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Abstract: The exercise of leadership in the educational area and its diverse forms of being reflected in
practice continue to arouse interest at the time of designing and developing research that reveals the
characteristics that a leader must have in order to be considered a competent university leader, that
is, a college student who carries out activities and a leadership position on his or her campus. In this
sense, the present work aims to analyze the profile of the student leader to generate an explanatory
model, being answered by means of a series of questions. Next, a cross-sectional study of university
students at the University of Santo Tomás is carried out, obtaining statistical-descriptive data that
indicate the mean scores in relation to each of the dimensions of the sociodemographic factors of
this research. In addition, gender and age are identified as study factors that coincide with other
research, as well as the qualities, expectations and formation of the student leader. In the present
study, female gender is significant in relation to leadership practice, and age does not show significant
differences between the groups. Finally, it is concluded by determining as key the role of students
who exercise leadership in the University. In addition, it should be noted that the present research
is derived from the Doctoral Thesis entitled: “Student leadership at the University Santo Tomás de
Bucaramanga: Pedagogical proposal”, defended at the University of Granada, Spain. Funded by
Proyecto de investigación, Colombia. Code: 2008/12058.
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1. Introduction

Leadership is one of the great challenges that societies and institutions must solve in
order to achieve goals and objectives and, thus, sustainable and integral human develop-
ment. In today’s society, the challenges that arise are increasingly changing, including the
need to create new consensuses, to develop egalitarian visions of individuals, to reduce
social inequalities and to alleviate poverty rates: in short, to emphasize the role of social
justice and human rights.

All this entails designing and planning a series of real and practical strategies that
take into account alternative models of action and problem solving. Among the challenges
to be taken on, we find a reorientation of political and social actions that have the common
good as their ultimate goal.

The scope of this common good must be fostered in young people, making them
participants in the construction of democracy through social participation, freedoms, duties,
rights and empowerment. In addition, leadership among young people should be oriented
to the service of the public with training in ethical values, policies, social commitment and
training to promote real transformations that the country and its citizens require.

Thus, the university must seek and achieve in one way or another the formation of
young students with humanistic, ethical, critical and servant leadership profiles so that they

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 703. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11110703 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6323-8054
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7654-5638
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4976-7320
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11110703
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11110703
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11110703
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/educsci11110703?type=check_update&version=3


Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 703 2 of 9

can contribute to the political and cultural transformation of communities [1]. Likewise,
from the United Nations [2], a call was made to all sectors of society to mobilize based on
three levels: actions at global levels to ensure greater leadership, actions at local levels and
actions by individuals, in this sense including youth and, with it, student leadership.

Conceptualization of the Term Leadership

Researchers such as El Homrani et al. [3] establish that leadership is not a position
but a process. In this sense, the positions on the definition of the term leadership maintain
different perspectives, which is why they are diverse. Some authors establish and focus on
personality issues, behaviors and even on the physical traits of the leader himself; on the
other hand, others have analyzed how the contexts and characteristics in which the leader
develops influence and affect the way of proceeding of the so-called leaders [4]. There are
also those who choose to take a more radical view, arguing that leadership itself does not
exist but rather that it is organizational failures and successes that are attributed to the
so-called leaders. In line with the above, the consequences of how an institution functions
goes beyond any role that an individual or a group may play and beyond the subject itself.
Another perspective from which leadership has been approached throughout history has
been based on social justice and inclusion [5].

It can be said that this work certainly emphasizes leadership style from a more
individual approach in order to highlight its importance and personal imprint in this
specific context. Although it is true that the scientific literature and also our broader vision
of this research is framed in speaking more of leadership than of leaders, trying to converge
both the vision that “the leader is born and made” and that it is the situation that creates
the leaders. It is, therefore, a dynamic function that resides in the group and is oriented
towards a common objective and a shared project [6].

Taking into account these definitions, it can be said that leadership is a process by
which an individual or a group of individuals exert a systematic majority influence on
others when developing certain functions that compete with them to achieve shared
objectives, at the same time becoming a reference and figure to follow for other people [1].
Thus, leadership can be understood as a process by which a subject incites a subordinate
to behave and/or act in a certain desired way, coordinating and directing the work of
the group members and where such interpersonal relationships are not carried out by
obligation but by the desire of the individuals themselves [7,8].

Leadership also implies a process of transformation by creating diverse visions of
the results to be achieved, as well as an articulation of the objectives so that they can
be achieved. Leadership should be seen as a process by which the influence that the
leader exerts is necessary to direct and subordinate a group and organize towards the
achievement of the established goals and success, all this through different actions focused
on the construction of opportunities and conditions for the work team to be effective
and efficient.

From the various metaphors collected and in the specific literature by Lorenzo [6], it
can be understood as intuitive, cross-cultural, strategic, visionary, global, ethical, results-
based, instructive and creative leadership, among others. Within all metaphors, we place
ourselves in the political leadership that university students exercise through their repre-
sentatives. As a group, they have the power to have a say in aspects related, for example,
to syllabi, specific content or problems that may arise with specific professors. Likewise,
they have a say in the election of the dean, rector or director of a department.

According to relevant authors on the subject such as Lorenzo et al. [9] and Hermosilla
et al. [10], student leadership in university institutions is an institutional leadership carried
out through a threefold technical, transformational and interpretative process. Therefore,
universities as institutions and contexts of social interaction, become the ideal place to give
voice and have the students’ opinion present in the components of the governing bodies.

Undoubtedly, the election and participation of leaders is a complex issue that entails
great responsibilities, since such election will contribute positively or negatively in the
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work that the fortunate representatives will perform. Therefore, a great screening must
be carried out based on certain criteria of competencies and qualities, among others, that
a suitable leader must have. In addition, the extent to which sociodemographic factors
influence the profile of a student leader should be analyzed [11].

The leader is an agent who seeks to transform the environment in a positive way,
making available to society or the group that conforms their skills, values and knowledge
to develop initiatives that produce social impact and generate positive changes in groups
and/or communities, promulgating the values of the institution [12].

In terms of student leadership, we find several ways of expressing them [13]:

- Social leader: students who present interests in social change and lead initiatives or
self-managed and autonomous volunteer organizations;

- Representative leader: students who hold representative positions, democratically
elected by their peers and who develop university policy initiatives that serve the
university community;

- Healthy life leader: students who understand a formation in health areas, so they
implement and develop campaigns and activities that promote healthy life habits;

- Sports leader: leaders who, along with fulfilling academic responsibilities, master
extraordinary skills for sports, channeling it in the university teams and representing
the university.

The main characteristics that a good student leader should have are the following [14]:

- Honesty: He/she must be a student of integrity and honesty, in addition, he/she
must show rectitude. This characteristic is essential for that person who aspires to be
a voice and leader of others, because he/she must earn the trust of a group.

- Empathy: It is really necessary to know how to put oneself in the other person’s place
because it allows us to better understand others, helping to reach out to them so that
they can achieve their goals. Likewise, managing personal relationships is one of the
most relevant characteristics of leadership.

- Communication skills: A good communicator and a good leader must listen. At the
same time, he/she must have the ability to attend to and understand the needs of
others and must treat everyone equally; in this sense, there cannot be some above
others.

- Interaction: It is transcendental that the leader works as a team with other leaders
or referents of the subject in question. This is as much about sharing methods and
knowledge as it is about learning and listening from those who know the most; it is a
quality that denotes commitment, interest and tolerance towards different points of
view. This directly enriches the area in which the leader works, becoming of benefit to
the entire university student community.

- Commitment and initiative: A competent leader takes the initiative to be aware of
everything that happens in the area in which they are involved, identify the needs of
the group and propose possible solutions.

However, after all of the above, it is necessary to emphasize that for good leadership
there must be a constant dialogue in which each and every opinion counts equally.

Consequently, the objective of this study was to analyze the student leader’s profile in
order to generate an explanatory model. The research questions posed were:

RQ1. Are there significant differences in the student leader profile as a function of
sociodemographic factors?

RQ2. Do sociodemographic factors influence the student leader profile?
RQ3. How do leadership qualities, expectations, training and practice influence the

student leader profile?
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2. Methodology
2.1. Research Design and Participants

A cross-sectional study design was adopted using a self-administered survey in the
population of university students of the Universidad Santo Tomas (USTA), Bucaramanga
section (Colombia). Therefore, the research was carried out based on non-probability
purposive sampling. The sample was finally made up of 152 student representatives.
Thus, all respondents were informed about the purpose of the study and the anonymous
treatment of their data. Student representatives in different governing bodies of the
University were invited to participate by sending an invitation by email from the Student
Delegation and also through the tutor lecturers of each group, as well as by contacting the
coordinators of the degree programs, so that they could pass on all the information.

Specifically, the sample was defined by 28 males and 124 females, aged 15–26 years
(M = 21.04; SD = 3.72). Table 1 shows the sociodemographic data of the participants.

Table 1. Sociodemographic data.

n %

Gender
Male 28 18.4

Female 124 81.6
Age

15–18 84 55.3
19–26 68 44.7

Position
Course Representative 108 71.1

Faculty Council
Representative 28 18.4

General Representative of the
Academic Council 4 2.6

Special Representative of the
Academic Council 12 7.9

Time
1–2 years 112 73.7
3–4 years 36 23.7
>4 years 4 2.6

Note: n = number of people for each factor; % = percentage of each factor.

2.2. Measure

The Student Leadership Scale (ELE) was used to assess the profile of the student
leader [11]. The scale measured qualities (25 items), expectations (22 items), training
(11 items) and leadership practice (11 items) through a total of 69 items, with a four-point
Likert response mode (1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly agree). The scores ranged for each
dimension between 25 and 100 points for qualities, 22 and 88 for expectations, 11 and 44 for
training and 11 and 44 for leadership practice. Higher values on the scale indicated a higher
degree in each dimension. The scale has adequate psychometric properties; the reliability
obtained in this study through Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was adequate (α = 0.814).

2.3. Data Analysis

Statistical-descriptive values were established for the mean and standard deviation
of each sociodemographic factor with respect to the dimensions of the scale. In turn, the
possible existence of significant differences between the sociodemographic factors was
analyzed with the T test for independent samples when they were dichotomous (gender,
age) and the ANOVA test when more than two groups were established (position, time).
Finally, a structural equation model (SEM) was constructed from the path analysis, where
the relationships between endogenous and exogenous variables were established. The
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different analyses were carried out with the IBM SPSS and IBM SPSS Amos, version 25
(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) statistical packages.

3. Results

The statistical-descriptive data show the mean scores for each dimension, obtained
for each of the sociodemographic factors of the study. At the same time, any significant
differences were recorded (Table 2). In gender, the highest mean score was found in the
female group in all dimensions, and significant differences were only found with respect
to leadership practice (p = 0.03). Regarding age, no significant differences were found
between the two groups, and the scores were similar in each dimension. The position of the
student representative was significant in qualities (p = 0.02) and training (p = 0.00), and the
highest mean was obtained by the General Representative of the Academic Council, except
in training, which was obtained by the Special Representative of the Academic Council.
Finally, no significant values were obtained for seniority in terms of the length of time the
student has been in the position. In qualities, training and practice, those with more than
four years had the highest mean, while those with 1–2 years obtained the highest mean
in expectations.

Table 2. Descriptive statistical data and differences between groups.

Factors
Qualities Expectations Training Practice

M SD p M SD p M SD p M SD p

Gender
Male 73.3 5.5

0.21
67.9 5.9

0.13
33 3.7

0.10
30.1 5

0.03Female 75 6.7 69.1 3.1 34.2 3.4 32.1 4.2
Age

15–18 75.3 6.2
0.20

68.9 4
0.90

34.2 3.4
0.30

31.3 4.8
0.2119–26 73.9 6.9 68.9 3.5 33.7 3.6 32.2 4

Position
CR 75.4 6

0.02

68.6 4

0.14

34.1 3.4

0.00

31.9 4.4

0.10
FCR 74 5.8 69.1 3.8 34.7 3.4 31.3 5.1

GRAC 78 0.3 73 0.3 37 0.2 27 0.4
SRAC 68.3 9.4 68.3 0.49 29.7 3.5 33 0.85
Time

1–2 years 75 6.1
0.30

69.25 4
0.06

33.8 3.3
0.06

32.1 4.9
0.083–4 years 73.3 7.9 67.9 3.1 34.1 4 30.3 2.3

>4 years 77 0.4 66 0.2 38 0.3 33 0.2
Note: CR = Course Representative; FCR = Faculty Council Representative; GRAC = General Representative of the
Academic Council; SRAC = Special Representative of the Academic Council.

For the preparation of the SEM, it was essential to verify the hypothesis of multivari-
ate normality of the data. Multivariate normality was confirmed by means of Mardia’s
coefficient, where a value of 15.78 was obtained, which was lower than p*(p + 2), where p cor-
responds to 69 (number of observed variables) [15]. The existence of multivariate normality
confirmed the adequacy of the data for the construction of the SEM. The goodness-of-fit
indices of the model were adequate, following Byrne [16] (Table 3).

With regard to the path analysis, the dimensions that make up the student leader
profile were broken down. Thus, connections were established between the sociodemo-
graphic factors and the dimensions of the scale. Relationships were established between
gender, age, position and time with qualities and expectations. At the same time qualities
and expectations were associated with training and practice (Table 4). Significant values
were established between age and qualities (p = 0.013); position and qualities (p ≤ 0.001);
gender and expectations (p = 0.049); time and expectations (p = 0.003); qualities and training
(p ≤ 0.001); and training and practice (p = 0.002).
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Table 3. Goodness of fit measure.

Fit Indices Obtained Values Criteria

χ2 32.84
df 13

χ2/df 2.52 ≤3
GFI 0.953 ≥0.90

RMSEA 0.045 <0.05
NFI 0.934 ≥0.90
CFI 0.933 ≥0.90

AGFI 0.971 ≥0.90
SRMR 0.063 <0.08

Note: GFI = Goodness-of-Fit Index; RMSEA = Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation; NFI = Normalised Fit
Index; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; AGFI = Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit Index; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean
Square Residual.

Table 4. Parameter estimates of final model.

Associations between Variables RW SE CR p SRW

Gender→ Qualities −0.743 1.292 −0.575 0.566 −0.047
Age→ Qualities −1.621 1.060 −2.474 0.013 −0.200

Position→ Qualities −2.271 0.598 −3.796 *** −0.307
Time→ Qualities −0.609 1.039 −0.586 0.558 −0.048

Gender→ Expectations 1.520 0.771 1.972 0.049 0.163
Age→ Expectations 0.271 0.632 0.428 0.669 0.035

Position→ Expectations 0.109 0.357 0.307 0.759 0.025
Time→ Expectations −1.832 0.620 −2.957 0.003 −0.245
Qualities→ Training 0.364 0.031 11.551 *** 0.683
Qualities→ Practice 0.076 0.073 1.054 0.292 0.113

Expectations→ Training −0.057 0.054 −1.059 0.290 −0.063
Expectations→ Practice −0.068 0.091 −0.751 0.453 −0.059

Training→ Practice −0.420 0.137 −3.074 0.002 −0.331
Note: RW = regression weights; SE = standard error; CR = critical radio; SRW = standardized regression weights;
*** p < 0.001.

The graphical expression of the path analysis showed the relationship of factors, where
the main constructs were as follows: qualities, expectations, training and practice (Figure 1).
The percentage of variation of each construct established by the coefficient of determination
was 10% for qualities (R2 = 0.103), 6.3% for expectations (R2 = 0.063), 47% for training
(R2 = 0.471) and 7.2% for practice (R2 = 0.072).
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4. Discussion

The highest mean score was found in the female group in all dimensions, with signifi-
cant differences found in leadership practice (p = 0.03). Leadership practice refers to “what
they do on a daily basis”, their tasks and functions as representatives of their classmates
(class group delegates, in Governing Boards, etc.), highlighting the techniques used, how
they work, difficulties and possibilities detected. Thus, there is agreement with other stud-
ies in which women show greater leadership [17]. However, other research indicates that
although women are achieving greater leadership, this does not occur equally [18]. Better
leadership can be understood as an energizing leadership style, capable of dynamizing
and adapting to the context, fulfilling the proposed objective, that is to say, to perform an
effective and successful representation of peers.

In addition, the gender factor in relation to leadership has been investigated in numer-
ous previous studies, focusing on stereotypes, gender bias, the relegation of women and
the minority of women in management positions [19,20]. Even so, it should be noted [21],
within the representation of students, that gender is not a factor that is understood to be
decisive when it comes to performing certain functions that they have to carry out, and the
assertion that gender has an influence on leadership is not accepted.

In age, no significant differences were found between the two groups, and the scores
were similar in each dimension. Age was also taken into account in different research
identifying the age of the sample, creating groups of people by age range [18], as well as
determining that university leaders do not have a specific age, as it varies between 18 and
43 years, with the main focus of leaders being between 21 and 24 years of age (47.8%) [22].

The position of the student representative was significant in qualities (p = 0.02) and
training (p = 0.00), and the highest mean was obtained by the General Representative of the
Academic Council, except in training, which was obtained by the Special Representative of
the Academic Council. Thus, qualities and student representation are aspects to be taken
into account in a leader [3].

The length of time the student has held the position did not have significant values. In
qualities, training and practice, those with more than 4 years had the highest mean, while
those with 1–2 years had the highest mean in expectations. It is interesting to note that the
longer the student has been in the position, the lower the expectations.

Age and position were factors influencing student leader qualities, while time in
office influenced expectations. In addition, the qualities of the student leader influenced
education. In turn, training influenced leadership practice. In addition, other aspects that
a leader should have according to several authors [3] focus on know-how and personal
values regardless of the branch of knowledge.

In addition, a student leader must know about emotional education, understood
as increasing the professional training of students, with the intention that they develop,
strengthen and acquire good student leadership so that students can successfully face all
the challenges of the 21st century linked to a successful education [23].

5. Conclusions

Taking into account the results obtained, it can be concluded that the research ques-
tions posed have been answered. On the one hand, the profile of the student leader has
been determined depending on the sociodemographic factors, identifying those that influ-
ence the profile of the student leader. Furthermore, in the results section, the way in which
leadership qualities, expectations, training and practice influence the profile of the student
leader has been developed, finding that women score significantly higher in leadership
practice, that is to say, they perform an effective and successful representation of peers in
the tasks they perform and in the representation of their peers.

In turn, it can be said that the majority of student leaders at the University tend to be
young, usually between 18 and 23 years of age, with a minority of students being older [22].

In addition, student leaders are selected with the intention of acting as communicators
between students and the institution, being good mediators when conflicts arise and
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advocating for students in the face of difficulties [3]. Thus, it has been identified that
student leaders stand out for their qualities and training, so they must be competent to take
on the role of leader. Age and position also influence the qualities, as well as gender and
time in the expectations that are presented, among other significant relationships, being
links to consider when identifying a good student leader.

When students are trained in leadership and participate in student organization,
it can lead to the University and the school developing a society of professionals who
exercise their rights as citizens, with the intention of increasing the chances of good social
development. For this reason, carrying out different projects in which ethics and politics
are taught through different practices that lead to an integral formation of the student
body [24].

Thus, there is a variety of literature that points to the importance of students acquiring
leadership behaviors and skills when carrying out work. When reviewing the way in which
leadership affects the organization of work, it is identified that it is necessary to develop
leadership on the part of the members who carry out this work, having benefits when it
comes to professional organization [25].

On the other hand, it can be said that one of the limitations of this study is that
although leadership is predominantly by women, both in students, as is the case in this
study, and in teachers [17]. Due to the fact that the sample of this study has a greater
number of female presences, this could influence the higher scores in women, therefore it
could be improved with a group with a similar number of men and women.

For the above reason, as a prospective study, student leadership should continue to be
studied with a sample that allows us to determine whether gender really has an impact on
the development of student leadership at the university. In order to do this, the sample
should be representative and with a similar number of men and women.

In short, student leadership is an issue of great relevance, due to the fact that students
achieve training and also a background during the stage in which they are being trained,
such as at a university, being a previous step in learning about leadership before they
become professionals [21].
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