entire range of variation. 

3. Deliberately examine cases that are critical to the theory. 

4. Illuminate the reasons for differences between settings or individuals. 

Participants’ who completed the ALQ instrument were sent an email that 

contained their ALQ scores.  If participants’ had a score of 3 or higher, the email stated 

that they would be contacted to participate in the interview phase of the study.  Selection 

of participants’ for the second-phase of the study was based on a “first-in-first-out” 

approach, selecting participants’ who completed the survey first, and met the second-

phase criteria, were contacted immediately to continue on to the next phase of the study.  

Additionally, once saturation was achieved, there was only 1 respondent who did not 

continue to the second phase of the study, the respondent was notified that the study had 

enough participants’, and they would not be participating in the second phase of the 

study. 

Saturation occurred at interview number 10, when no new information emerged 

during the data analysis phase.  The researcher attempted to obtain a representative 

sample from the population and allow for maximum variation.  Representative sample 

refers to the concept that the group of individuals selected is very much like the entire 

population (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009), and the purposeful sampling allowed for 

maximum variation (Merriam, 2009) to help to minimize bias. 
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The ALQ instrument was used for the purposeful sampling.  Those participants’ 

who scored a 3 or higher were selected for the interview phase of the study.  The ALQ 

instrument is a 16-item survey to measure authentic leadership.  On the basis of 

preliminary findings, Walumbwa, et al., (2008) offer a theory driven higher order 

authentic leadership measure (the ALQ) that has initial evidence to support its reliability 

and validity that provides future researchers with one method for assessing authentic 

leadership.  The results of the preliminary validation suggest that it is possible to 

discriminate the authentic leadership measure from other related leadership orientations 

such as ethical leadership and transformational leadership. 

The ALQ instrument measures authentic leadership as a second-order factor 

comprised of the first-order factors of self-awareness, balanced processing, transparency 

and moral / ethical perspective.  There are unique item numbers used to measure each of 

the four factors for a total of 16 items in the instrument.  The self-assessment measure 

uses leader behavioral statements and is based on a scale of 0 (not at all) to 4 (frequently, 

if not always).  Example items include:  As a leader I “say exactly what I mean” 

(transparency), “I make difficult decisions based on high standards of ethical conduct” 

(moral / ethical), and “I listen carefully to different points of view before coming to 

conclusions” (balanced processing).  Due to copyright requirements up to three sample 

items can be included in the dissertation, therefore, a copy of the entire instrument is not 

included as an appendix.  The ALQ is copyrighted and permission was obtained from 

www.mindgarden.com for use in this academic research study following the conditions 

for use for the ALQ.  An Internet-based version of the ALQ instrument was purchased 

and customized through the Mind Garden website and was used for this study. 
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The ALQ is aligned theoretically with Walumbwa, et al’s., (2008) authentic 

leadership definition and the authentic leadership multi-dimensional construct.  Table 3.1 

below illustrates the authentic leadership definition and the definitions for each construct 

in the authentic leadership multi-dimensional model. 
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Table 3.1 

ALQ Authentic Leadership Definition and Multi-Dimensional Construct 

Authentic Leadership Definition 

 

Authentic Leadership Definition: Walumbwa, et al., (2008) define authentic 
leadership as a pattern of leader behavior that draws 
upon and promotes both positive psychological 
capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater 
self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective, 
balanced processing of information, and relational 
transparency on the part of leaders working with 
followers, fostering positive self-development. 

Authentic Leadership 

Multi-Dimensional Construct 
 

Self-Awareness Self-awareness refers to demonstrating an understanding 
of how one derives and makes meaning of the world and 
how that meaning making process impacts the way one 
views himself or herself over time. It also refers to 
showing an understanding of one’s strengths and 
weaknesses and the multifaceted nature of the self, 
which includes gaining insight into the self through 
exposure to others, and being cognizant of one’s impact 
on other people (Kernis, 2003). 

Relational Transparency Relational transparency refers to presenting one’s 
authentic self (as opposed to a fake or distorted self) to 
others. Such behavior promotes trust through disclosures 
that involve openly sharing information and expressions 
of one’s true thoughts and feelings while trying to 
minimize displays of inappropriate emotions (Kernis, 
2003). 

Balanced processing Balanced processing refers to leaders who show that 
they objectively analyze all relevant data before coming 
to a decision. Such leaders also solicit views that 
challenge their deeply held positions (Gardner, Avolio, 
Luthans, et al., 2005) 

Internalized Moral Perspective Internalized moral perspective refers to an internalized 
and integrated form of self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 
2003). This sort of self-regulation is guided by internal 
moral standards and values versus group, organizational, 
and societal pressures, and it results in expressed 
decision making and behavior that is consistent with 
these internalized values (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; 
Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, et al., 2005). 
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The data collection interview instrument was piloted and tested with two subjects 

(who did not participate in the study) in order to practice the interview process and also to 

amend the interview questions based on the pilot results.  Maxwell (2005) notes a benefit 

of pilot interviews is to help identify meanings that pilot participants’ may ascribe to the 

phenomena related to this study.  Results of the pilot interviews were used to refine, 

adjust, and determine the appropriateness of the interview questions for the study and was 

not used for any other purpose relating to this study. 

Data were collected through the use of in-depth semi-structured interviews 

designed to address the research question.  An interview instrument was used and is 

provided in Appendix A.  Interview questions were designed in an open-ended fashion 

and aligned with the conceptual framework with a focus on elucidating meaningful 

experiences (Creswell, 2007).  Research consent was obtained for each participant prior 

engaging in the interview data collection process, the form to be used is provided in 

Appendix B.  The length of the in-depth interviews was planned for 60 minutes 

(Creswell, 2007) and interviews varied between 30 to 60 minutes.  The interview 

instrument was provided to each participant via email or in paper copy in advance of the 

scheduled interview, so as to promote the subject’s reflection, which is a key element in 

phenomenology research (Moustakas, 1994).  All interviews were digitally recorded and 

were transcribed by a professional transcriber.  The transcriber was instructed to maintain 

confidentiality of the interview transcripts, not use true names during the transcription 

process, and destroy all materials once the transcripts were delivered to the researcher.  

Procedures to protect confidentiality of participants’ and protect the data was employed 
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to include physically securing all raw data and by coding the recordings and transcripts 

with code names (e.g. Participant 1, 2, etc.) rather than using the participants’ true names. 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Creswell (2007) details how qualitative data analysis is an interpretive process 

where the researcher understands the meaning of the data.  Creswell (2007) provides a 

general method for analysis that includes reading through all of the data several times, 

identifying themes, developing codes that categorize the information, and using the codes 

to generate themes for further analysis. 

This study used Moustakas (1994) horizoniazation technique for the initial data 

reduction process that resulted in invariant horizons pointing to the unique qualities or the 

essence of each participants’ experience.  The second phase of data analysis process used 

Saldana’s (2009) first and second cycle coding techniques to further analyze the data 

resulting in identifying the most salient categories that described the essence of their 

experiences.  The first cycle used attribute, descriptive, in-vivo, process, and thematic 

coding.  The second cycle used focused coding.  Using Saldena’s (2009) coding process 

illustrated how the act of coding is a recursive process.  The first and cycle coding 

process was used multiple times until the Etic and Emic codes were reduced to a total of 

16 themes from 24 initial themes.  Additionally, Merriam (1998) states that analysis and 

interpretation of the study’s findings will reflect the constructs, concepts, language, 

models, and theories that structured the study in the first place.  Miles & Huberman 

(1994) note that researchers will code data both during and after collection as an analytic 

tactic, “for coding is analysis”.  While coding is an important part of the data analysis 

process, coding is also about linking, “it leads you from the data to the idea, and from the 
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idea to all the data pertaining to the idea” (Saldena, 2009, p.8).  Saldena (2009) describes 

coding as a cyclical process because the researcher will code and recode as categories 

become more refined during the coding process.  Initial review of the transcripts allowed 

for initial coding, recoding occurred in a recursive process both during and after data 

collection.  The following first and second cycle coding techniques were used. 

First Cycle Coding (Saldana, 2009): 

Attribute Coding:  Was used to log essential information about the data and 

demographic characteristics of the participants’ for management and reference of the data 

throughout the data analysis phase.  Attribute coding was appropriate for this study 

because there were multiple participants’ and there was a variety of demographic 

information captured.  Attribute coding was also used to document descriptive “cover” 

information about the participant and the participant demographic information.  

Pseudonyms were developed during this phase of the coding process. 

Descriptive Coding:  Was used to develop a basic vocabulary and begin 

categorizing the data.  This was essential groundwork for the second cycle coding, further 

analysis, and interpretation.  Descriptive coding allowed for the development of coding 

that aligned with 1) both theory-based (Etic) and 2) emergent (Emic) codes. 

In Vivo Coding:  Was used as a way to ensure the participants’ voice was a 

priority in the data analysis phase and to honor the heartfelt stories in the participants’ 

voice.  In vivo coding kept the data rooted in the participants’ own language and refers to 

a word or short phrase used by the participant.  Saldena (2009) states that it represents 

words or terms that the participants’ use in their everyday lives, rather than the terms 

derived from the academic disciplines or professional practices. 
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Process Coding:  Was used to capture actions, interactions and processes.  The 

graphics illustrated throughout this dissertation are a result of the process coding. 

Theming:  Themes were derived by integrating the descriptive and process 

coding and by classifying primary themes into cohesive patterns (Saldana, 2009). 

Pattern Coding:  The patterns configured from themes were used as the basis for 

discussing study conclusions as well as, implications for research, theory, and practice. 

Second Cycle Coding (Saldana, 2009): 

Focused Coding:  Allowed for categorizing data based on thematic or conceptual 

similarity.  This included conducting searches for the most frequent or significant codes 

to develop the most salient categories within the data. 

Counting:  Frequency counts of the descriptive codes were used to promote 

analysis and help identify emergent themes and patterns (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Counts for each of the major themes are included in Table 4.4 titled Descriptive Etic and 

Emic Codes. 

Validation and Trustworthiness 

All research is concerned with producing valid and reliable knowledge in an 

ethical manner and the implementation of rigor increases trustworthiness of qualitative 

research (Merriam, 2009).  Ensuring validity and reliability in qualitative research 

involves conducting the investigation in an ethical manner (Merriam, 2009).  In 

qualitative research the researcher must implement strategies to maximize validity which 

usually refer to qualitative research that is plausible, credible, trustworthy, and therefore 

defensible (Johnson, 1997).  The following trustworthy techniques discussed were used 
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in this study to increase the rigor, validity, and reliability of this qualitative study:  

subjectivity statement, audit trail, reflexivity / journaling, and thick rich description. 

1) Subjectivity Statement:  Since, subjectivity is like a garment that cannot be 

removed, “it is insistently present in both the research and non-research 

aspects of our life” (Savage, 2011).  Therefore, the following subjectivity 

statement is provided that could potentially affect the results of this work and 

call into question the validity of the results. Sandi Aguirre – Subjectivity 

Statement:  As a qualitative researcher performing a study on the experience 

of authentic leaders I am drawn to this topic because I myself have been in a 

leadership position for over 10 years where I actively practice the concept of 

authentic leadership and because I am familiar with the authentic leadership 

literature I routinely observe leaders from this theoretical lens.  Therefore, 

during this research project I acknowledge my subjectivity and I will employ 

the validity techniques of field notes, reflexivity journaling, and peer reviews 

to perform this qualitative research. 

2) Audit Trail:  Qualitative research seems to be more scrutinized over 

quantitative research.  Merriam posits (2009) that it is important to examine 

and demonstrate how we got to the results.  Merriam (2009) emphasizes that 

good qualitative research gets much of its claim to validity from the 

researcher’s ability to show convincingly how they go there, and how they 

built confidence that this was the best account possible.  Guba posits audit 

strategy as the major technique for establishing confirmability and that the 

audit should be ongoing throughout the research process (Krefting, 1991).  An 
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audit trail was performed throughout the process by keeping journals, 

databases of raw materials, and detailed records of how information 

inferences and conclusions were developed. 

3) Reflexivity / Journaling:  In qualitative research, the researcher is the 

instrument, therefore the research is more scrutinized over quantitative 

research methods.  Krefting (1991) discusses how reflexivity aids in 

credibility, and confirmability that fall within the strategies to establish 

trustworthiness.  Reflexivity needs to be at the beginning of the research 

project where the researcher begins with their subjectivity statement.  

Reflexivity is then on-going throughout the research project where field 

journals are used to capture the researcher’s thoughts and comments so that 

the researcher can become more self-aware and can monitor and attempt to 

control for inherent biases (Krefting, 1991).  It is through reflexivity that 

researchers become more self-aware, and can monitor and attempt to control 

for inherent biases as they arise and also potential threats from the researcher 

“going native”.  Reflectivity and field journaling was done throughout the 

entire research process. 

4) Thick Rich Description:  One of the most important concepts in the lexicon 

of qualitative researchers is thick description (Ponterotto, 2006).  Thick 

description does more than record what a person is doing.  It goes beyond 

mere fact and surface appearances.  It presents detail, context, emotion, and 

the webs of social relationships that join persons to one another.  Thick 

description evokes emotionality and self-feelings.  It inserts history into 
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experience.  It establishes the significance of an experience, or the sequence of 

events, for the person or persons in question. In thick description, the voices, 

feelings, actions, and meanings of interacting individuals are heard (Denzin, 

1989, p. 83).  The use of thick description was used in this study. 

Protection of Human Subjects 

This study was conducted under the approval and guidelines provided by The 

George Washington University Office of Human Research Institutional Review Board 

(IRB).  The GWU IRB process endorses a model that respects the participant and 

researcher in the areas of mutual confidentiality and fully informed consent.  The 

following steps were taken to ensure protection of human subjects. 

1) Signed consent forms were obtained from each of the interview participants’. 

2) All transcripts and notes were handled in a confidential manner and kept in a 

secure place. 

3) To ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for each participant and 

references to specific organizations was not be used. 

4) A final publication copy of this study and any subsequent related publications 

will be provided to the interviewees to review to ensure that their 

confidentiality has been protected. 

5) All data collected and documents produced for this study was safeguarded to 

maintain participant confidentiality. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The prereflective and reflective components 

of phenomenological reduction enable an 

uncovering of the nature and meaning of 

experience, bringing the experiencing 

person to a self-knowledge and a knowledge 

of the phenomenon. 

- Johnny Saldana (2013) 

This chapter presents and discusses the results of a phenomenological study on 

the topic of authentic leadership.  The purpose of the study is to increase our empirical 

knowledge regarding how authentic leadership develops in leaders.  The aim of the study 

is to explore the lived experiences of a purposeful sample of authentic leaders to 

understand what defining experiences and moments informed their development in 

becoming an authentic leader.  This phenomenological study addresses the research 

question of:  How do experiences inform authentic leadership across the four 

dimensions of the authentic leadership multi-dimensional construct of: self-awareness, 

balanced processing, relational transparency, and internalized moral / ethical perspective 

(Figure 4.1. below). 

 

Figure 4.1.  Dissertation Research Question 
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The Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ), a theory-driven leadership 

survey instrument designed to measure the four dimensions that have been 

conceptualized as comprising authentic leadership, was used to identify the purposeful 

sample for this study.  The four scales comprising the ALQ address the following 

questions: 

Self Awareness:  To what degree is the leader aware of his or her strengths, 

limitations, how others see him or her, and how the leader impacts others? 

Transparency:  To what degree does the leader reinforce a level of openness 

with others that provides them with an opportunity to be forthcoming with their ideas, 

challenges, and opinions? 

Balanced Processing:  To what degree does the leader solicit sufficient opinions 

and viewpoints prior to making important decisions? 

Internalized Ethical / Moral Component:  To what degree does the leader set a 

high standard for moral and ethical conduct? 

Attributes and Demographics of Participants’ 

A total of 12 leaders from across 5 U.S. business sectors were interviewed over a 

3-month period using a semi-structured interview protocol to obtain thick rich 

descriptions of their life long experiences.  The participants’ were purposefully selected 

based on their ALQ scores – scoring 3.0 or higher – where a higher score represent a 

higher degree of authentic leadership.  Additionally, because the authentic leadership 

literature posits that it takes a lifelong journey to become an authentic leader, like a fine 

wine that ages over time, additional criteria was used to identify the population for this 

study: 1) Leaders who are 40 years or older, 2) Leaders with 10 or more years of 
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leadership experience, and 3) Leaders who are not in their first leadership position.  The 

demographic information for the participants’ in this study are detailed in Tables 4.1. and 

4.2.  The ALQ scores for the participants’ are detailed in Table 4.3. 

Pseudo names were used to maintain confidentiality of the participants’ and each 

participant was assigned a numerical code based on the order in which the interviews 

were conducted.  The researcher aimed to achieve a balance across the participants’ based 

on gender, age, ethnicity, years of experience, and business sector.  Participants’ were 

between the ages of 44 and 61, and all had over 10 years of experience ranging from 10 

years to 42 years of leadership experience.  As leaders, the participants’ served in a 

variety of leadership roles in the military, civil service, not-for-profit, and commercial 

business sectors.  Moreover, the participants’ had been in several leadership roles over 

their career and their current position was not their first leadership position. 

Table 4.1. 

Gender and Business Sector of Study Participants’ 

 
 

Table 4.2. 

Ethnicity, Age, and Gender of Study Participants’ 

 

Retired Military

Retired Miitary / 

Still working Not-for-Profit Government Commercial

Male 9 1 5 1 1 1

Female 3 1 2
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Table 4.3. 

Participants’ Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ) Scores, Age, and Gender 

 

Elucidation of Participants’ Experiences 

There were a total of 9 interview questions for this study.  The interview 

questions were designed to elicit and explore experiences that would potentially inform 

each of the authentic leadership constructs and ensure each construct was addressed 

during the interview.  To accomplish this, each interview question mapped directly to the 

authentic leadership literature and to one or more of the ALQ questions that addressed 

each of the constructs that comprises authentic leadership (Figure 4.2.).  This enabled the 

researcher to investigate and look holistically at the entire authentic leadership construct, 

something that has not been done previously in authentic research studies. 

ALQ Score Age Gender

Participant 1 3.4 53 M

Participant 2 3 51 M

Participant 3 3 54 F

Participant 4 3.3 51 M

Participant 5 3.7 61 M

Participant 6 3 45 M

Participant 7 3.4 53 M

Participant 8 3.6 54 M

Participant 9 3.6 51 M

Participant 10 3.3 44 F

Participant 11 3.6 52 M

Participant 12 3.3 50 F
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Figure 4.2. Interview Questions Mapped to the Authentic Leadership Literature and the 

ALQ 

The questions stimulated deep reflection and thought from each of the 

participants’.  The inductive analysis brought to light several key themes that informed 

each of the four constructs of authentic leadership and also identified new concepts that 

have not been previously discussed in the authentic leadership literature.  The next 

section takes a deeper look at those themes and concepts that emerged from the inductive 

analysis of this study. 

Etic and Emic Coding 

Etic and Emic codes were developed as part of the data analysis process.  The Etic 

codes were drawn from the theoretical underpinnings of the authentic leadership 

construct.  Four theory construct definitions were used for the Etic codes in this study 

(SELFAWARE, RELTRANP, BALPROC, INTMORALPERSP).  Emic codes evolved 

as part of the inductive analysis process.  The transcripts were read multiple times to 

derive concepts and significant themes from the raw data.  Transcripts were also read 
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“horizontally”, which involved grouping segments of text by theme.  The Etic and Emic 

codes, definitions, and their frequency as a result of the data analysis process are detailed 

in Table 4.4. below. 

Table 4.4. 

Descriptive Etic and Emic Codes – Definitions and Results 

No. TYPE CODE DEFINITION COUNT 

1 Etic 
 

SELFAWARE Self-Awareness refers to demonstrating an understanding 
of how one derives and makes meaning of the world and 
how that meaning making process impacts the way one 
views himself or herself over time.  It also refers to 
showing an understanding of one’s strengths and 
weaknesses and the multifaceted nature of the self, which 
includes gaining insight into the self through exposure to 
others, and being cognizant of one’s impact on other 
people (Kernis, 2003). 

40 

2 Etic 
 

RELTRANP Relational Transparency refers to presenting one’s 
authentic self (as opposed to a fake or distorted self) to 
others.  Such behavior promotes trust through disclosures 
that involve openly sharing information and expressions 
of one’s true thoughts and feelings while trying to 
minimize displays of inappropriate emotions (Kernis, 
2003). 

44 

3 Etic 
 

BALPROC Balanced Processing refers to leaders who show that they 
objectively analyze all relevant data before coming to a 
decision.  Such leaders also solicit views that challenge 
their deeply held positions (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, et 
al., 2005). 

23 

4 Etic 
 

INTMORALPERSP Internalized Moral Perspective refers to an internalized 
and integrated form of self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 
2003).  This sort of self-regulation is guided by internal 
moral standards and values versus group, organizational, 
and societal pressures, and it results in expressed decision 
making and behavior that is consistent with these 
internalized values (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner, 
Avolio, Luthans, et al., 2005). 
 

81 

5 Emic 
 

SOLISORIENT Solicitous Orientation refers to having a deep concern, 
interest, caring, and compassion for people, specifically in 
their leadership and career development.   

85 

6 Emic 
 

L-F-PROTÉGÉ 
 

Leader-Follower Protégé refers to participants’ being 
helped in their career by a supervisor – above and beyond 
the normal concept of mentoring.  A person who 
recognizes the value in another and works to develop that 
value, identified growth assignments, provided direction 
and feedback, having a leader who has a vested interest in 
developing followers. 

30 

7 Emic ACTFEEDBACK Active Feedback refers to the process of routinely 
receiving active feedback from different sources 
throughout one’s leadership career 

108 
 

8 Emic ACTREFLECTION Active Reflection refers to the process of routinely 
reflecting on the active feedback received 

24 
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9 Emic ACTIVE 
PRACTICE 

Active Practice refers to actively making a change in 
one’s leadership practice based on the feedback 

30 

10 Emic GREATROLE Refers to being placed in a great role beyond your abilities 
or in a “live” role for which you only trained for 
previously 

33 

11 Emic NEGMENTOR Negative Mentoring refers to not having a mentor and 
having to learn through other means 

43 

12 Emic VALUED Refers to being valued as a member of the team 50 
13 Emic OBSERVING Refers to learning through observing 22 
14 Emic SOCIALCONTEXT Refers to learning through a social context (e.g. 

neighborhood, church, sports, military, your children) 
18 

15 Emic VALUESYSTEM Refers to a set of values that one lives their life in 
accordance with regardless of the situation. 

121 

16 Emic RETROSPECTION Retrospection refers to when we think about or review 
past events especially from a new perspective or with new 
information.  

25 

 

Key Findings 

Based on the findings of the study, it appears the process of becoming an 

authentic leader is a process of human cognition (learning) and then applying what an 

individual learns from experiences.  The literary offerings on the concept of authenticity 

continually refer back to the ancient Greek philosophy and popular evocations such as: 

“know thyself”, “the unexamined life is not worth living”, and the most popular “to thine 

own self be true”.  What is missing in these concepts of authenticity and particularly what 

this study uncovered is the depth of compassion and caring that authentic leaders have for 

the people they lead and their strong emotional and psychological functioning to endure 

many challenging and traumatic events they experienced as a leaders.  Moreover, this 

study brought to light several key factors that aided the participants’ in their development 

in becoming an authentic leader that will be discussed in more detail below. 

Network Model – The Process of Becoming an Authentic Leader 

The network model below (Figure 4.3.) illustrates the process of becoming an 

authentic leader based on the results of the data - the process of human cognition 

(learning) and applying what an individual learns from experiences over time.  The 
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results suggest that those experiences inform each of the authentic leadership constructs 

over the lifetime of an authentic leader. 

 

Figure 4.3.  A Network Model of How Experiences Inform the Four Constructs of 

Authentic Leadership 

Several phases of the participants’ lived experiences during their childhood, 

young adult, and professional life shape and inform the analysis and findings of this 

study.  Significant experiences that participants’ had during their childhood or 

adolescence phase of their life were influential in: 1) Shaping their values, 2) Changing 

their behaviors, and 3) Influencing who they want to be as a person and then a leader.  

Career experiences over a participants’ adult lifetime, particularly during new, 

challenging, dangerous, life or death, and heartfelt experiences reveal critical moments 

that informed their authentic leadership development across one or all four constructs.  

Additionally, the participants’ expressed how the experiences during adulthood with a 

good or poor leader (good or poor in the eyes of the participant) was extremely influential 
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in shaping who they want to be and who they do not want be as a leader.  Many times 

these career experiences occurred within a short time-period, between 1 to 3 years. 

Thematic Results 

Analysis of the data resulted in the identification six themes that inform authentic 

leadership development.  Those themes are listed and described in detail below.   

Theme 1:  Experiences are the Primary Source of Learning that Informs Authentic 

Leadership Development 

This research revealed an array of experiences from childhood to adulthood that 

informed the participants’ authentic leadership development.  Those experiences 

included:  being a supervisor during potential life and death situations such as a typhoon 

and war (e.g. Desert Storm); dealing with multiple death of subordinates (e.g. accidental 

and suicide); moving to a culturally different neighborhood during childhood; attending a 

military academy where expectations and feedback are engrained in each individual; 

having responsibility over a nuclear weapons arsenal that could blow up the world three 

times; walking down a reservation road holding your grandfather’s hand and the 

grandfather teaching you a life-long lesson; being raised in an American Indian tribal 

environment and living the concept of communal rather than individual; being lost in the 

desert and responsible for the troops where you can potentially be captured by terrorists 

or die of dehydration; taking over a leadership position from a toxic leader; having your 

grandfather give you a lesson in ethics and morality (e.g. stealing); growing up in an 

environment where kids are doing bad things; or a single experience with a good or a 

poor leader. 
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Participants’ noted the following experiences that had the greatest impact on their 

leadership development: 

• Observing leaders 

• Interacting with many different people in different career fields 

• Being mentored by great leaders 

• Working under positive leadership 

• Working under negative leadership 

• Negative mentoring – meaning there was no one mentoring them 

• Being placed in a great role 

• Continually increasing the number of subordinates that leaders were in 

charge of 

• Having a role model to follow, learn from, and someone who would take 

them under their wing regarding all aspects of development (e.g. putting 

the participants’ in challenging positions, advocating for the participants’ 

to apply for a higher level position) 

• Working for leaders who recognized the value in follower’s and would 

facilitate their skill development and identify areas to apply their skills 

• Social contexts, such as Church, that helped to develop a sense of right 

and wrong 

• Significant emotional events in the eyes of the participants’ that occurred 

at different points in their life development (e.g. when they were a child, a 

young adult, an adult) 
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• Someone giving the participants’ advice that happened to be given at the 

right time it was needed 

• Words of wisdom from different family members (e.g.. mother, father, 

grandfather, grandmother, mother-in-law) 

• Getting over a hard moment (e.g. suicides, accidental deaths, unexpected 

deaths, dysfunctional family issues) 

• Leading in an extreme chaotic environment (e.g. typhoon, war) 

In reviewing the transcripts, it was clear that how one becomes an authentic leader 

does require a lifelong journey and is a process that is dependent on dyadic relationships 

between leaders and followers.  All participants’ felt that experiences made the biggest 

impact on the development of their leadership style, rather than through formal 

educational programs.  Participants’ felt that formal education “served as the polish” and 

gave them the words to describe and communicate what they were seeing and 

experiencing as a leader. 

However, it was learning from experiences that the participants’ described how 

they changed their behaviors and shaped their leadership styles.  For example, participant 

5 is a 61 year old West Point graduate, retired from the military and now working for a 

not-for-profit organization, reflected on his experiences at the military academy and 

noted “they don’t fool around with leadership up there – it’s from day one you’re in the 

melting pot there”.  However, during the interview he continued to recall experiences he 

had as a leader and a follower, rather than a student that were influential on his leadership 

development.  He recalls an experience when he was a 22 year old captain working with 

a senior captain who was in his early 30’s.  He describes the senior captain as an “Adonis 
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– he just looked like what you’d picture a leader looking like”.  While the senior captain 

was a good leader, it was through observation that participant 5 learned that there is 

always something you “pick and choose from those leaders that you try not to pull into 

yourself”.  The things you see and feel are not ideal for a leader and that “you try to reject 

those things”.  He describes an experience with the Adonis leader that shaped his 

leadership style. 

Participant 5:  “He was very much a good leader and I observed him as 

his subordinate for about a year and a half, I guess.  And I watched how 

he treated the troops.  I watched how he treated us, as his subordinates. 

And that had a big influence on how I learned to treat people.” 

 

Participant 5 concludes the interview with this last statement on topic of 

experiences. 

Participant 5:  “I would simply say, going back to the beginning, that 

experience, more than anything, experience is the best teacher because 

you learn what works and what doesn't work and you learn through doing, 

what people respond to.  You learn what circumstances, or how 

circumstances can dictate changes in your style.” 

A common thread across the data is that each of the participants’ have had several 

experiences that shaped who they are as leaders today and they can describe specific 

experiences and people that influenced how they wanted to develop as a person and as a 

leader.  Participant 2, a 51 year old male retired from the military as a Security Forces 

Non-Commissioned Officer (NCO), now working as a civilian for the U.S. government 

recalls a teaching moment from his grandfather when he was 14 years old that was an 

experience that shaped him then and who he is today.  At a very young age he recalls that 

his morals and values were such he was stealing, breaking into homes, and doing other 

“bad stuff” at a very young age (10 through 13 years old).  One day he recalls how his 

“grandpa put it into perspective” for him. 
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Participant 2:  “I was stealing money from my grandfather.  We only saw 

them like once or twice a year and he had a jar of coins and I would go in 

there and I'd take coins out.  It was the same year my step-father got an 

income tax return and bought me a brand new bicycle.  I never had a 

brand new anything in my life.  Grandpa looked at me and said, how do 

you like that new bike?  I said, well, I love it.  It's great, you know.  He 

goes, well, how would you feel if someone stole it?  I said, oh, I'd be mad 

as hell.  And grandpa said, then why would you steal from people?  .....all 

of those things changed the day grandpa kind of put it in perspective for 

me...so that became the event which shaped me.” 

It is through a myriad of experiences that the participants’ articulated that they go 

through a “metamorphosis” with regards to their leadership style.  Participant 9 is a 51 

year old male retired from the military and currently working for the U.S. government 

explained that he felt that being exposed to leadership in a “bunch of ways” starting out as 

a “kid” and being involved in the church, scouts, and then joining the military (which had 

the strongest influence), were all instrumental in his development into the leader that he 

is today.  He felt that through his experiences it helped him change from being a very task 

focused leader to a leader that was more relationship focused, which was even 

“surprising” to him. 

Based on the findings of this study experiences are the primary source of learning 

that informs the development of an authentic leader across the four dimensions of the 

authentic leadership construct.  Figure 4.4. below depicts this cyclic process of how 

experiences inform self-awareness, balanced processing, relational transparency, and an 

internalized ethical / moral component. 
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Figure 4.4.  Experiences Inform all four Constructs of the Authentic Leadership Model 

Furthermore, the study suggests that there does not appear to be a one-to-one 

relationship between experiences and each of the individual authentic leadership 

constructs that was used in this study – meaning that one single experience does not 

inform one single construct.  Rather, it is the combination of experiences over time that 

can inform a single or multiple constructs (one-to-many).  Figure 4.5. below illustrates 

the difference between the one-to-one and one-to-many relationship regarding how 

experiences inform each of the constructs.  This one-to-may concept is not specifically 

mentioned in the current authentic leadership literature and is a unique finding a result to 

this study.  This may be a result of authentic leadership studies looking at only one 

construct at a time, rather than looking at all four constructs.  This suggests that each of 

the individual constructs are intertwined more than previously thought. 
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Figure 4.5.  How Experiences Inform the Authentic Leadership Construct:  A One-to-one 

and One-to many Relationship 

The results also suggest that there is an adult developmental process during which 

an adult leader internalizes and integrates experiences that allows for continual change in 

their behavior and thinking that ultimately shapes who they want to be in adulthood.  

Schutz (1970) posits that “the meaning of an experience is established in retrospect 

through interpretation."  Drawing on Schultz, retrospection occurs once an authentic 

leader goes through the process of reflection, internalization, and integration of their 

experiences into their leadership practice.  As the participants’ internalized and integrated 

their experiences into their core being, those experiences informed one or many of the 

four constructs of authentic leadership.  Retrospection, in the context of authentic 

leadership, means authentic leaders think about or review past events from a new 

perspective – they have reflected and internalized and integrated an experience.  While, 

reflection in the context of authentic leadership means that authentic leaders perform 
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deliberate pondering, thinking, and contemplation on immediate experiences to 

understand and learn from those experiences that impacts future behavior. 

Authentic leadership is viewed to develop overtime (Gardner, et al., 2011) and 

this research provides supporting empirical data to this proposition illustrating and 

supporting the proposition that there is a process of becoming an authentic leader over the 

lifetime of an individual.  As a result of this study, this process is called Leader-

Authentication (Figure 4.6.), because each of the participants’ internalizes and integrates 

what they learn from each experience to improve their leadership practice across the four 

constructs of authentic leadership and across other dimensions as well.  The critical 

finding is that experiences induce cognitive conflict and hence encourage learners to 

develop new knowledge schemes that are better adapted to the new experience. 

 

Figure 4.6.  The Process of Leader-Authentication 
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The participants’ of this study all expressed that it is was not one defining 

moment or experience that defined or informed who they are as a leader; rather it was 

many little interactions with many different people in many different situations over time.  

There were similar experiences across the participants’ that informed their authentic 

leadership development such as:  surviving many momentous and challenging 

experiences; being able to overcome significant weaknesses in their character and / or 

physiology; and awareness of their words and actions through a process of continual 

active feedback, active reflection, and active application of what they have learned.  

Although participants’ indicated it was not one defining moment or experience that 

informed their leadership style, it was common across the data of all participants’ that the 

data suggests that there was one defining experience that appeared to help solidify who 

they wanted to become as a person or leader that was the most influential in their 

leadership development.  Participant 7 a 53 year old male, retired from the Air Force as a 

NCO, recalled multiple experiences over his lifetime that he felt had to have been 

influential in the leader he became.  For example, having a rough childhood as a result of 

being in raised in a divorced family at a young age (4 or 5 years old), moving to an Italian 

neighborhood where social values influenced development of his own values, being 

reunited with his father (due to a divorce) after more than 10 years at the age of eighteen, 

being the second plane in during Desert Storm in 1991 to set-up air defense because he 

recalls it went from “training, training, training into garrison force – that was a big event 

for me in leadership because it became real”.  Participant 7 noted 2 specific events that 

he felt impacted his leadership style: moving to an Italian neighborhood at the age of 5 
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and the death of his father at the age of 52, when the Participant was 30 years old.  He 

recalls both experiences. 

Participant 7:  “…..I was a little 5 year old….we moved into an Italian 

neighborhood….so I was not Italian.  So I was growing up, I was 

incorporated into that life, that culture.  They accepted me.  But their 

culture - loyal, family, honesty - and if you didn’t, you would be ostracized 

and kind of cast out…..so that is where it started for me, the very 

beginnings, just learning their culture and then it went into sports.” 

Participant 7:  ”I was about 30, I knew I met him early, but we didn’t click 

when I was 18 and we didn’t see each other for a long time after that and 

that was hard for me.  I came back from Desert Storm and I bought my 

dad a plan ticket to come down and see us in Georgia and he was coming 

down.  He passed away in his sleep….you know I was forgiving him for 

some of the things I was harboring about why he left.  You know it was 

more a life changing event – a big life event is going to impact everything 

else.  So you realize these things, life is short, you know….what’s really 

important, what’s not important.  What don’t you want to have a life like?  

And I learned to relax more as a leader because things were not so 

important….and I learned that when I relaxed as a leader that things 

became so much more fluid.  You could see it.  Instead of stressing about 

decision……decisions became clearer…more confident.  I became so 

much more confident.  I think that relaxing, when you’re relaxed your 

state is totally different.  Your mind is open.  You see things more clearly.” 

Theme 2:  Feedback is Essential in Authentic Leadership Development 

This study brought to light that feedback is a critical factor in the development of 

an authentic leader.  All participants’ (12 out of 12) felt strongly that if you are interested 

in improving yourself as a leader you need to consider all feedback.  Each of the 

participants’ described detailed accounts on how they incorporated feedback into their 

daily practice as a leader over their leadership career and how they continue to do so 

today.  The data suggests all participants’ have an interest in developing themselves. 

The concept of self-awareness is central to discussion of authentic leadership 

(Kernes 2003; Luthans & Avolio 2003; Sparrowe 2005; Shamir & Eilam, 2005; Gardner, 

et al., 2005) and when participants’ responded to interview questions that focused on the 
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construct of self-awareness, feedback was the most common theme that every participant 

discussed as being a critical factor in their development as a leader.  The participants’ 

coupled feedback with a deep introspective look at themselves on a fairly on-going basis 

to check and see how they were doing in the role of a leader and to make adjustments in 

their behaviors along the way. 

The research data shows a clear relationship between the dyadic relationships of 

leader-follower and feedback.  Specifically, how real and raw feedback from 

subordinates informed development of the participants’ self-awareness.  The diagram 

below (Figure 4.7.) illustrates the data from the study that shows how feedback directly 

informed and developed self-awareness in the participants’. 

 

Figure 4.7.  An Illustration of How Self-Awareness Evolves in Authentic Leaders 

The data revealed that participants’ typically had one defining experience where 

they became aware that their words and behaviors impacted others.  Once the 

participants’ made this realization they would work on changing their words and 
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behaviors.  This suggests that the participants’ learned new behaviors and integrated this 

in their knowledge schemas. 

The defining experiences included such things as being placed in a great role with 

critical responsibility where they did not have any previous experience.  Stumbling as a 

leader in front of subordinates and taking action to remedy their stumbling, learning 

through immersion on an unfamiliar topic.  The participants’ described how these 

experiences prompted unexpected feedback from subordinates or realization that they had 

to depend on others and that those experiences had a profound awakening effect on the 

participants’ self-awareness construct.  Typically these experiences happened early on in 

their leadership career and once the participants’ became aware of the value and 

importance of feedback, reflection, and modifying behavior, many of the participants’ 

began an active regimen to actively seek feedback.  There is a sense among all the 

participants’ that it is important to focus on weaknesses and strive to continually improve 

and they depend on feedback to make those improvements. 

Participants’ described different types of feedback that influenced and appeared to 

help develop their sense of self-awareness.  This included unsolicited feedback from 

subordinates, solicited feedback from trusted advisors, and formal feedback as part of an 

institutional system such as the military.  Participant 1 is a 53 year old retired Air Force 

Colonel, clearly understood the importance of feedback in his leadership development, so 

much so that he incorporated his own type of feedback into his leadership practice by 

developing trusted relationships with his subordinates to ensure he had a mechanism for 

continual honest feedback.  He notes:  
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Participant 1:  “I would always make sure I had a relationship with the 

chief so that you could get that feedback.  He would come say, what the 

hell was that dumb ass?  I learned a lot from that, from reflecting on it 

afterwards.  Your chief will give you candidate feedback because he's 

gotten what all he's getting.  He is not competing for promotion like the 

other NCO's.” 

Participant 1 also had experiences with unsolicited feedback that made him 

acutely aware of how his words or actions can impact others, which is a hallmark in 

authentic leadership that is related to the construct of self-awareness – being cognizant of 

one’s impact on other people.  He described an experience when he was commanding a 

cadet squadron at the Air Force Academy, responsible for the military education of 110 

cadets.  He recalls “it all started with a little prank by the cadets” which ultimately 

ended up with Participant 1 taking heat from his superiors above about the prank. 

Participant1:  “I got my ass chewed.  So I'm returning the favor, and I 

said, and I don't know why to this day, or where I got it, or why I said it, 

but I said, quit acting like a bunch of Appalachian mountain children.  

Why the hell I said that I have no idea.  It was probably because I didn't 

want to swear and sure as hell one of my cadets was from Appalachia, an 

Appalachian part of Ohio.  She said sir, I'm not really sure what you 

meant by that, but it kind of hurt my feeling.  I'm like, shit.  I had my life 

flash through my eyes.  I'm done.  She's going to complain and all I could 

do was apologize to her and I apologized to my cadets, and it was fine.  I 

gathered them to chew their ass, and then I gathered them to apologize 

separately.  I said, you know, this is something you can learn something 

from this.  Don't lose control of your mouth because you're pissed off.” 

Participants’ described how feedback was also part of a reflective practice where 

the participants’ would actively reflect on the feedback to understand where a situation 

might have gone not as well as they had liked or how they could have handled a situation 

differently or better in the future.  The reflection resulted in the participants’ actively 

implementing what they learned into their leadership practice.  According to each of the 

participants’, feedback, reflection, and action on the feedback were and continue to be 

vital to the participants’ development as a leader and they describe it as an ongoing 
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activity.  Participant 2 describes the process of “looking in the mirror” to prompt 

reflection on feedback. 

Participant 2: ”I try to remind myself to look back and make sure that I 

was not the person that I was – I did some terrible things in my life”   I 

look at myself in the mirror every day and say – when something goes 

wrong, I always go to the mirror first.…because a person never knows 

what they’re doing is wrong until somebody tells them that you’re doing 

something wrong….and that reflection is my mirror so I can say, oh yea, 

dumb ass, you should have handled that better.  Some people don’t bother 

looking, they don’t have a clue or they’re not going to acknowledge it, I 

try to acknowledge it. 

The study shows that participants’ were not afraid to implement change in their 

words, actions, or behaviors and would continually seek out feedback; this indicates that 

all participants’ have an orientation for learning and self-improvement by understanding 

their strengths and weaknesses and being cognizant of their impact on other people.  The 

data suggests that participants’ used feedback as a process to make meaning of their 

actions to reflect on how they viewed themselves as a result of these different experiences 

which is in alignment with conceptions of self-awareness in authentic leadership. 

Because many of the participants’ had a military background one might think that 

the built-in nature of feedback in the military would influence the self-awareness scores 

of the participants’ who had military experience.  However, the data does not suggest a 

relationship regarding level of self-awareness across business sector, gender, or age – 

keeping in mind that the ALQ used in this study is the self-rater form – so the level of 

self-awareness is from the perspective of the participant.  Interestingly, participants’ 1 

and 2 discussed a strong reliance on feedback, yet they both had lower ALQ self-

awareness scores than the other participants’.  However, when looking at the raw self-

awareness scores for Participant 1 and 2 (Table 4.5. below), in order to gain a deeper 
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understanding of why their self-awareness scores were lower than the other participants’, 

the ALQ question that pertained specifically to feedback was rated a 3 out of 4 by both 

participants’.  Examining the data further, 5 out of 12 participants’ scored themselves 

with a 2 for question #14 of the ALQ that focused on their understanding of how others 

viewed their capabilities.  Both participants’, 1 and 2, scored themselves with a 2 for 

questions #14, “as a leader I accurately describe how others view my capabilities.” 

Table 4.5. 

Participants’ Self-Awareness Scores 

 

Theme 3:  Authentic Leadership Development Requires Reliance on Interactions 

with Others and Fostering Potential in Others 

Authentic followership and its relationship with authentic leadership is a primary 

focus area within the authentic leadership literature (Zhu, May, Avolio, 2004; Avolio, 

Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004; Eagly 2005; Hinojosa, Davis McCauley, 

Randolph-Seng, & Gardner, 2014; Cianci, Hannah, Roberts, & Tsakumis, 2014). 

Participant Self Awareness Score Industry Gender Age

6 2.5 Commercial M 45

2 2.5
Retired Military  / 

Still Working
M 51

1 2.8 Retired Military M 53

4 3 Government M 51

7 3
Retired Military  / 

Still Working
M 53

3 3.3 Government F 54

8 3.3
Retired Military  / 

Still Working
M 51

10 3.3 Not-for-Profit F 44

12 3.5 Government F 50

11 3.5 Not-for-Profit M 52

9 3.8
Retired Military  / 

Still Working
M 51

5 3.8
Retired Military  / 

Still Working
M 61
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A common thread across the entire data set from this study is that each of the 

participants’ had significant experiences over their careers with their leaders and 

subordinates that were instrumental in developing who they are as leaders today.  

Moreover, what is not discussed in the authentic leadership literature is that many of the 

participants’ discussed how their family members had a great influence on them when 

they described how they gained the knowledge that was most instrumental in shaping 

their current leadership style and described which people and experiences in their early 

adult and professional life have had the greatest impact on them in developing their 

current leadership style.  The reliance on interactions with others (Figure 4.8.) informed 

the authentic leadership constructs of self-awareness, interpersonal relationships, 

balanced processing, and ethical / moral component.  This finding demonstrates how the 

constructs of authentic leadership are interrelated and experiences can inform more than 

one of the constructs at a time. 

 

Figure 4.8.  Reliance on Interactions with Others 

Analyzing the data there appears to be a clear reliance on interactions with others 

when it comes to authentic leadership development.  This finding strongly supports the 
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interpersonal lens adopted by scholars (Eagly 2005; Gardner, et al., 2005; Ilies, 

Morgeson, and Nahrgang 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003).  Every participant discussed 

an experience that involved learning from “a more knowledgeable other” or having a 

mentor or role model who acted as a teacher to foster their development.  According to 

the participants’, such interactions with positive / active role models who acted more as 

teachers early in their careers (when they were the followers) enabled them to glean 

positive attributes and knowledge that informed not only their leadership development 

and in some cases impacted their professional acumen in a specific career field.  They 

learned how to be a leader and they also developed their particular business discipline.  

The descriptions that participants’ provided of their role models and mentors illustrated 

an individual who was vested in the participants’ career and skill development, offering 

guidance and critical feedback because they believed in them, taking them under their 

wing to help with their development.  Based on how the participants’ described their 

experiences and based on how the participants’ viewed this type of leader-follower 

relationship, the participant were viewed as a “protégé” and the leader was considered 

more of a teacher rather than a mentor because of their active role in the participants’ 

development – active teaching rather than a more passive activity such as mentoring.  

This type of relationship discovered as a result of this study, the Teacher / Protégé 

relationship is unique and is not currently reflected in the authentic leadership literature.  

Participant 12, a 50 year old female who now works for the U.S. government started out 

working in the commercial bank industry and recalls her experience with her first boss 

straight out of college and how he hired and trained her.  The relationship and experience 
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she described was one of a teacher / protégé relationship.  Where her boss (the teacher) 

saw something in her (the protégé) and took an active interest in her development. 

Participant 12:  He was the former Senior Vice President of a billion 

dollar bank.  He trained me….he took care of me in the sense that I used 

to think that everyone had a boss that protected them and gave them 

promotions when they were deserving and all this stuff, until he wasn't my 

boss.  But the thing about my boss was, he was very much like my mom, 

hardworking, only a lot of people didn't like him….some people called him 

a jerk….some people called him an asshole, but what he was, was very 

competent, very smart.  I mean, I actually excelled for some reason in that 

environment.  I just thrived on having very high expectations of me….what 

I gleaned from him was  mostly positive attributes, which was very 

hardworking, very conscientious, very precise.  He was very good at what 

he did.  Very smart, very well-read, his work product was top notch.  So he 

gave me a lot of responsibility.  He had high expectations and I would say 

that he really challenged me.  I was very lucky to have been given that 

opportunity to learn from someone with those skillsets, and given all of 

those opportunities.  I want to say mentor comes to mind, definitely 

mentor.  It seems like there's something bigger than a mentor there, you 

know what I mean.” 

The data further suggests that in order for a leader or follower to significantly 

excel in their career and develop and strengthen their skills, particularly leadership skills, 

requires a teacher / protégé relationship.  Those participants’ who experienced negative 

mentorship, a boss who is never around or who did not show interest in their followers’ 

development, had to learn through other means.  Participant 1 and Participant 9 describe 

similar experiences how they learned from the NCO’s, a bottom-up learning method. 

Participant 1: “I had a boss.  I had a captain who I worked for who I 

never saw.  He's back on the base.  I mean, I literally never saw him when 

I was working. So I wouldn't learn much from that guy. I needed to learn 

from the NCO's.” 

Participant 9: “That first leadership job is also a learning experience.  

There is normally a senior enlisted person who is there, who has been in 

the service for 10-15 years, of course they’re traveling that path with you 

and a smart Junior officer recognizes that he doesn’t know what he needs 

to know and he learns.  So you fill a position, but you almost don’t have 

the knowledge to fill that position.  So you learn that it takes a village, sort 

of.  You learn to depend on other people.” 
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Participants’ who had experiences with negative mentorship or being placed in a 

great role or multiple roles that were outside their level of expertise enabled them to learn 

through other means and learn how to rely on the expertise and input of others 

particularly from the bottom-up – where in this type of leader-follower relationship the 

follower was more knowledgeable than the leader.  This type of development influenced 

the participants’ authentic leadership construct of balanced processing, to be able to learn 

to take input from multiple sources regardless of hierarchy. 

Another key area of experiences that were common and appears to have informed 

the participants’ balanced processing included work experiences with good and poor 

leaders.  Participants’ described how working for a “good” leader taught them skills on 

how to do their jobs, interface with people and they often mentioned that they wanted to 

model or emulate and not copy the leadership style of a good leader.  Participants’ also 

expressed how the “good” leaders took care of the people from a compassionate 

perspective but also from a learning perspective, teaching them the things they needed to 

do their job more effectively.  This resulted in the participants’ striving to work harder, 

being cognitively challenged, developing new skills, and polishing exiting skills.  

Participants’ could relate and identify with good leaders, there was some type of 

connection between a good leader and a follower.  Also, the participants’ felt that the 

good leaders “cared more for my well-being and growth than for their own” and how 

they often saw potential in others and were committed to developing others.  Participant 

4, a 51 year old male who now works for the U.S. government recalled his first boss as 

having the greatest impact on developing his current leadership style. 

Participant 4: “….one of my first supervisors who saw potential in me that 

I hadn’t yet seen in myself.  She literally pushed me out of the job I was in, 



126 
 

as in, it wasn’t anywhere near your potential you need to go here…..she 

didn’t fill out the application for me but it was like if I hadn’t done it, she 

would have …….so she was someone who was clearly attuned to 

mentoring someone before mentoring became a buzzword.  Even though, 

my moving on in my career meant that I was no longer working for her so 

you know she sacrificed something by –it wasn’t just me—but others that 

you know she really took under her wing.” 

When participants’ had a feeling of being valued by their leaders it resulted in 

several positive outcomes and actions.  In the role of follower, participants’ with a good 

leader were encouraged to do good work, were shown how to do good work, and the 

participants’ felt that their work was of value and worked even harder.  When the 

participants’ became leaders, their experiences with good leaders made them want to 

emulate or embark that same feeling with their followers, focused on ensuring that they 

did not act or talk in a way that would take away a subordinates sense of self-worth.  

Participants’ focused on finding and developing the value of followers so they would 

learn how to be valued members of teams.  The participants’ also learned how to provide 

candid feedback, while being able to keep subordinates motivated and energized to 

continue to do good work.  The thick rich description by the participants’ describing 

working with a good boss appears to connect with Chan, Hannah, & Gardner’s (2005) 

concept that authenticity in leaders is an important leadership multiplier, and is 

foundational for producing a virtuous cycle of performance and learning for leaders, 

followers, and organizations 

More profoundly, looking at the converse, experiences with “poor” leaders taught 

the participants’ who they did not want to be as a leader.  Poor leaders were described as 

not motivating, not knowledgeable, not trust worthy, often got angry at subordinates, 

disingenuous, mechanical, unlikeable, lacked vision, lacked communication skills, 

isolated themselves, elevated themselves while degrading others, talking out both sides of 
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their mouth, and would string you along.  Participant 10 is a 44 year old female, who now 

works for a not-for-profit organization, discussed how a poor leader had the most impact 

on the development of her current leadership style and how that experience stays with her 

to this day.  The participant details how it was her second job out of college and her new 

boss was a female who had a very stern and formal appearance and who would not speak 

or interact directly with the participant, rather this senior supervisor would always go 

through the next level supervisor to speak to her.  She recalls how this experience sticks 

with her today. 

Participant 10: “The most telling was, I think I was wearing one of those 

sweaters, tight around my shoulders, and clunky shoes, and she told my 

corporate supervisor, please tell Participant 10 that she's inappropriately 

dressed for this work environment.  And, of course you know, that has 

stuck with me, because you take pride in the way you dress.  But also the 

fact that she felt that there was this level between herself and I and it went 

to a male, then it went to me.  That I was inappropriate for this work 

environment, and that's how I took it.  I was one of the highest performers, 

I was the first one to come, the last one to leave and was doing great work.  

But that just -- it has stuck with me.  I don't know what that really tells you 

about, how this has had the greatest impact and development on my 

current leadership style.  It was simply that, sticking to kind of your 

position, as opposed to dealing with people as people.  Especially molding 

a young, you know, female.  Someone who is hardworking and 

motivated.” 

The positive and negative interactions that the participants’ had during their 

professional career appear to influence the development of 3 of the 4 authentic leadership 

constructs:  self-awareness, relational transparency, and balanced processing.  Again, 

suggesting the one-to-many relationship between experiences and the four constructs of 

authentic leadership. 
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Theme 4:  A Value System Serves as a Guidepost over the Adult Life of an 

Authentic Leader 

Across the authentic leadership literature there are many conceptions regarding 

the moral foundation and values of authentic leaders.  What the data suggests is that the 

moral foundation and values that are inherent in authentic leaders are developed during 

the childhood / adolescent phase, which is consistent with concepts of authentic 

leadership that moral standards are primarily developed via cultural and societal 

influences (Hannah, Lester & Vogelgesang, 2005).  The data suggests that the 

development of a moral standard and values were triggered by a significant experience in 

the eyes of the participant.  Over time, the collective values of the participants’ appear to 

have developed into more of a value system that serves as a guidepost throughout 

adulthood, rather than values being continually developed over time.  Figure 4.9. 

illustrates an example of what a value system of an authentic leader looks like.  This 

value system may align with what scholars refer to as a moral foundation or component 

that authentic leaders have (Luthans & Avolio, 2003; May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio, 

2003).  It is unknown if or what the differentiation is between these two concepts which 

would be an area for further research.  In essence, each participant had a unique value 

system that served as their foundation to make ethical decisions and choices as they 

performed their leadership role. 
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Figure 4.9.  Example – What the Value System of an Authentic Leader looks like 

The participants’ discussed how they felt that their values had not changed over 

time and the data supported this notion that the participants’ values were anchored at a 

young age, typically pre-adulthood.  The concept of values being consistent over time 

once they are developed is also in alignment with the concepts asserted by Ryan and Deci 

(2003) that authenticity is achieved when individuals enact internalized self-regulation 

process.  Meaning, authentic leaders conduct is guided by internal values as opposed to 

external threats, inducements, or social expectations and rewards.  Every participant 

discussed a value system by which they make decisions, interact with people, and used 

while presenting themselves, rather than “seeing their role as including an ethical 

responsibility to their stakeholders” or “having learned from past experiences how they 

might best deal with moral dilemmas at work” as posited by May, Chan, Hodges, & 

Avolio (2003). 

Participants’ appear to be anchored in the values that they have and those values 

were established at a young age and were influenced primarily by an immediate family 

member, such as a father, grandfather, mother, mother-in-law, or within a social context. 
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The discussions that focused on the construct of internalized ethical / moral 

component were short and direct.  Participants’ knew what their values were, could state 

them without hesitation and expected people they interacted with to demonstrate those 

same types of values.  Participants’ were asked “What are you most deeply held values?” 

and integrity, honesty, family and celebrating were among the top four values. 

In talking to the participants’, it appears that they felt they have a heightened 

sense of right and wrong.  Many of the participants’ described their actions and decisions 

as being guided by an internal compass on what is right and wrong.  Several of the 

participants’ made the comment that “if they could look at themselves in the mirror in the 

morning then they lived by their code of ethics”. 

Below is the complete list of values, as stated by each of the participants’.  

Several of the values have a caring and group focus to them, which is another indicator 

that authentic leaders have a strong solicitous orientation? 

Participant 1 

• Integrity 

• Family 

• Respect 

• Freedom 

• Individual rights & liberty 

• Service before self 

• You need to be you first 

• You can't really fake it to be somebody you're not 

• Recognizing what you strengths are 



131 
 

Participant 2 

• Truthfulness 

• Transparency 

• Honesty 

Participant 3 

• Family 

• God 

• Equality 

• Celebrating 

Participant 4 

• Honesty 

• Strong work ethic 

• Contribute to work and contribute to life however you can 

• Make it a better place while you're here 

Participant 5 

• Integrity 

Participant 6 

• Very tribal 

• They center around communal activities 

• Betterment of the group over the betterment of the individual always 

• Tribes have existed for as long as they have because they were communal, 

they helped each other 

• You help the person next to you who is not at the same level as you are 
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• Individual values are rooted in communal activities 

• When things are going right or wrong you band together 

• Support 

• You help each other, because that little bit of support that you get can be 

the difference between you making it or not making it 

• Encouragement 

• Direct conversation 

• Celebrate 

• I find every opportunity to create level playing fields for people 

• Stand up for people who can't stand up for themselves, and to believe in 

yourself enough that it doesn't matter what other people think about you 

Participant 7 

• Loyalty 

• Integrity 

• Honesty 

Participant 8 

• Honesty 

• Integrity 

• Fairness 

• Sincerity 

• Your concern for the individual 

• Standards and holding people accountable 

Participant 9 
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• Performance driven individual 

• Strong internal compass on what is right and what is wrong 

• But I always figured that if I could look myself in the mirror in the 

morning, then I lived my code of ethics 

• Value people and their contributions 

• Trust - Both trust extended and trust given 

Participant 10 

• Honesty 

• Integrity 

• It's the ability to stay open-minded 

• Being able to reserve judgment until you have been able to hear both 

sides, and we find ourselves in that position all the time 

• Authenticity 

• It's bringing who you are to the job every day, and not putting on pretenses 

• Being reliable 

Participant 11 

• People should be treated fairly 

• They should be treated like you want to be treated in all ways. 

• Direct 

• Honest 

• Authentic 

• Ask really good questions with an open mind 

• I want to make my own judgment and talk to them 
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• Open questions 

Participant 12: 

• Honesty 

• Integrity 

• Conscientiousness and doing what I say that I'm going to do 

The ALQ scores of the participants’ for the ethnical / moral component are 

provided in Table 4.6. below to supplement this portion of the results due to the short 

interview responses to the questions focusing on values.  Based on the ALQ scores for 

the internalized moral / ethical perspective; gender, career field, or age do not appear to 

be influencing factors. 

Table 4.6. 

Participants’ Internalized Ethical / Moral Perspective Scores 

 

Theme 5:  Authentic Leaders Have a Solicitous Orientation 

While selflessness is a theme in the study of authentic leadership, during the 

analysis phase of this study there was a strong overarching concept of a deep caring and 

concern for people.  The term “solicitous” emerged as a term that would best describe the 

Participant Ethical/Moral Score Industry Gender Age

1 4 Retired Military M 53

11 4 Not-for-Profit M 52

5 4 Retired Military/Still Working M 61

4 3.8 Government M 51

8 3.8 Retired Military/Still Working M 51

10 3.8 Not-for-Profit F 44

9 3.8 Retired Military/Still Working M 51

12 3.5 Government F 50

7 3.3 Retired Military/Still Working M 53

6 3 Commercial M 45

3 3 Government F 54

2 2.8 Retired Military/Still Working M 51
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weight and importance that came through from the interviews regarding the deep caring 

and concern that the participants’ discussed.  Also, the word solicitous, captured the 

mindful, thoughtful, and interested approach that the participants’ described from ideal 

leaders and their own leadership style.  For the purpose of this study solicitous orientation 

is defined as a leader who has a deep concern, interest, caring, and compassionate nature 

for people, specifically, helping and taking an interest in their follower’s leadership and 

career development.  This common finding that emerged across the data comes from the 

overwhelming stories by all participants’ regarding the topics of service before self, 

responsibility to train others, compassion, and the importance in having authentic 

interactions, conversations, and experiences with people.  Additionally, truly getting to 

know people on a personal individual level was influential in their ability to identify areas 

where they could make a leadership difference in the workplace.  The participants’ did 

not live in a vacuum, rather they were actively interfacing with their followers’ and at 

times working side-by-side with them. 

The data suggests that the solicitous orientation that the participants’ demonstrate 

may have evolved or been influenced from the participants’ experiences where they had a 

leader who cared more for their well-being then their own.  The data did not suggest a 

direct relationship with any of the four authentic leadership constructs, but rather, an 

emotional connection between the leader-follower relationship.  The data suggests that 

authentic leaders develop this ability to transcend their own self-interest based on 

previous leader-follower relationships rather than on the moral capacity of leaders to be 

able to make “selfless” judgments that the literature suggests (May, Chan, Hodges, & 

Avolio (2003). 
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Interview participants’ described experiences with previous leaders where they 

had a special kind of relationship, one that went beyond a mentor.  Rather, the leader 

provided the participants’ feedback, advice, worked side-by-side with them, and used 

their influence as a leader to advocate, promote, and make opportunities available to 

them.  It is unclear if the participants’ developed this solicitous orientation over time and 

what influenced its development, this would be an area for future research. 

The importance of the solicitous orientation within the study of authentic 

leadership suggests the importance of teachers in an authentic leaders development.  

Kemper (1968), describes a role model as being “someone who possesses skills and 

displays techniques which the actor lacks…and from whom, by observation and 

comparison with their own performance the actor can learn”. 

The personal histories of the participants’ of this study all had different 

backgrounds growing up, some had rough childhoods, and others had a smooth 

childhood.  The majority of the participants’ had military or U.S. government civil 

service background.  What they all have in common is a thirst for learning and self-

improvement to help the greater good.  These participants’ are not selfish and not driven 

for their own success or satisfaction, rather they are driven to create an environment for 

everyone to thrive in, to help the new guy learn how to be all that he / she can be.  

Additionally, they all thrive in an environment of comradeship and try to duplicate that 

environment in their leadership roles.  Participant 3, a 54 year old black female who was 

an officer in the military and transitioned to civil service, she recalls an experience with 

her ideal leader that impacted her leadership style. 

Participant 3:  “when I was in the military I had a great couple of leaders 

actually…..One of the guys who I worked for is an inspector general.  We 
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were overwhelmed with cases, but  no matter how hard or how much work 

load we had, we all wanted to work good for this guy because he we just 

that type of leader that he gave us you know, the tools that we needed, he 

was right there with us to work alongside of us.  I mean we liked him so 

much we didn’t mind that he made us come in to work on Saturdays.  He 

had a dynamic personality and he made sure that whenever there was an 

issue, with whatever we had to do, that he was there to help us research 

it… so I always thought of him as an ideal leader because he knew what 

tools he needed and he used those tools to help everybody to do better and 

preform the mission.  So he benefited not just the organization but each 

individual by explaining, giving us the tools and by teaching us how to use 

everything that we needed.  I thought that he was a dynamic… one of the 

best leaders I’ve had since I’ve been in this business.  He had the upmost 

integrity, you know, he was honest, forthright, never ever lost his cool… I 

always think back on his qualities and try to be more like him because like 

I said, he took care of the mission.  He took care of the people.  He made 

sure we did what it took to, you know, to improve and that’s kind of the 

leader I would definitely want to be.” 

Theme 6:  Authentic Leaders Have a High Level of Emotional and Psychological 

Functioning 

A prominent phrase used by the participants’ was “whatever doesn’t kill you 

makes you stronger”.  There were many stories by the participants’ describing 

experiences they went through that were life threatening or extremely challenging that 

had a profound effect on their leadership style.  The results of this study suggest that the 

participants’ appear to have a strong emotional and psychological ability to make it 

through those difficult times and also learn to control their emotions through those times 

as well.  On many occasions, in the role of a leader, each participant went through what I 

call an “authentic experience” – an experience that significantly challenged them 

emotionally, physically, and cognitively.  The most telling of these experiences were the 

tragic life and death experiences that some of the participants’ went through during their 

leadership career.  Below is an extract from Participant 1, who was a Commander at the 
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time in the Air Force, he describes a horrible death experience that one of his troops went 

through. 

Participant 1:  “They went on leave to Scotland and he went to change the 

tire in their BMW, and the tire had like overinflated, or it had a bubble in 

it…..I don't know what he was doing, but he put the tire in her (wife) lap, 

because it wouldn't fit in the trunk because of their luggage, and it blew up 

in her lap and killed her.  Because you have this horrible death.  Then this 

guy who -- it's his fault and he knows it.  Just horrible.  Then so I found 

myself just watching him to see how he'd react.  Because you don't know 

what that stress is going to be like until it happens to you and now I think 

about it, I think, I was watching him just like his troops were.  They 

wanted to know if he's going to keep it together, you know and it's not that 

you can't be a human being because of this frigging horrible thing.  

Because he went up there with the family, held her hand, and the whole 

thing.  The whole experience.  And I talked to him a lot about it in terms 

of, it's after effect, because this is one of the few times I've talked about it 

and not gotten emotional, because it still after almost 30 years, it's still 

just really painful.  And so I talked to him about it in those same terms, 

now what about you? This was a rough experience, and so, yeah, people 

look to you to be the guy who doesn't freak out, you know.  And that is a 

really important thing that when you need to, you can drive on.  Putting 

aside the fact that you might need some PTSD help yourself, at the time 

there isn't time for that.  The time for you is to get the mission done and 

take care of your people.” 

The data suggests that those tragic and difficult experiences truly had an impact 

not only on the participants’ leadership style but on their world views.  More telling is 

that the data suggests a significant level of emotional and psychological strength in 

authentic leaders that requires further research to understand this phenomenon in 

authentic leaders. 

The concept that authentic leaders have a high level of emotional and 

psychological functioning is a theme that emerged from the inductive data analysis 

process.  There were not specific questions focused on addressing this concept that would 

have prompted the participants’ response, rather, the topic emerged all on its own. 
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Summary of Chapter 

For this phenomenological study, data was collected through 12 semi-structured 

interviews with leaders from across 5 business sectors.  The interview questions were 

designed to elicit and explore experiences that informed the participants’ development 

into authentic leaders.  First, Moustakas’s (1994) horizonalization technique was used in 

the data reduction process that resulted in invariant horizons pointing to the unique 

qualities or the essence of each participants’ experience.  Next, Saldana’s (2009) first and 

second cycle coding techniques were used to further analyze the data resulting in 

identifying the most salient categories that described the essence of their experiences.  

Six themes evolved from the data analysis process suggesting the most salient 

experiences that inform authentic leadership development.  Those six themes include:  1) 

experiences are the primary source of learning that informs authentic leadership 

development, 2) feedback is essential in authentic leadership development, 3) authentic 

leadership development requires reliance on interactions with others and fostering 

potential in others, 4) a value system serves as a guidepost over the adult life of an 

authentic leader, 5) authentic leaders have a solicitous orientation, and 6) authentic 

leaders have a high level of emotional and psychological functioning. 

Table 4.7. below maps the six thematic results to the descriptive Etic and Emic 

codes. 
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Table 4.7. 

Linking of Data Analysis Themes to Descriptive ETIC and EMIC Codes 

No. Type Code Count Theme 

1 

Theme 

2 

Theme 

3 

Theme 

4 

Theme 

5 

Theme 

6 

1 Etic 
 

SELFAWARE 40 x x x x x x 

2 Etic 
 

RELTRANP 44 x x X x x x 

3 Etic 
 

BALPROC 23 x x X x  x 

4 Etic 
 

INTMORALPERSP 81 x x X x   

5 Emic 
 

SOLISORIENT 85 x x X  x  

6 Emic 
 

L-F-PROTÉGÉ 
 

30 x x     

7 Emic ACTFEEDBACK 108 
 

x x     

8 Emic ACTREFLECTION 24 x x  x   
9 Emic ACTIVE 

PRACTICE 
30 x x  x   

10 Emic GREATROLE 33 x x X   x 
11 Emic NEGMENTOR 43 x x X    
12 Emic VALUED 50 x x X  x  
13 Emic OBSERVING 22 x  X    
14 Emic SOCIALCONTEXT 18 x x X x   
15 Emic VALUESYSTEM 121 x x X x   
16 Emic RETROSPECTION 25 x x X   x 

 

The results of the study continue to strength the conception of authentic 

leadership and specifically authentic leaders.  This study brings to the forefront they are 

driven to serve for the greater good and strive for continual self-improvement by learning 

from their mistakes.  Feedback from subordinates is the primary mechanism for self-

improvement.  The results suggest that over time the authentic leader becomes acutely 

aware that their words and actions have an impact on the people that they lead, this 

cognizance typically occurs through the two processes of feedback and reflection.  

Additionally, in the context of impacting others, this study revealed that authentic leaders 

reflect, adjust, practice, and apply the new knowledge they learn through a cyclical 

process that occurs over their life as a leader. 
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Chapter 5 discusses the study’s conclusions, interpretations, and recommendations for 

theory, practice, and future research. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions, Interpretations, and Recommendations 

This phenomenological research study focused on the experiences of 12 Authentic 

Leaders across 5 business sectors from Idaho, Utah, and the D.C., Virginia, and Maryland 

metropolitan area to understand how their life experiences informed their development 

into authentic leaders.  The study was undertaken to better understand how authentic 

leadership develops in leaders and how experiences informs the theory of authentic 

leadership.  In doing so, this study helps to not leave authentic leadership development up 

to “life’s lessons” and may be able to inform the practice of authentic leadership.  Thus, 

the research question in this study was critical to exploring what the researcher wanted to 

understand regarding the experiences phenomenon of a purposeful sample of authentic 

leaders. The overall research question was: How do experiences inform authentic 

leadership across the four dimensions of the authentic leadership multi-dimensional 

construct: self-awareness, balanced processing, relational transparency, and internalized 

moral / ethical perspective. 

The findings from this study support the basic conceptual framework of the study, 

that experiences do inform authentic leadership development in individuals.  This chapter 

begins by providing an interpretation and overview of the themes that emerged followed 

by a detailed interpretation of six major themes of the study: 1) experiences are the 

primary source of learning that informs authentic leadership development, 2) feedback is 

essential in authentic leadership development, 3) authentic leadership development 

requires reliance on interactions with others and fostering potential in others, 4) a value 

system serves as a guidepost over the adult life of an authentic leader, 5) authentic leaders 

have a solicitous orientation, and 6) authentic leaders appear to have high levels of 
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emotional and psychological functioning.  The second section presents the conclusions.  

The third and final section provides implications for theory, practice, and research. 

Conclusions 

The individual experiences that each of the participants’ had over their professional 

careers were unique, yet there was consistency as they described specific experiences that 

were most instrumental in developing their current leadership style that informed the 

concepts of self-awareness, balanced processing, interpersonal relationship, and internalized 

ethnical / moral perspective.  The simple, yet valuable concept of informal learning 

recognizes that learning can occur through experiences of everyday living from which we 

learn something (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007).  It was through this 

everyday living that there where a multitude of experiences in a multitude of situations 

that occurred over the participants’ life and career.  These experiences resulted in 

continual cognition (learning) over time that shaped and informed each of the 

participants’ leadership style. 

Six core themes emerged from the data that represent the key factors that informed 

the participants’ authentic leadership development.  Figure 5.1. below depicts and highlights 

the concepts behind each theme that are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.  What these 

six core themes represent is that there is consistency across the participants’ responses to the 

interview questions used in this study that focused on each component of the authentic 

leadership multi-dimensional construct.  It does not suggest that these are the only factors 

that inform authentic leadership, but that these represent significant factors in its 

development.  Moreover, this study represents reasonable assurance that these factors are 

critical in the development of authentic leadership because of the diverse age, gender, 

ethnicity, and career field of the participants’ used in this study.  However, it should be noted 
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that 7 out of the 12 participants’ had previous military experience – so future research should 

broaden the scope of participants’. 

 

Figure 5.1.  The Six Key Factors in the Development of Authentic Leaders 

The five conclusions build on the six themes and are consistent with the theories 

presented in Chapter 2 of this phenomenological inquiry.  The conclusions provide 

empirical answers to the research question that inspired this study.  Furthermore, the 

conclusions illuminate the meaning and significance of the leaders experiences over their 

lifetime that were most instrumental in shaping the authentic leader that they are today.  

The six conclusions are discussed and interpreted below. 
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Conclusions and Interpretations 

Conclusion 1: Authentic Leadership Development is Dependent on the Leader-

Follower Dyadic Relationship 

Authentic leadership and its relationship with followers is a primary focus area 

within the authentic leadership literature (Zhu, May, & Avolio, 2004; Avolio, Gardner, 

Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004; Eagly 2005; Clapp-Smith, Vogelgesang, & Avey, 

2009; Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2010; Peus, Wesche, Streicher, Braun, & Frey, 

2012; Hinojosa, Davis McCauley, Randolph-Seng, & Gardner 2014).  Many of these 

studies and propositions focus on the positive influences between the authentic leadership 

leader-follower relationships or what mediating factors influence positive aspects 

between authentic leaders and followers, such as, trust, moral courage, organizational 

citizenship behavior, performance, self-awareness, etc.  The results of this study are 

consistent with the perspectives that emphasize that authentic leadership is relational, 

created by leaders and followers together and does not result from the leaders efforts 

alone, but also from the response of followers.  There is a reciprocal process of leaders 

affecting followers and followers affecting leaders (Northouse, 2010).  The results of this 

study expand on this reciprocal process, specifically, how feedback from subordinates not 

only informed development of the participants’ self-awareness, but how it was part of the 

process where the participants’ had a willingness to actively change their behavior as a 

result of the feedback received.  This study helps to expand on the concepts of self-

awareness that focuses on a dynamic reflective process in which a person reflects on his / 

her strengths and weaknesses to include an increased emphasis on the active component 

of feedback as described by the participants’.  Keagan’s (1982) concept of the evolving 
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self, that extends Piagetian-style stages of development into adulthood, forms the 

theoretical basis for the developmental perspective in authentic leadership (Shamir & 

Eilam, 2005; Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005).  Kegan (1982) states 

that life-stories can provide leaders with a meaning system from which they can act 

authentically, that is, interpret reality and act in a way that gives their interpretations and 

actions a personal meaning. 

Moreover, what was surprising from this study was the influence that participants’ 

felt that poor leaders had in the development of their current leadership style.  The 

participants’ explained how they learned how to treat or not treat people based on their 

experiences suggesting that poor leaders have an influence in authentic leadership 

development.  While poor or toxic leadership has not been looked at within the context of 

authentic leadership, the majority of quantitative leader-follower studies in authentic 

leadership focus on positive outcomes, such as, work-related attitudes, team 

effectiveness, moral courage, ethical behavior, and other positive outcomes (Hannah, et 

al., 2011; Peus, et al., 2012).  Based on the results of this study toxic leadership may be 

an area that may provide additional insight into authentic leadership development. 

The proposition that authentic leadership development is dependent on the leader-

follower dyadic relationship is consistent with contemporary views of leadership, where 

leadership is described as a process, not a trait or characteristic that resides in the leader, 

but rather a transactional event that occurs between the leader and the followers 

(Northouse, 2010).  According to Northouse (2010), process implies that a leader affects 

and is affected by followers and leadership is not a linear one-way event, but rather an 

interactive event.  This study demonstrates that it takes many different people and many 
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unique experiences over the life of the participants’ for them to learn and develop the 

myriad of things that he or she will need in order to become what is called an authentic 

leader.  Authentic leadership development does not rely on structured instructional 

training, rather, as the data suggests, it relies on informal learning and involves the 

interactive experiences that the participants’ had within the leader-follower dynamic. 

Conclusion 2: Authentic Leaders use their Value System as a Guidepost  

Across the authentic leadership literature there are many conceptions regarding 

the moral foundation and values of authentic leaders:  how it develops, being more 

advanced; and how it influences decision making and follower behavior (Bass & 

Steidlmeier, 1999; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Chan, Hannah, & Gardner, 2005; May et al., 

2003; Eigel, & Kuhnert, 2005; Hannah, Lester, & Vogelgesang 2005; Gardner, Avolio, & 

Walumbwa 2005; Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, & Peterson 2008).  What the 

participants’ described was a moral foundation and values developed during the 

childhood / adolescent phase, which is consistent with concepts of authentic leadership - 

that moral standards are primarily developed via cultural and societal influences (Hannah, 

Lester, & Vogelgesang 2005).  What differs from this study and propositions regarding 

morals and values is that Hannah, Lester, & Vogelgesang (2005) argue that the 

developmental experiences and processes that facilitate authenticity, such as heightened 

cognitive complexity and self-awareness in the leader, foster higher levels of moral 

reasoning and reflection, which in turn positively influence the leader and ultimately the 

followers’ moral behavior.  This study suggests that it is not the cognitive complexity or 

self-awareness that fosters higher levels of moral reasoning, but it is the morals and 
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values that are shaped as a young child or adolescent before adulthood that acts as the 

moral compass and guidepost in moral reasoning and decision making. 

What is consistent with the scholarly discussion is how authentic leaders’ exercise 

their moral foundation and values through moral agency.  This aligns with the suggestion 

that authentic leaders develop a value system that serves as a guidepost for their actions 

and decision making, therefore exercising “moral agency” as posited by Hannah, Lester, 

& Vogelgesang (2005).  Rather than a moral foundation being developed over time as 

they are exposed to moral and ethical dilemmas that shape their ethical fabric or see their 

role as including an ethical responsibility to their stakeholders, as posited by May, Chan, 

Hodges, & Avolio (2003).  The results suggest that authentic leaders exercise their moral 

agency for themselves, rather than for stakeholder, in order to stay true to the core of who 

they are based on their value system.  This is consist with how the literature represents 

authentic leaders as “moral agents” who take ownership of, and therefore, responsibility 

for the end results of their moral actions and the actions of their followers (Hannah, 

Lester, & Vogelgesang, 2005).  There was consensus across the participants’ regarding 

how they felt that telling the hard truth to someone was not difficult, rather it may be 

difficult for the one receiving the hard truth, but not for the participant.  The concept of 

“moral agents” may be the reason why telling the hard truth to someone is not difficult 

for the participants’, because they are exercising their moral agency.  Each of the 

participants’ felt they had a responsibility to tell the hard truth that primarily occurred 

when they were disciplining or firing a subordinate. 
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Conclusion 3: Definitions and the Construct of Authentic Leadership Should be 

Expanded to Include the Key Distinction of a Deep and Caring Concern for People 

The results of this study indicates a strong overarching concept of a deep and 

caring concern for people by leaders.  Participants’ describe the concept of caring 

primarily from two perspectives:  1) they each had a previous leader who really cared 

about the mission and the people and how there was a reciprocal relationship, when the 

leader took care of the people, the people took care of the mission, and 2) the 

participants’ felt a strong responsibility to take care of the people that they led.  The 

findings suggest that authentic leaders also have a strong “other” orientation that focuses 

on caring, compassion, and development of others, while many conceptions of authentic 

leadership primarily focus or suggest a strong “self” orientation. 

Avolio & Luthans (2006) note that asking the question “What are the core aspects 

of Ideal Leadership?” uncovers your “implicit theory of leadership”.  They note, that 

even if you don’t think about this personal theory on leadership it is always operating in 

your head.  It acts how you see others, as well as yourself.  When participants’ were 

asked based on your experience who would you characterize as an ideal leader?  The 

participants’ descriptions of an ideal leader was someone they could identify with, 

someone they could establish a personal relationship with, someone who cared more for 

their own well-being and growth then their own, someone who valued their contributions, 

thoughts, and ideas.  These characterizations of the caring leader were actually based on 

their previous experiences with leaders they had worked for. 

While previous definitions of authentic leadership do not include this deep caring 

aspect of an authentic leader, it is a key findings from this study that helps to uniquely 
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distinguish authentic leadership from other closely related theories, specifically, 

transformational leadership.  Walumbwa, et al., (2008) have noted construct validity and 

differentiation between authentic leadership and transformational leadership.  By 

expanding the current definitions and construct of authentic leadership this will 

strengthen the key distinctions between the conceptual overlapping of the two leadership 

theories.  Walumbwa, et al., (2008) note that Bass and Steidlmeier argued that even 

“authentic transformational leaders may have to be manipulative at times for what they 

judge to be the common good” and that “it is important to note that this argument is 

inconsistent with the notion of leader authenticity as conceptualized by Gardner, Avolio, 

Luthans, et al., (2005) and others (e.g., Ilies et al., 2005; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). 

Conclusion 4: Experiences are the Primary Source of Learning that Informs 

Authentic Leadership Development 

Because the participants’ all felt that experiences were most influential in 

developing their current leadership style, there are many adult learning theories that can 

apply to the concept of authentic leadership development.  The theories that may offer 

insight into authentic leadership development include: 1) informal and incidental learning 

(Marsick & Watkins, 1990), 2) situational learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and 3) 

experiential learning in the workplace (Fenwick, 2000; Jarvis, 2006; 2007).  Many of the 

participants’ described how they learned through their mistakes, and being able to learn 

through trial and error was instrumental in their development as a leader.  All 

participants’ described how their leadership development occurred when they were 

placed in a new role, great role, and / or a role that was above their knowledge level.  It 

was in that specific social situation that participants’ reflected upon and constructed 
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knowledge that changed their leadership style.  Jarvis (1987) describes we all live in a 

social context (life-world) in which we learn and that 70% of learning in the work place 

is informal.  Every one of the participants’ authentic leadership development took place 

in a social context.  All participants’ described workplace experiences over their career 

that informed their development into the leader that they are today.  The participants’ all 

described how they go through a process of critical reflection and dialogue to improve 

and change their behaviors.  It appears that each learning experience is carried with the 

participants’ to the next leadership experience and then the cycle of learning from their 

experiences occurs once again when they experience disjuncture in a new situation.  The 

topic of self-complexity may provide insight into how adults learn from the complex 

experiences they have.  According to Garvey Berger (2012), self-complexity refers to 

how adults handle the complexities of the complex world we live in today.  Ken Seibert 

(n.d.) posits “reject the myth that we learn from experience and accept the reality that we 

learn by reflecting on experience”.  The concept of reflection also aligns with Action 

Learning theory. 

Conclusion 5: Experiences with Poor and Good Leaders was Instrumental in 

Informing the Participants’ Leadership Style 

The most common experience that informed the participants balanced processing 

was work experiences with good and poor leaders.  Participants’ described how working 

for a ‘good” leader taught them skills on how to do their jobs, and interface with people.  

They often mentioned that they wanted to model and not copy the leadership style of a 

good leader.  Participants’ also expressed how the “good” leaders took care of the people 

from a compassionate perspective and also from a learning perspective – teaching them 
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the things they needed to do their job more effectively - this resulted in the participants’ 

striving to work harder.  This aligns with propositions regarding authenticity in leaders as 

an important leadership multiplier, and is foundational for producing a virtuous cycle of 

performance and learning for leaders, followers, and organizations (Chan, Hannah, & 

Gardner, 2005).  Additionally, the influence a good or poor leader had on the followers is 

consistent with Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa’s (2011;2014) findings that demonstrated 

that leadership, in this case authentic leadership, may be an important factor in enhancing 

follower moral courage, through the mechanisms based on Bandura’s (1999, 2001) Social 

Cognition Theory. 

The findings of this study suggest that experiences with poor leaders taught the 

participants’ “who they did not want to be” as a leader.  Poor leaders were described as 

not motivating, not knowledgeable, not trust worthy, often got angry at subordinates, 

disingenuous, mechanical, unlikeable, lacked vision, lacked communication skills, and 

isolated themselves.  The data suggests that each of the participants’ implicit theory of 

leadership was shaped by an experience with a good leader and a poor leader.  Each of 

the participants’ interpretation of an ideal leader mirrored the leader they wanted to be or 

become.  Many times they modeled their leadership behaviors after the great leaders they 

served under.  The poor leaders they served under clearly shaped who they did not want 

to become as a leader.  The good leaders served as positive role models with a vested 

interest in the participants’ career, viewing the participants’ more as a protégé, 

connecting them with challenging assignments and playing an active role of guiding and 

teaching them. 
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Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa (2011; 2014) draw on accumulated research that 

shows that leaders have a powerful influence on followers' self-systems with one primary 

avenue of influence being through social learning (Bandura, 1977, 1991, 2001).  They 

used Bandura’s (1999, 2001) Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) to explain the proposed 

connections regarding how the contextual factor of leadership may be particularly 

powerful in bolstering followers’ moral courage.  The results from a month field study 

demonstrated that authentic leadership was positively related to followers' displays of 

moral courage. 

Because of this study we now know that both poor and good leaders are 

instrumental in the participants’ authentic leadership development.  The participants’ of 

this study exercised individual agency to be producers of their leadership style in the 

different environments that they experienced.  Future studies on authentic leadership and 

how it develops could use SCT as a guiding framework to further understand the 

contextual factors of leadership in developing followers’ authentic leadership because 

SCT examines the reciprocal causation between the person, their behavior, and their 

environment in terms of explaining actions taken (Bandura, 1999, 2001).  SCT serves to 

explain individuals' capacity to control the nature and quality of their life through 

exercising individual agency so that they are not just a product of, but also a producer of 

their environment (Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa (2011). 

Recommendations 

The purpose of the study is to increase our empirical knowledge regarding how 

authentic leadership develops in leaders.  By exploring their lifelong experiences and 

drawing upon leadership and adult learning theories to understand what defining 
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experiences and moments over their lifetime informed their development in becoming an 

authentic leader.  As a result of the findings of this study there are broader implications 

for theory, practice, and research.  From a theoretical perspective, this research increased 

our scholarly knowledge on the topic of authentic leadership and brought to light findings 

to advance the topics discourse.  From a practice perspective, the findings of this study 

can inform leadership and followership development programs to incorporate several of 

the key findings from this study that include: feedback, retrospection, leader-follower 

relationships, the intertwining nature of the authentic leadership multi-dimensional 

construct, leader-follower protégé relationships, bottom-up learning through subordinates 

as the more knowledgeable other, developing emotional connections between the leader-

follower relationship, fostering a solicitous orientation, leveraging high levels of 

emotional and psychological functioning, and leadership development from an 

interpersonal lens.  Finally, from a research perspective, due to the nascent nature of 

authentic leadership research, there are suggested recommendations that would be 

suitable for future research to continue to strengthen our understanding and knowledge, 

while seeking to build upon and expand the nomological network of authentic leadership 

by exploring specific relationships and components as a direct result of the findings of 

this study. 

Recommendations for Theory 

While the foundational authentic leadership framework by Luthans & Avolio 

(2003) focused on authentic leadership development, our empirical understanding of how 

authentic leadership develops remains elusive even today.  This qualitative study makes 

several contributions to the field of authentic leadership.  The findings of this study 
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demonstrate (a) an understanding of how experiences inform the development of leaders 

into authentic leaders looking through the lens of andragogy, specifically informal 

learning (b) the importance into the insight of those experiences (c) utilization of a U.S. 

population from a cross-section of leaders across multiple business sectors (d) the 

exposure of a solicitous orientation as a phenomenon that appears to impacts leaders and 

their authentic leadership development (e) the importance of the theoretical interpersonal 

lens, specifically, the relationship between leaders-followers over the course of their 

professional career and the awareness of a leader-follower / protégé relationship that 

appears to accelerate authentic leadership development, and (f) a broadening of the 

research methods used in the study of authentic leadership to include looking at all four 

factors of authentic leadership rather than looking at individual factors of authentic 

leadership. 

The researcher offers two recommendations to inform and possibly extend 

authentic leadership theory: 

1. Expansion of the nomological network to include experiences as an 

antecedent to authentic leadership. 

2. Modification of the definition and construct of authentic leadership to 

include a solicitous orientation. 

Recommendation 1:  Expansion of the nomological network to include 

experiences as an antecedent to authentic leadership. 

Many of the adult learning theories include an experiential component, theories 

by such scholars as: Lewin (1951), Dewey (1958), Mead (1900), Vygotsky (n.d.), Joplin 

(1985), Kolb (1984), Gibbons & Hopkins (1985), Jarvis (2009), Elkjaer (2007), and Lave 
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& Wanger (1991) acknowledge that adult education takes place in the context of concrete 

situations and experiences.  Many advocate for adult education structured around the life 

world of the adult learner.  Experiences are an essential component in adult learning that 

informs multiple components of authentic leadership.  The interplay of experiences, 

people, situations, and environments is not fully developed and could extend our 

understanding of authentic leadership development.  This study demonstrated that a 

multitude of experiences in a multitude of situations with a multitude of people in a 

multitude of environments informs the construct of authentic leadership. 

Recommendation 2:  Modification of the definition and construct of authentic 

leadership to include a solicitous orientation. 

Currently there are over fifteen conceptual definitions of leader authenticity or 

authentic leadership used in empirical research articles today (Gardner, et al., 2010).  

None of these definitions touch on the deep caring nature of authentic leaders that is 

clearly evident from the results of this study.  Based on the results of this study authentic 

leadership is just not only a “self” orientation, the findings suggest that authentic leaders 

also have a strong “other” orientation that focuses on caring, compassion, and 

development of others.  A suggested addition to George’s (2003) definition is noted in 

bold italic below that takes into account the solicitous orientation that the participants’ 

described in this study. 

Authentic Leaders:  Authentic leaders use their natural abilities, but they also 

recognize their shortcomings, and work hard to overcome them.  They 

lead with purpose, meaning, and values.  They build enduring 

relationships with people.  Others follow them because they know where 
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they stand and that they care and value the people that work for and with 

them.  They are consistent and self-disciplined.  When their principles are 

tested, they refuse to compromise.  Authentic leaders are dedicated to 

developing themselves because they know that becoming a leader takes a 

lifetime of personal growth.  They are dedicated to developing others and 

take time to understand and put into practice the value that each 

individual has to offer (George, 2003). 

Additionally, the current authentic leadership construct has not been modified or 

expanded in over 10 years.  To better reflect the theoretical conception of authentic 

leadership, it is proposed that the nomological network for authentic leadership be 

expanded to include the concept of solicitous orientation that was identified by this study.  

By expanding the nomological network for authentic leadership with this deep sense of 

caring and concern that authentic leaders have for their followers, it may provide 

additional insights into our overall theoretical understanding of authentic leadership. 

Recommendations for Practice 

Five recommendations for practice are supported by this study: 

1. Consider augmenting leadership and follower development programs to 

include the concept of real-time active follower feedback from 

subordinates that is not anonymous. 

2. Consider augmenting leadership and follower development programs to 

include retrospection. 

3. Introduce an authentic leader-follower / protégé practice in organizations 

to augment the practice of coaching, sponsoring, and mentoring. 
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4. Introduce leader-follower inter-relationship building in employee 

development programs. 

5. Use the concept of toxic leadership to develop positive leadership skills. 

Recommendation 1: Augment leadership and follower development programs to 

include the concept of direct real-time active follower feedback from subordinates that 

is not anonymous. 

This study brought to light that direct, non-anonymous feedback from 

subordinates is a critical factor in the development of an authentic leader.  Many 

traditional leadership programs include what today is called 360° feedback from 

“anonymous sources to overcome false information regarding a leaders performance” 

(Edwards & Ewen 1996). 

Edwards & Ewen (1996) describe how the 360° feedback process helps 

organizations to build effective systems that support people and encourage their 

continued improvement.  Based on the findings of this study, the continual improvement 

of an authentic leader does not necessarily need to be encouraged; rather it is the 

authentic leader that is actively looking for ways to continually improve and it was 

through the process of real-time feedback from subordinates as they were living their 

leadership experiences that was most instrumental in their authentic leadership 

development and changing their behavior.  For the authentic leader, the 360° assessment 

tool focuses on elements that are already inherent in the authentic leader, such as 

performance, accountability and service to multiple stakeholders.  Thus, an authentic 

leadership feedback model needs to differ substantially from the traditional 360° 

feedback tools used today, being that it is intended to blend multisource feedback on 
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behaviors or competencies coupled with the supervisor's assessment of results.  A new 

feedback model for authentic leadership would be focused on direct real-time feedback 

from subordinates and focus on how to incorporate the feedback in behavior change and 

development of leadership style.  Additionally, this new type of feedback would provide 

a new practice that bridges the gap between educational learning and informal learning 

through life experiences.  Authentic leaders are already high performing individuals, 

therefore, there needs to be a new model of feedback for leadership development that is 

modeled after the phenomenon that we see within authentic leadership.  A feedback 

model that offers real-time and direct feedback from subordinates and trusted advisors.  

Moreover, according to Pollock (1958), learning research has indicated that feedback 

connects students to teachers in a way that acts as a hinge, and the result is accelerated 

productivity and increased achievement, therefore, positing that the hinge factor to 

improving learning in schools is feedback.  This pedagogical approach may be able to be 

applied in the field of andragogy and leadership development because the accelerated 

productivity that is seen in the feedback learning research is similar to what occurred with 

participants’ in this study.  Over the participants’ leadership career, the process of 

receiving feedback from subordinates through a leader-follower / protégé relationship, 

appeared to accelerate the development of each of the four components in authentic 

leadership.  While also increasing their specific domain knowledge and learning how to 

learn from across a spectrum of individuals.  Many of the participants’ discussed how 

subordinates were a “more knowledgeable other”, (using Vygotsky’s, terminology) and 

that they learned from those more knowledgeable people.  Through their experiences the 

participants’ came to recognize and appreciate individuals who were more 
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knowledgeable than themselves and learned how to incorporate this new set of 

knowledge into their leadership practice.  Similar to pedagogy, if we address feedback as 

a strategy that authentic leaders can use, it can potentially result in similar outcomes such 

as accelerated productivity, increased achievement, and also potentially developing 

stronger more effective authentic relationships within the leader-follower dyadic 

relationship.  Direct and real-time feedback does appear to be a potential hinge in the 

development of authentic leaders based on the results of this study and theories on 

feedback.  Implementation difficulties regarding feedback may need to overcome 

organizational and cultural perceptions that feedback is a negative rather than a positive 

adult learning practice, therefore, if a coaching perspective is used it may overcome 

implementation difficulties.  The participants’ of this study demonstrated that they have a 

strong desire for continual learning and we know that learning is supported by a whole 

range of processes, one of which is feedback (Askew, 2000).  Askew (2000) draws on 

scholars Gipps 1995; Gipps and Stobart 1997, who argues that feedback is a crucial 

feature of teaching and learning processes and is one element in a repertoire of connected 

strategies to support learning.  Exploring feedback is one way to expand the practice 

discourse regarding authentic leadership development beyond its current conceptions. 

Recommendation 2: Augment leadership and follower development programs to 

include the concept of retrospection in reflection practice, self-complexity, and Action 

Learning. 

Theories and propositions of the self have played a key role in authentic 

leadership theory development (Shamir & Eilam 2005; Sparrowe 2005; Hannah, Lester, 

& Vogelgesang 2005; Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005).  Those that 
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focus on reflection posit that reflecting is another key component in authentic leadership 

development where reflecting is a “stretching process that helps us turn our experiences 

into learning” (Yoga 2010).  While reflection is a major area of emphasis, retrospection is 

rarely included in the reflection discourse of authentic leadership although it is posited to 

be part of the reflection process (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005).  

Reflection and retrospection are uniquely different and although it is posited that 

authentic leaders have a greater self-awareness through reflection, research demonstrates 

(Gardner, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2005) that although people may demonstrate leader 

authenticity by being true to themselves at a modest level of moral development (Kegan, 

1982; Kohlberg, 1984), they are unlikely to possess the capacity for self-reflection and 

introspection required for a true understanding of the self (or others).  Therefore, arguing 

reflection through retrospection needs to be mutually exclusive in development programs 

focusing on self-awareness.  Reflective practice allows one to make judgments in 

complex and murky situations, judgments are based on experience and prior knowledge 

(Merriam, et al., 2007).  Retrospection means that we think about or review past events 

from a new perspective or with new information.  According to Merriam, et al., (2007), 

scholars have focused on reflective practice examining beliefs, goals, and actions that 

improve learning for students.  These reflective learning techniques may be able to be 

retrofitted for authentic leadership practice to include a hybrid of reflection-retrospection 

techniques to support the propositions that there is a notion of a perspective-taking 

capacity in the reflective through retrospective technique (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, 

May, & Walumbwa, 2005). 
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Garvey Berger (2012) posits that there is evidence suggesting that we are 

expecting adults, especially leaders, to be able to think and act in ways that they cannot 

yet do – and we don’t always know how to support them to be able to grow the new 

capacities they need to be great leaders in such a complex world.  According to Garvey 

Berger (2012), self-complexity refers to these qualitatively different ways of 

understanding the complex world around us and leaders with different forms of mind will 

have different capacities to take the perspectives of others, to be self-directed, to generate 

and modify systems, to manage conflicts, and to deal with paradox. 

Action Learning is a formal adult learning concept that is used by multiple 

organization as a tool for leadership development (Marquardt, 2011).  Marquardt (2011) 

notes that all forms of Action Learning share elements of real people resolving and taking 

action on real problems in real time and learning while doing so.  The results of this study 

suggest that experiences are the primary source of learning for leaders that aids in their 

development to becoming an authentic leader.  By incorporating Action Learning in 

organizational leadership development programs and in everyday organizational activities 

it may prove to aid in authentic leadership development.  Organizations need to recognize 

how leaders develop and the need for a structured path to learn.  Action learning provides 

a framework for leaders to learn through the process of action by questioning, reflecting, 

and practicing. 

Recommendation 3: Introduce an authentic leader-follower protégé practice in 

organizations to augment the practice of mentoring, coaching, and sponsorship. 

Developing others through a leader-follower / protégé relationship was 

instrumental in development of the participants’ leadership style.  Brandt (1998) 
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describes how in the sweeping history of adult learning in the United States, Joseph Kett, 

details the intellectual atmosphere available to young apprentices who worked in the 

small, decentralized print shops of antebellum America.  Brandt (1998) notes, it was 

through the role of sponsorship that individuals served in a formative role at the scenes of 

literacy learning.  Learning from our history she notes, sponsors were the more 

knowledgeable individuals who entered into a reciprocal relationship with those they 

would underwrite.  This sponsor / apprentice relationship that was once part of adult 

learning in the industrial age is very similar to what the participants’ of this study 

described as being influential in their leadership development in today’s contemporary 

business world.  In the management development literature these development roles are 

referred to as coach, sponsor, and mentor.  The participants of this study all noted that 

they had a “role model” or “mentor”.  Participants’ noted that using the term mentor did 

not accurately describe the positive and active role of the individuals who played the 

active role in helping them to develop their skills, be placed in challenging assignments, 

were advocates for their career progression, and recommended or identified jobs for the 

participants’.  Each participant who noted such a developmental role with a previous 

supervisor, felt that the relationship informed their leadership development style.  The 

management development literature in the 1980’s describes the role of mentors as having 

a more active role with protégé’s, possessing genuine generosity, compassion and 

concern.  Even when it means advising one to leave the organization in order to achieve 

maximum growth and development (The Woodlands Group, 1980).  While more 

contemporary views of mentors detail a less active role and describe sponsors in this 

more active role, who are powerfully positioned champions to advocate on behalf of their 
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protégé and to connect them with important assignments and people.  Sponsors in 

contrast to mentors, are vested in their followers and offer critical guidance and feedback, 

which is similar to how mentors are described.  No matter the differences between the 

coach, sponsorship, and mentor concepts, organizations today would benefit by having all 

three developmental roles available to employees.  Additionally, in an environment of 

declining budgets that are impacting development programs across corporate America 

revitalizing the coach – sponsor – mentor concepts collectively may bring many benefits 

by developing the next generation of leaders. 

Recommendation 4: Introduce leader-follower inter-relationship building in 

employee development programs. 

Northouse (2010) describes how authentic leadership is relational, created by 

leaders and followers together and does not result from the leaders efforts alone, but also 

from the response of followers.  That there is a reciprocal process of leaders affecting 

followers and followers affecting leaders.  Prior to this study, empirical research did not 

address the influence of poor leadership on a leaders authentic leadership development.  

Although the sample for this study was small, this was the first study to qualitatively 

explore authentic leader-follower relationships from a positive and negative perspective.  

It was surprising how one experience with a good or bad leader could have such a 

significant impact on the development of the participants’ leadership style.  It is therefore 

suggested that this study opens the door to expand upon existing theoretical contributions 

that focus on the leader-follower relationship in authentic leadership.  Based on the 

literature and considering the findings regarding the influence that good and bad leaders 

had on the participants’, attachment theory and studies on role models and sponsors may 
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have insight into development strategies for authentic leadership development.  Hinojosa, 

Davis McCauley, Randolph-Seng and Gardner (2014) draw on attachment theory where 

Bowlby (1979) recognized that people are most fulfilled and able to apply their talents to 

achieve excellence when they trust others are there to support them.  Hinojosa, et al., 

(2014) have developed new propositions focusing on the importance of leader and 

follower attachment styles and the possible implications for authentic leader–follower 

relationships. 

Recommendation 5: Implications how people can use toxic leadership to 

develop positive leadership skills. 

This study brought to light the significant impact that poor leadership can have on 

the development of the participants’ leadership style.  Lipman-Blumen (2005) describes 

toxic leaders are those individuals who by dint of their destructive behaviors and 

dysfunctional personal qualities generate a serious and enduring poisonous effect on the 

individuals, families, organizations, communities, and even entire societies they lead.  It 

is therefore suggested that leadership development programs can use toxic leadership as a 

way to develop positive leadership skills by understanding what is toxic leadership and 

the broad and reaching effects. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Six areas for further research emerged from this study. 

1. Study how experiences of female leaders inform their authentic leadership 

development. 

2. Study how leaders make sense of their experiences from an organizational 

sensemaking perspective. 



166 
 

3. Study the emotional connection between leader-follower relationships and 

how it informs authentic leadership development. 

4. Study informal learning concepts to augment or re-define corporate 

leadership and development programs. 

5. Study any differences or similarities with higher and lower ALQ scores. 

6. Perform a more in-depth study on the experiences of authentic leaders to 

help define, explain, and categorized the experiences in order to research 

how leaders develop from specific trigger events or ongoing life events. 

Recommendation 1: Study how experiences of female leaders inform their 

authentic leadership development. 

While there were only three female participants’ in this research inquiry, a 2012 

census report on women senior officers indicates that nearly one-third of companies still 

have 25 percent or more women senior officers.  With a population of women in senior 

officer positions in corporate America it becomes increasingly more important to explore 

female leaders in the context of authentic leadership.  This recommendation for research 

is to explore how many female senior leaders are considered authentic leaders based on 

the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire instrument.  Additionally, from this population 

of female authentic leaders, explore the experiences of those female senior leaders to 

understand how their experiences informed their authentic leadership development.  One 

premise for this research could be that due to the limited number of females in senior 

leadership positions, gender affects experiences in authentic leadership development.  

The research would explore any gender differences in how experiences inform authentic 

leadership development. 
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Recommendation 2: Study how leaders make sense of their experiences from an 

organizational sensemaking perspective. 

A growing body of leadership research has emphasized leadership as an example 

of sensemaking.  While the work of Karl Weick (1995) focused on sensemaking at the 

organizational level, sensemaking is the process by which people give meaning to an 

event, literally it means making sense.  Some believe, that while sensemaking will never 

replace leadership as a focus or topic of interest, by understanding leadership as part of 

the sensemaking process may help illuminate what happens in several of the seven 

sensemaking properties in relationship to authentic leaders.  Those properties that most 

align with authentic leadership include identity, retrospection, enact, and extract cues.  

One premise for this research could be:  how does sensemaking influence authentic 

leadership development, from an experiential perspective.  The research would explore 

any similarities between sensemaking and authentic leadership. 

Recommendation 3: Study the emotional connection between leader-follower 

relationships and how it informs authentic leadership development. 

Gardner, et al., (2011) consider further exploration of the affective processes 

underlying authentic leader–follower relationships to be crucial for the advancement of 

the field.  This study also brought to light (a) an emotional connection that exists between 

the leader-follower dyadic that informed participants’ perceptions of authentic leaders, 

and (b) how authentic leadership requires reliance on interaction with others.  Therefore, 

it becomes increasingly more important to explore the dyadic relationship.  This study 

would focus on understanding the reciprocal relationship that occurs in a leader-follower 

dyadic that informs authentic leadership development in both the leader and the follower. 
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Recommendation 4: Study informal and formal learning concepts to augment 

or re-define corporate leadership and development programs. 

Elizabeth Eyre (2011) notes that practitioners need to radically change their 

approach and focus if they are to make the most of the rise in informal learning.  She 

notes that at a recent seminar, Charles Jennings, former chief learning officer at Thomson 

Reuters and now part of the Internet Time Alliance, advocates for a new learning 

landscape that includes the 70/20/10 model for learning and development.  70/20/10 is a 

learning and development model that posits that 70 percent of learning is from 

experiences, primarily tough jobs, 20 percent of learning is from people, primarily the 

boss, and 10 percent of learning is from courses and reading.  While there is limited 

empirical research and literature on the 70/20/10 model, this is an emerging concept 

among leadership and development practitioners.  Being that this study brought to light 

findings that appear to align with the 70/20/10 model, it would be important to explore 

this emerging concept of informal learning in relationship to authentic leadership (Eyre, 

2011; Clayton, 2012; Singh, 2015). 

Recommendation 5: Study any differences or similarities with higher and lower 

ALQ scores. 

Currently, there are no well-developed theoretical explanations regarding 

experiences and how it correlates to higher or lower ALQ scores.  This study identified 

specific experiences that were instrumental in a leaders authentic leadership 

development.  To advance the understanding of what type of experiences are most 

influential in authentic leadership development, a study that focuses on the individual 

differences in leader experiences based on higher or lower ALQ scores may provide 
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insight into developing a taxonomy of experiences that inform authentic leadership 

development. 

Recommendation 6: Study what specific experiences inform authentic 

leadership development. 

The paucity of empirical information focusing on how experiences inform 

authentic leadership makes it difficult to empirically understand and articulate what 

defining experiences and moments informed a leaders development in becoming an 

authentic leader, from an empirical perspective.  To advance our understanding and 

categorize what specific experiences inform authentic leadership development, a more in-

depth study on the experiences of authentic leaders is needed to help define, explain, and 

categorized the experiences in order to research how leaders develop from specific trigger 

events and / or ongoing life events. 

Concluding Remarks 

This qualitative phenomenological research study adds to the body of literature 

regarding authentic leadership in the context of how experiences inform the construct of 

authentic leadership.  Across the authentic leadership literature there are many 

propositions regarding how experiences inform the development of leaders into authentic 

leaders.  This study brought to light the significance of lifelong experiences and how those 

experiences inform the development of authentic leadership over one’s lifetime.  

Moreover, while leadership is inherently dependent on the dyadic leader-follower 

relationship, this study revealed the interactive and delicate nature of this relationship 

through the following:  1) how positive and negative leadership can influence a followers’ 

future leadership style, and 2) how followers can influence a leaders future leadership 
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style.  This study demonstrated how authentic leaders take an active role in learning from 

their experiences.  Every positive and negative experience matters to an authentic leader 

and they are willing to dissect and analyze each experience so that they can learn and pass 

along those lessons learned to the next generation of leaders.  The unique nature of 

experiences, is that it only takes one good or bad experience to impact a person in a 

positive or negative way.  Therefore, it is important that leaders are aware that it can be 

one word or action that either makes a positive or negative impact on their followers. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW INSTRUMENT 

 

 

Interviewee:            

Date and Time:           

Location of Interview:          

 
Thank you for agreeing to speak with me for the next hour.  To protect the 

confidentiality of this interview a pseudonym will be used and your individual responses 
will be kept confidential.  With your permission, this interview will be digitally recorded 
for the purposes of transcribing and analyzing the data for use in my dissertation.  You 
can stop the interview at any time for any reason.  Always remember, you don’t have to 
talk about anything you don’t want to. 

To begin, I would like to share with you what I hope to learn from my research.  I 
am interested in your experiences, as how they helped to inform your development into 
an Authentic Leader.  For this study, Authentic Leadership is defined as follows: 

Authentic leaders use their natural abilities, but they also 

recognize their shortcomings, and work hard to overcome them.  

They lead with purpose, meaning, and values.  They build enduring 

relationships with people.  Others follow them because they know 

where they stand.  They are consistent and self-disciplined.  When 

their principles are tested, they refuse to compromise.  Authentic 

leaders are dedicated to developing themselves because they know 

that becoming a leader takes a lifetime of personal growth 

(George, 2003). 

There are many propositions on the positive outcomes of authentic leadership, yet 
it remains unknown how authentic leadership develops in individuals.  Based on your 
score on the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ), it indicates that you have strong 
Authentic Leadership attributes.  I will be asking you a series of questions aimed at 
capturing what defining experiences may have helped to inform your development into 
an authentic leader.  

RESEARCH QUESTION: 

This phenomenological study addresses the research question of:  How do 
experiences inform authentic leadership across the four dimensions of the authentic 
leadership multi-dimensional construct - self-awareness, balanced processing, relational 
transparency and internalization of a moral/ethical perspective. 

Avolio & Luthans (2006) posit that life’s program is perhaps the most authentic 
contributor to advancing one’s leadership development.  If life’s program is the main 
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source for authentic leadership development then it would be beneficial to empirically 
research those life experiences of authentic leaders to help us understand how authentic 
leadership develops. 

Table 1 below maps each interview question to the authentic leadership literature or 
the ALQ instrument to address the four dimensions of authentic leadership multi-
dimensional construct as proposed by Walumbwa et al. (2008): 1) Self-awareness, 2) 
Balanced processing, 3) Relational Transparency, and 4) Internalization of a 
moral/ethical perspective. 

Dissertation Interview 

Question 
Map to Authentic Leadership Literature or 

ALQ 

1. For you, what are the values 
and practices of an ideal 
leader? 

 

Avolio & Luthans (2006) note that asking the 
question “What are the core aspects of Ideal 

Leadership?” uncovers your “implicit theory of 
leadership.  Even if you don’t think about this 
personal theory it is always operating in your 
head.  It acts how you see others, as well as 
yourself. 

2. How would you describe 
yourself as a leader?  

Avolio & Luthens (2006) put forth that everyone 
has a filter in their head that is their implicit 
theory of leadership:  1) How you see yourself 
and 2) How you see others. 

3. Which people and 
experiences in your early 
adult and professional life 
have had the greatest impact 
on you in developing your 
current leadership style? 

ALQ #10, 11, 12.  As a leader I … 
Solicit views that challenge my deeply held 
positions 
Analyze relevant data before coming to a decision 
Listen carefully to different points of view before 
coming to conclusions 
(Balanced Processing) 

4. What are your most deeply 
held values? 

ALQ #7 As a leader I make decisions based on 
my core values (moral/ethical) 

5. What experiences do you feel 
prompted you to become 
self-aware? 

ALQ #15.  As a leader I know when it is time to 
reevaluate my position on important issues (self-
awareness) 

6. What experiences or events 
made you realize that your 
actions impact others?  

ALQ #16:  As a leader I show I understand how 
specific actions impact others (Self-Awareness). 

7. What tools do you use to re-
evaluate your strengths and 
weaknesses as a leader? 

ALQ #15.  As a leader I know when it is time to 
reevaluate my position on important issues (self-
awareness & balanced processing) 
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8. Describe the experience 
where you had to tell the 
most difficult “truth” to an 
employee that resulted in 
making the most impact on 
your leadership perspective 
and style? 

ALQ #4.  As a leader I tell you the hard truth 
(transparency). 

9. Is there anything that I did 
not ask you about that you 
think has been important to 
you in your development and 
practice as a leader? 

 

Table 1- Interview Questions Mapped to the Authentic Leadership Literature 

 

Interview Questions with Probes 

1) For you, what are the values and practices of an ideal leader? 

2) How would you describe yourself as a leader?  

3) Which people and experiences in your early adult and professional life have had the 

greatest impact on you in developing your current leadership style? 

a. Probes: 

i. What was the situation or context in which that experience occurred? 

ii. What did the experience mean to you? 

iii. What did you learn about that experience? 

iv. How would you describe your relationship with that person? It might 

not have been with a person 

4) What are your most deeply held values? 

a. Probes 

i. Who or what experiences influenced the development of your core 

values?? 

ii. Have some of your values changed over the past 5-10 years 

iii. Which ones? Why? 

5) What experiences do you feel prompted you to become self-aware? 

a. Probe: 

i. What do you do to actively practice self-awareness? 

6) What experience or events made you realize that your actions impact others?  
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a. Probes: 

i. What was the situation or context in which that experience occurred? 

ii. How did your actions impact other(s)? 

iii. How did you change your interaction with others? 

iv. What did the experience mean to you? 

v. What did you learn about that event? 

7) What tools do you use to re-evaluate your strengths and weaknesses as a leader? 

8) Describe the experience where you had to tell the most difficult “truth” to an 

employee that resulted in making the most impact on your leadership perspective and 

style? 

9) Is there anything that I did not ask you about that you think has been important to you 

in your development and practice as a leader? 
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APPENDIX B 

RESEARCH CONSENT FORM and PARTICIPANT RIGHTS 

 
Principal Researcher: Sandra J. Aguirre 

Research Title: The Lived Experiences of Authentic Leaders: A Phenomenological Study 
Exploring What Defining Experiences Informed Their Development into Authentic 
Leaders 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study that explores how authentic leadership is 
developed in leaders.  Your participation is completely voluntary.  Your participation in 
this study requires an interview during which you will be asked questions about 
meaningful experiences that helped to shape the leader that you are today.  The duration 
of the interview will be approximately 60 minutes.  With your permission, the interview 
will be digitally recorded and transcribed in order to capture and maintain an accurate 
record of our discussion.  Your name will not be used.  On all transcripts data analysis 
used in the dissertation you will be referred to by a pseudonym. 
 
This study will be conducted by, Sandra J. Aguirre, a doctoral candidate at George 
Washington University and guided by Dr. Michael Marquardt, the Principal Investigator 
for this dissertation research.  The interview will be conducted at a time and location that 
is mutually suitable. 
 
Risks and Benefits: 
This research will hopefully contribute to the understanding of meaningful activities that 
develop authentic leaders.  Participation in this study carries the same amount of risk that 
individuals will encounter during a usual meeting of colleagues. You will not receive any 
tangible benefits from taking part in this study. As a result of your participation, you may 
have an increased understanding regarding how your leadership style and authentic 
leadership characteristics developed over your life time.  Additionally, you may 
experience an emotional reaction by reflecting on your experiences. 
 
Costs 

There are no costs associated to you for taking part in this study. 
 
Compensation 

You will not receive compensation for participating in this study. 
 
Data Storage to Protect Confidentiality: 

Under no circumstances whatsoever will you be identified by name in the course of 
this research study, or any publication thereof.  Every effort will be made that all 
information provided by you will be treated as strictly confidential.  All data will be 
coded and securely stored, and will be used for professional purposes only. 
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How the Results Will Be Used: 
This research study is to be submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for the degree 
of Doctor of Education at George Washington University, Washington, DC.  The results 
of this study will be published as a dissertation.  In addition, information may be used for 
educational purposes in professional presentations and/or publications. 
Participants’ Rights 

 

• I have read and discussed the research description with the researcher.  I have had 
the opportunity to ask questions about the purposes and procedures regarding this 
study. 
 

• My participation in the research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw from participation at any time. 
 

• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at her professional discretion. 
 

• Any information derived from the research that personally identifies me will not 
be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as 
specifically required by law. 
 

• If at any time I have questions regarding the research or my participation, I can 
contact the researcher, Sandra J. Aguirre who will answer my questions.  The 
researcher's phone number is (xxx) xxx-xxxx and email is: xxxx@email.com.  I 
may also contact the researcher's faculty advisor and Principal Investigator for 
this study, Dr. Michael Marquardt, at (xxx) xxx-xxxx. 
 

• If at any time I have comments or concerns regarding the conduct of the research, 
or questions about my rights as a research subject, I should contact the George 
Washington University Institutional Review Board through the Director, Doctoral 
Student Services at (202) 994-2715 or I can write to the IRB at 2030 M Street, 
NW, Suite 301, Washington, DC, 20036. 
 

• I will receive a copy of three documents:  1) the interview instrument, 2) consent 
form, and 3) participants’ rights documentation. 
 

• Digital recording is part of this research.  Only the principal researcher and the 
transcriptionist will have access to written and taped materials.  Please check one: 
(   ) I consent to be audio taped. 
(   ) I DO NOT consent to be audio taped. 

 
My signature indicates that I agree to participate in this study. 

Participants’ signature:      Date:     

Name (Please print):            
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Investigator's Verification of Explanation 

I, Sandra J Aguirre, certify that I have explained the purpose and nature or this research 

to _____________________________________(Participant) and has had the opportunity 

to discuss it with me in detail.  I have answered all of your questions and have provided 

the affirmative agreement to participate in the research. 

Researcher's signature:       Date:    

 


