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INTRODUCTION

In 1984, I enlisted in the United States Air Force to be-
gin my leadership journey. Initially, I found leadership chal-
lenging and difficult. What I discovered was leadership is a
shared experience between the followers and the leader and
that the followers must accept the leader as their leader. The
motivation to lead is an important factor in emergent leader-
ship, an individual may have many leadership qualities but
if he/she is not motivated to lead, then leadership will not
occur. The emerging leader will experience many stressful
and challenging events that will aid in his or her leadership
development. These stressful events are described as leader-
ship crucibles and are a necessary experience for developing
the leader’s ability. While emerging as a leader is difficult,
further leadership and life experiences can contribute greatly
to the leader’s development as more skills are acquired.

For Army Reserve Officer Training Corps cadets, emerg-
ing as a leader in the program is a requirement for success-
fully graduating and receiving their commission as a second
lieutenant. While the cadet is also trying to emerge as a
leader, he/she navigates the many challenges of simultane-
ously completing the ROTC program and college life. ROTC
cadets are not immune from the stress of completing a col-
lege degree and prepare for their future identity. When the
stress of college life, emergent adulthood, and emergent lead-
ership are combined, this can prove to be unsurmountable for
many cadets and they choose to leave the program.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review provides the context for this qualita-
tive study on ways Army ROTC cadets describe their lead-
ership experience. The literature review includes emergent
adulthood, leadership development, and leadership develop-
ment in ROTC cadets.

Emergent Adulthood

G. Stanley Hall is the seminal author on the exploration
of adolescence and the bridge to adulthood. He detailed this
period of human development in his magnum opus research
book on adolescence (1904). Hall stated that adolescence
begins at age 14 and ends near age 24 (Hall, 1904). Hall
typified this life-stage as the death of childhood. He fur-
ther described the eventual emerging as an adult as being
accompanied by the psychological and physical storms and

stress of adolescence (Hall, 1904). As the twentieth century
progressed, other researchers (Erikson, 1950; Levinson, Dar-
row, Klein, Levinson & McKee, 1978) built on the nascent
adolescent theories of Hall and made their own assertions
concerning human adolescence. Erikson (1950) found that
the lessons of adolescence would eventually be put to use in
adulthood. Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee
(1978) evaluated the various life stages and discovered these
stages were punctuated with periods of both stability and
at times, chaotic transition. The question of a person’s en-
try into adulthood has remained elusive and evolving. One-
hundred years ago, an adolescent could work beside her par-
ents on the family farm, eventually find a mate, and begin a
family of her own (Settersten & Ray, 2010). At that point,
she was considered an adult. However, current life is more
complicated. In 2019, a person who has reached age 18 has
a myriad of choices ahead (Arnett, 2000; Schwartz, 2016).
Jeffrey J. Arnett has defined this demographically situated
life-phase as emergent adulthood because full adulthood has
not yet been realized (Arnett, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2015, 2016;
Arnett & Taber, 1994; Reifman, Arnett, & Colwell, 2012;
Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005). The concept of emergent
adulthood is a fairly recent argument in the discussion of
human development. According to Arnett (2000), emergent
adults develop between the ages of 18 to 25 years. This time
period marks a difference from individuals in the adolescent
stage of life and those who have been fully integrated into
adulthood.

Leadership Development

According to Kruglanski, Chernikova, Rosenzweig, &
Kopetz (2014), for those who are motivated to become lead-
ers, the process can be difficult. People may be willing to
assume a leadership role, but once the challenges of the lead-
ership position materialize, the motivation to lead oftentimes
becomes extinguished. Being motivated to acquire a lead-
ership position, while necessary, is not sufficient in itself to
sustain the motivation to persist as a leader (Kruglanski et al.,
2014). According to Kruglanski et al (2014), wanting to be a
leader and being a leader are two different constructs. Thus,
the aspiring leader must navigate through a variety of stages
in the developmental process. Each stage is typified by a
transition that ends one stage and indicates the beginning of
the next stage (Komives, S. R., Mainella, F. C., Longerbeam,
S. D., Osteen, L., & Owen, J. E., 2006).
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Leadership Development in ROTC

The goal of a ROTC unit is to produce commissioned offi-
cers to join the ranks as military leaders. The effective lead-
ership development of the cadets is considered a core com-
petency (Vecchio, 2006). The entire ROTC experience is de-
signed to develop these future military leaders. To complete
a ROTC program and become a commissioned officer, the
cadet must be successful in the course requirements set forth
by the host institution for the cadet’s degree program and the
ROTC’s military science courses that are designed to develop
military and leadership skills (Legree, P. J., Kilcullen, R. N.,
Putka, D. J., & Wasko, L. E. (2014). The military science
courses that are developed by ROTC entail a wide range of
topics, ranging from physical training, land navigation, mil-
itary customs and courtesies, military tactics, drill and cere-
monies and leadership theory. The ROTC program focuses
on preparing their cadets for legitimate positions of authority.
After graduation and commissioning, these officers will be-
gin their duties in the operational Army. However, training in
peer leadership is not evident in the literature (Fischer, 2015;
Baker, 2015).

METHODOLOGY

The ROTC unit chosen for this study was comprised of
three universities. University [A], University [B], and Uni-
versity [C] comprise ROTC Battalion [Zulu]. According to
the Human Resource officer for Battalion [Zulu], there are
approximately 100 cadets enrolled in the Battalion. These
100 cadets were the population from which the sample was
selected. To ensure an adequate sample size to answer the
research questions of the study, my aim was to interview 30
cadets or until the interview data indicated saturation of the
sample (Creswell, 2013).

To find participants, an email introduction to the study was
sent to all cadets in Battalion [Zulu] by the Battalion Com-
mander (Appendix B). After sending the email, the comman-
der notified me that 25 cadets volunteered for the study and
provided me the participant’s contact information. I emailed
each participant to set-up an interview date and time, pro-
vided my contact information for the study and highlighted
that participation in the study was voluntary. My first at-
tempt utilizing emails was unsuccessful, and I received no
responses. I made a second attempt to contact the 25 partic-
ipants via text message and received fifteen responses agree-
ing to be interviewed. Face-to-face interviews were con-
ducted at the university where the participant attended or at
a place that was convenient for him or her

FINDINGS

Three themes emerged from the study; Motivation to
Lead, Leadership Identity, and Leadership Environment. The
motivation to lead is foundational to emerging as a leader, as

wanting to be a leader and being a leader are two different
things. For ROTC cadets, becoming a commissioned officer,
training and mentoring other cadets, and significant experi-
ences combined with significant individuals all provided the
foundation to leadership motivation. The pride and prestige
of eventually commissioning as a military officer can be a
motivator to lead. Having the ability to train and mentor an-
other cadet to be successful in ROTC is another powerful
motivator to lead. However, there are antecedent events that
typically happen to the ROTC cadet before she enters the pro-
gram. There are significant individuals, often being parents
or other family members, football coaches, or friends who
share their leadership experiences and encourage the process
to lead. The cadet may have had a significant experience that
became the motivation to lead. Participating in sports teams
or scouting was a typical response from the cadets when
describing their leadership experiences prior to becoming a
cadet. The cadets who were interviewed in this study had
perceptions of their leadership abilities and emergent lead-
ership qualities. The cadets were also developing skills to
evaluate the leadership abilities of others. By reflecting on
leadership qualities of self and others, the cadets were able
to discard ineffective leadership attributes, and build their in-
dividual leadership identity. Cadet November discussed his
leadership identity,

What I try and do is what’s morally right. But
sometimes, there’s a fine line between what’s
right and what’s wrong, so you’ve got to basi-
cally decide what’s best for the group and still
code of ethics, like what’s right? I’m definitely
more of a people person. I tend to make my
decisions based off of to make people happy,
which is not always the best. Not always the
best way, which is why I’m working on it. You
got to find, you got to balance between the task
and the people. Yeah, I know you’re not always
going to make everyone happy and sometimes
you got to make the tough decisions.

The leadership environment is where leadership is first
practiced and cultivated within the organization before the
individual assumes formal leadership responsibilities. When
a person is forming a leadership identity, it is important that
formal leaders within the organization provide mentorship
and guidance to the emerging leader (Toor & Ofori, 2007).
In ROTC, the cadre provides the mentorship and guidance
to the cadets. The cadre is comprised of active duty officers
and non-commissioned officers who have a wealth of mili-
tary leadership experience that can be shared with the cadets.
The cadets in this study expressed how the cadre of Battalion
Delta supported cadets with emerging leadership.

Cadet Alpha stated this about the cadre,
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Well they’re- they’re very hands-on with every-
thing we do. While still letting us run our own-
our own, company. So, they give, they give
advice while not trying to overtake what we’re
doing so we can learn through experience and
learn through our failures but also be there to
ask questions and- and ask for their experience
and how we can pull on that to make ourselves
better.

DISCUSSION

The cadets indicated their first perceptions of leadership
occurred during significant experiences and through signif-
icant individuals who impacted their lives prior to joining
the ROTC. These experiences and individuals provided the
foundation for their pursuit of a military commission. The
examples of significant experiences included being a part of
and leading sports teams, being a member of a scout troop,
enrolling in Junior ROTC in High School, and hearing the
stories of those people who served in the military. The peo-
ple who had served in the military were oftentimes the signif-
icant individuals who gave insight into life and leadership in
the military. The stories, as told by these significant individ-
uals, provided a powerful motivation for the cadets to enroll
in ROTC and pursue an Army commission, and an eventual
career as a military officer. The significant experiences and
significant individuals who were part of the cadet’s formative
years prior to their enrolling in ROTC provided important
first perceptions of leadership. Both significant individuals
and experiences were important for the participants in this
study. Once enrolled in ROTC, the cadets began the process
of evaluating their own leadership skills and the leadership
skills of others. Through evaluation, the cadets were able to
utilize skills that were useful to their leadership development
and discarded leadership traits that weren’t useful to their de-
velopment. Finally, the leadership environment in a ROTC
unit is where all the leadership skills are used and it is up to
the formal leaders of the unit, known as the cadre, to ensure
a positive, productive leadership environment is cultivated.

The Army’s ROTC program is responsible for fulfilling
the majority of Army officer requirements. One goal of
ROTC is to represent diversity through recruitment across
multiple geographic areas in the United States (Legree et
al., 2014; United States Government Accountability Office
[GAO], 2013). Becoming an officer, with the skills to lead, is
an important outcome of the program. Thus, understanding
how students emerge as leaders while in ROTC is important
to comprehend. However, research on how emergent adults
develop leadership skills, from an internal perspective, has
been limited. This is particularly true in a military setting
(Gilson, Latimer, & Lochbaum, 2015; Komives et al., 2005;
Vecchio, Bullis, & Brazil, 2006).

In addition, a significant percentage of cadets (40%) drop

out of ROTC and do not matriculate through the program.
ROTC retention is a specific concern in today’s fiscal envi-
ronment where government funding for ROTC is constrained
(Legree et al., 2014). Although the reasons for leaving the
ROTC program are numerous, attempting to emerge as a
leader in the military environment may very well be one of
the hardest tasks to overcome (Marta, Leritz, & Mumford,
2005; Ensari, Riggio, Christian, & Carslaw, 2011; Riggio,
Salinas, Riggio, & Cole, 2003). The emerging leader must
have the ability to effectively communicate a shared vision
and be able to utilize diverse social skills. Additionally, the
emerging leader must demonstrate the necessary behaviors
that meet the needs and expectations of the organization. In
essence, the emergent leader must compete with other emer-
gent leaders to obtain the consent of the group, and be the
leader (Amos & Klimoski, 2014).
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