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Feature Article

Leadership talent development has been clearly identified as 
an important element of gifted programming in state and 
national standards. Nearly 50 years ago, the Marland (1972) 
report defined gifted and talented students as those “who 
require differentiated educational programs” in order to meet 
their academic potential (p. 2). The report to the United 
States Congress specifically listed “leadership ability” as a 
domain of giftedness and by extension, an area where schools 
may choose to focus on providing services and developing 
talent (Marland, 1972, p. 2). Almost five decades later, the 
National Association for Gifted Children’s Pre–K to Grade 
12 Gifted Programming Standards (National Association for 
Gifted Children, 2019) still emphasized the need to create 
educational experiences for children and adolescents that 
include “developing leadership” and “personal and social 
responsibility” (p. 12). Sixteen states1 list leadership in their 
definitions of giftedness and descriptions of gifted services 
(Rinn et al., 2020). However, individual states have different 
approaches to accountability and funding for leadership 
development within gifted service models. So, states may list 
leadership in definitions of giftedness, but differ on whether 
services are mandated or not and whether services are funded 
or not (Matthews, 2015; see also Rinn et al., 2020).

Although national and state standards for gifted education 
stress the importance of leadership talent development oppor-
tunities, resources are limited and school districts often strug-
gle to provide programming beyond core academic subjects. 
As a result, many schools leave leadership development to 

athletics, fine arts, clubs, and student organizations (Funk, 
2002). Although some scholarly attention has been paid to 
leadership talent development (e.g., Lee et al., 2020; Pfeiffer 
& Wechsler, 2013; Roach et al., 1999), a limited number of 
empirical studies on the identification, measurement, and 
school-based development of leadership talent for adoles-
cents and emerging adults have been conducted (Matthews, 
2004, 2015). Leadership scholars (Ridell, 2017) have noted 
that the Baby Boomer generation is on the verge of retire-
ment, which will result in “a shortage of skilled workers  
in western economies” and “an imminent gap in leadership” 
(p. 532) in adult professional domains. Scholars in gifted edu-
cation (Renzulli, 2012) have emphasized that school-based 
programming should focus on equipping young people to 
solve societal problems by developing mind-sets that put 
“human concerns and the common good above materialism, 
ego enhancement, and self-indulgence” (p. 156). There is a 
critical need for ethical leaders in society and school-based 
talent development programs can play a role in helping students 
develop leadership competencies in authentic contexts to pre-
pare them to fill those roles. In this systematic review, we 
examine empirical research on leadership talent development 
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for adolescents and emerging adults to explore the concep-
tions of leader development presented in the literature and to 
identify productive avenues for future research.

Identity Development

Adolescence is a broad developmental period between the 
ages of 10 and 17 years that is characterized by biological 
development and identity exploration (Erikson, 1968; 
Marcia, 1980). Emerging adulthood, the developmental 
period between the ages of 18 and 25 years, is a time when 
individuals make commitments in major life domains, such 
as education or occupations (Arnett, 2000). In adolescents 
and emerging adults, identity exploration and commitment 
are best thought of on a continuum with each process creat-
ing reciprocal effects (Crocetti et  al., 2008). For example,  
an adolescent may enjoy learning about government and 
through a series of educational and career explorations con-
clude that they want to pursue a leadership position in public 
office. Through commitments to learn more about the path to 
politics, such as a summer internship or a postsecondary 
major in political science, the individual might feel even 
more strongly about the commitment. On the other hand, 
they might reconsider that identity and start the exploration 
process again. Once an individual has developed an identity 
in a domain and committed to talent development, continued 
engagement allows, and often requires, these individuals to 
take on leadership roles through innovative creative produc-
tion or substantial professional contributions to the field 
(Crocetti et al., 2008; Lubinski & Benbow, 2006; Subotnik 
et al., 2011).

Talent Development

In 2011, Subotnik et al. published a landmark paper in gifted 
education that called for researchers and practitioners in the 
field to embrace domain-specific talent development for 
identifying and serving the needs of high-ability learners. 
The talent development framework advances five key points: 
(a) abilities within talent domains can be developed; (b) 
paths for developing talents vary by domain; (c) opportuni-
ties for talent development should be provided to learners, 
but they also have to accept them; (d) psychosocial skills 
(noncognitive skills, such as motivation and persistence) 
should be nurtured to support the rigor of high-level talent 
development; and (e) the outcome of gifted education should 
be eminence (Subotnik et al., 2011). One of the most hotly 
contested points in this conception of talent development is 
the goal of eminence. Many argue that personal fulfillment 
should be the goal of education programs that serve students 
with gifts and talents and that expecting eminent contribu-
tions puts undue pressure on these high-ability individuals 
(Borland, 2003; Dai, 2017; Renzulli, 2012). However, it is 
worth looking closer at the authors’ definition of eminence, 
which they “characterize as contributing in a transcendent 

way to making societal life better and more beautiful” 
(Subotnik et al., 2011, p. 7). If talent development programs, 
both in and out of school, prepare learners to contribute to 
society by creating and leading in their areas of interest and 
strength, these learners may also achieve self-fulfillment. So, 
for gifted education, the goals of setting students up for the 
possibility of eminence and helping young people find self-
fulfillment may not be completely at odds (Dai & Chen, 
2014), and both of these goals can be supported through 
leadership talent development.

Individuals in adolescence and emerging adulthood assess 
their abilities and preferences, choose from opportunities, and 
invest their time in pursuits they find personally meaningful. 
Dai (2017) contended that one major factor in talent develop-
ment is characteristic adaptation, or “the spontaneous self-
organization of inner resources in response to environmental 
opportunities and challenges” (p. 175). The choices individu-
als make, and the adaptation that occurs as a result, shape 
talent development trajectories. Once an individual has 
explored potential talent development opportunities, they 
engage in maximal adaptation, or “purposeful acts to perfect 
one’s trade, and surpass oneself “ (Dai, 2017, p. 175). 
Furthermore, when an individual has explored possible iden-
tities and made a conscious commitment to a domain, that 
individual may take on leadership responsibilities.

Leadership Talent Development

The construct of leadership has been extensively researched 
in adult professional contexts and specialized domains, such 
as the armed forces, but there are multiple theoretical view-
points and numerous definitions of leadership.

Theoretical Viewpoints on Leadership

Transformational leadership theory (Bass, 1985; Qian et al., 
2020) asserts that leaders can motivate team members and 
keep organizational morale high by building relationships, 
providing new insights, inspiring others, and emphasizing a 
sense of purpose through role modeling. Transformational 
leadership focuses on the development of leader behaviors 
that motivate and inspire members of an organization. Ethical 
leadership theory (M. E. Brown et al., 2005; Shakeel et al., 
2019) posits that leaders must engage in morally appropriate 
conduct in their personal lives and in their business interac-
tions (e.g., interpersonal communication, decision-making) 
to protect the collective interests of the organization and 
team members. Ethical leadership prioritizes the morality 
of the actions leaders take while facilitating work within 
the organization. Servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 
1977; Saleem et al., 2020) emphasizes that leaders whose 
primary focus is serving others can earn the trust of their 
team members while simultaneously improving the func-
tioning of the organization. Servant leadership focuses on 
leading by example and engaging in continuous evaluation 
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and self-assessment. These theoretical viewpoints on leader-
ship represent only a small portion of the perspectives in 
published literature, but they highlight the fact that contem-
porary leadership theories tend to focus on motivating others 
to achieve a goal by providing inspiration, by reflecting on 
effectiveness at regular intervals, and by adapting in response 
to feedback. In addition, these perspectives identify leader-
ship behaviors that are valued in the professional domains 
gifted and talented students may choose as adults.

Definitions of Adult Professional Leadership

Definitions of leadership in published literature are abun-
dant, but there is no consistent definition (Matthews, 2004, 
2015). Sinek (2009) asserted that “those who lead are able to 
do so because those who follow trust that the decisions made 
at the top have the best interest of the group at heart” (p. 85). 
This description of leadership points out that to lead, an indi-
vidual must inspire those they lead by establishing trust and 
creating a collaborative culture. B. Brown (2018) defined a 
leader as “anyone who takes responsibility for finding the 
potential in people and processes, and who has the courage to 
develop that potential” (p. 4). This definition highlights the 
fact that leadership is not dependent on formal roles, but 
rather the actions one takes to develop the potential in those 
around them and to optimize the functioning of the organiza-
tion. The United States Army defines leadership as “the pro-
cess of influencing people by providing purpose, direction, 
and motivation to accomplish the mission and improve the 
organization” (Department of the Army, 2015, p. 12). This 
definition underscores the fact that leadership operates 
within the constraints of the assigned task and the context of 
the organization. Taken together, these definitions operation-
alize leadership as a process that requires the development of 
interpersonal skills to influence others to pursue a common 
goal and to work for the greater good of the organization. 
This is only a sampling of the many definitions of leadership 
in various adult professional domains, but these definitions 
provide insight into how leadership is conceptualized in  
a range of postsecondary careers that gifted and talented  
students may pursue.

Youth Leadership Talent Development

Because studies of leadership can be approached from 
numerous theoretical perspectives and leadership can be 
defined and operationalized in multiple ways, empirical 
investigation and the comparison of findings across studies 
can be difficult (Matthews, 2015). The lack of a unified defi-
nition also contributes to issues with identification and mea-
surement. When used with children and adolescents, many of 
the scales for measuring leadership facets have shown incon-
sistent validity and reliability (Matthews, 2004; Roach et al., 
1999; Shaunessy & Karnes, 2004). Although there may be 

some connections between aspects of adult leadership and 
youth leadership, conceptions of adult professional leader-
ship are not sufficient to guide the intentional, systematic 
development of emerging leadership talent (Pfeiffer & 
Wechsler, 2013). Roach et al. (1999) urged gifted education 
professionals to discard the “individual, incremental, and 
competitive model” (p. 21) of adult leadership when design-
ing programs for children and adolescents. Rather, youth 
leadership should focus on “self-knowledge,” “commitment 
to relationships that sustain group goals,” and “skills neces-
sary for constant collection and assessment of information” 
(Roach et al., 1999, p. 21). In an examination of adolescent 
decision-making in applied leadership contexts, Ridell 
(2017) noted that young people must “develop a leadership 
identity which includes both the motivation to lead” and 
competence in “leadership behaviours,” such as risk-assess-
ment and decision making, and suggested that “experience 
with leadership positions and mentorship by successful lead-
ers can accelerate this process” (p. 544). In a cross-cultural 
study investigating gifted students’ perceptions of leadership 
(Lee et al., 2020) students who were unmotivated to take on 
leadership tasks “attributed their low interest in leadership 
development to a lack of leadership experiences in school” 
(Lee et  al., 2020, p. 27) and those who were interested in 
developing expertise and leading within their community 
showed higher levels of motivation to take on leadership 
roles. These studies emphasize the importance of providing 
school-based opportunities for leadership talent develop-
ment embedded in domains of interest to gifted and talented 
students.

Leadership talent development for adolescents and 
emerging adults should include components of talent devel-
opment (e.g., developing abilities, plotting trajectories, pro-
viding opportunities, addressing psychosocial skills, and 
striving for excellence) applied in specific domains with 
support for taking on more complex responsibilities and 
leadership roles (Dai, 2017; Matthews, 2004; Subotnik 
et  al., 2011). In Matthews’ (2004) review of literature on 
leadership education for gifted youth, he identified “some 
common denominators that appear in most characterizations 
of youth leadership,” which include (a) “its social nature,” 
(b) “its developmental aspects,” and (c) “its particular con-
text” (p. 79). The social aspects of youth leadership involve 
interactions with others and relationship building. In addi-
tion, learning to lead is a developmental process that requires 
individuals to strengthen general skills (e.g., communica-
tion, self-assessment) and domain-specific skills (e.g., cre-
ativity, understanding organizational hierarchies). Leadership 
is also contextual, in that it cannot “exist apart from a perfor-
mance area” (Renzulli, 1978, p. 83). These three elements of 
youth leadership (social, developmental, and contextual) 
provide a framework with which to explore the literature on 
leadership talent development for adolescents and emerging 
adults.
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Theoretical Framework

Marcia (1980) and others (e.g., Crocetti et al., 2008; Luyckx 
et al., 2006) describe identity development as a process of 
exploration and commitment. Dai (2017) situated this iden-
tity development cycle within the framework of talent 
development and identified characteristic adaptation (i.e., 
exploration) and maximum adaptation (i.e., commitment) 
as two processes that help individuals move from ability 
and interest to competence and expertise in a domain, given 
favorable contexts. Matthews (2004) suggested that youth 
leadership was best understood as a process that is social, 
developmental, and contextual. This systematic review of 
literature was guided by sensitizing concepts from identity 
development (e.g., exploration, commitment, reconsidera-
tion of commitment), talent development (e.g., ability, 
domain-specific skills, trajectories, opportunity, psychoso-
cial skills, characteristic adaptation, maximum adaptation), 
and adolescent leadership development (e.g., social, devel-
opmental, contextual).

Purpose

Adolescence and emerging adulthood are critical periods for 
identity development and talent development. Adolescents in 
secondary school environments are preparing to make deci-
sions about college enrollment, career training, or vocations 
that merge continuing education and career development, 
such as military service. Emerging adults in undergraduate 
studies or the workforce evaluate the commitments they 
have made and either reconsider those commitments or 
invest in them more deeply (Arnett, 2000; Crocetti et  al., 
2008). The purpose of this systematic review of literature 
was to examine existing research on leadership talent devel-
opment for adolescents and emerging adults. The develop-
ment of leadership talent can be situated in educational, 
organizational, or career-related contexts, so this review 
examined the different contexts presented in research litera-
ture. There is no unified definition of leadership talent devel-
opment, so this review also explored how researchers defined 
or operationalized the construct of adolescent and emerging 
adult leadership in the literature. Finally, scholars make rec-
ommendations for how to implement research-based prac-
tices for leadership talent development in their studies, so 
this review identified common themes among those sugges-
tions for developing leadership capacity in adolescents and 
emerging adults.

The following research questions guided the systematic 
review of literature:

Research Question 1: In what contexts is adolescent and 
emerging adult leadership talent development explored in 
the literature?
Research Question 2: How is the concept of leadership 
defined or operationalized in the empirical literature on 

adolescent and emerging adult leadership talent 
development?
Research Question 3: What recommendations are made 
for adolescent and emerging adult leadership talent 
development?

Method

For this systematic review of literature, articles on leader-
ship talent development were gathered, screened, and 
assessed for risk of bias. Data related to the research ques-
tions were extracted, summarized, and synthesized for dis-
cussion (Gough et al., 2017; Marshall & Sykes, 2011). The 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses checklist guided the data collection, article 
screening, data analysis, and reporting processes (Liberati 
et al., 2009; Moher et al., 2009).

Data Collection

Database Search
Database selection.  Advanced searches were performed 

in Academic Search Complete, Education Database, 
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) via 
EBSCOHost, Education Source, Professional Development 
Collection, PsycARTICLES, Psychology and Behavioral 
Science Collection, PsycINFO, and Sage Journals Online.

Search terms.  In each of the databases, the terms “leader-
ship” and “development” were used to search the abstracts, 
and the terms “talent” and “adolescent” were used to search 
the complete texts.2 Searches were limited to peer-reviewed, 
full-text articles in English. No date restrictions were speci-
fied. The database search was completed in January 2020.

Inclusion Criteria
Initial screening.  The Preferred Reporting Items for  

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses four-phase flow 
diagram guided the article screening process (Liberati et al., 
2009; Moher et al., 2009). The combined searches from all 
nine databases yielded 363 articles. Once duplicate articles 
were removed (n = 129), each remaining record (n = 234) 
was screened to ensure it was a peer reviewed, full-length 
text in English. Two articles had abstracts in English, but full 
texts in another language, so they were removed from the 
analysis. The title and abstract of each article were screened 
to ensure that the article addressed the topic of youth leader-
ship development. Subsequently, 62 articles were removed 
from the analysis because they did not examine the con-
struct of leadership, despite the presence of the word leader-
ship in the title or abstract (e.g., Ihrig et al., 2018). Next, the 
abstract and methods section of each article were examined 
to determine if it was an empirical study (i.e., quantitative, 
qualitative, or mixed methods). A large number of articles 
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(n = 120) were theoretical frameworks or informational 
texts (e.g., Dempster & Lizzio, 2007), so they were removed 
from the analysis to focus on empirical studies.

Eligibility screening.  The abstract and full text of each 
remaining article (n = 50) was screened to determine if it 
was within the scope of the research questions. Each article 
that discussed youth leadership development and defined 
or clearly operationalized the term leadership was included 
in the systematic review. Several articles (n = 12) were 
excluded from the final analysis because they were outside 
the scope of the research questions (e.g., Simonton, 2008), 
which left a total of 38 articles for review (see Figure 1). Six 
of the search returns focused on leadership development for 
undergraduate college students, who fall in the developmen-
tal period of emerging adulthood, rather than adolescence. 
The decision was made to retain these articles in the system-
atic review because they covered the developmental period 
immediately after adolescence (Arnett, 2000), they discussed 
how leadership development began in adolescence, and they 

Figure 1.  Article screening flow diagram
Note. Flow diagram adapted from the PRISMA flow diagram (Liberati et al., 2009; Moher et al., 2009). PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses.

analyzed conceptions of leadership talent relevant to adoles-
cents moving into similar postsecondary settings for contin-
ued talent development. The research questions were revised 
to include emerging adulthood.

Quality and risk of bias screening.  The authors critically 
examined the quality, potential risk of bias, and methodol-
ogy of each study (Gough et al., 2017; Liberati et al., 2009). 
This screening phase yielded quantitative studies (n = 11), 
qualitative studies (n = 19), and mixed methods studies 
(n = 8), so the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool was used to 
screen each study prior to data collection (Hong et al., 2018). 
All of the included articles (n = 38) were evaluated on two 
general screening questions and five method-specific ques-
tions for quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods studies 
(see the Supplemental Material available online). No studies 
were removed from the analysis based on the quality and risk 
of bias screening, but the information from the appraisal did 
inform whether studies were interpreted as methodologically 
sound or with caution (Hong et al., 2018).
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Data extraction.  After critical evaluation with the Mixed 
Methods Appraisal Tool screening tool, each article was 
reread to extract study-specific information and data related 
to the research questions. A spreadsheet was created to 
combine the elements of PICOTT (participants, interven-
tion, comparison, outcome, type of research question, type 
of study design; Marshall & Sykes, 2011; Schardt et  al., 
2007) and the research questions for this systematic review. 
Study information (e.g., location), the elements of PICOTT, 
and data on each of the research questions (e.g., study con-
text, operationalization of leadership, recommendations for 
leadership talent development) were recorded. The articles 
included in the systematic review are summarized in a table 
(see Table 1) to highlight the salient features of each of the 
studies retained for the analysis.

Data Analysis

Coding and Categorizing Leadership Contexts.  The contexts of 
the empirical studies were inductively analyzed (Thomas, 
2006). Each specific research context (e.g., geographic loca-
tion, setting, program type) was recorded and descriptively 
coded. The authors analyzed the codes to identify patterns 
across articles and create categories and subcategories  
(Saldana, 2016). If a study could be classified into more than 
one category, subcategories were created. For example, 11 
studies examined leadership talent development on univer-
sity campuses, but five focused on summer residential pro-
grams for high school students, three examined undergraduate 
courses, and three explored undergraduate professional orga-
nizations, so three subcategories were created.

Content Analysis of Leadership Definitions.  A qualitative con-
tent analysis of the definitions and operationalization of 
leadership was conducted (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Schreier, 
2012). For each article, definitions of leadership were 
recorded, labeled with descriptive codes, and analyzed for 
patterns (Saldana, 2016). If leadership was not specifically 
defined, the way it was operationalized was documented 
(i.e., leadership role occupancy). The inductive descriptive 
coding yielded 13 distinct codes. Descriptive codes were 
organized under three a priori categories, which included 
social (i.e., group process, other-oriented service/leadership, 
and social influence), developmental (i.e., ability/compe-
tence, domain-specific skills, psychosocial skills, develop-
ment over time), and contextual (i.e., accountability, 
authentic application of skills, goal achievement, socially/
culturally situated) elements of leadership (Elo & Kyngäs, 
2008; Matthews, 2004; Schreier, 2012). Codes were cate-
gorized as social if they involved interactions between peo-
ple. For example, group process was categorized as social 
because group members have to work together to accom-
plish a goal. Codes were categorized as developmental if 
they captured an ability or skill that could be strengthened 
over time. For example, psychosocial skills (e.g., 

motivation, persistence) were classified as developmental 
because they can be improved over time with coaching and 
practice. Codes were categorized as contextual if they 
involved an aspect of leadership that was context-dependent. 
For example, accountability and goal achievement were cat-
egorized as contextual because leaders in different contexts 
are accountable to different authority figures and have differ-
ent rewards or consequences for accomplishing or not 
accomplishing goals. The authors discussed the coding of 
leadership definitions and negotiated agreement on the 
placement of codes within the a priori categories. Based on 
the inductive analysis and descriptive coding, two emergent 
categories were created. The first emergent category cap-
tured definitions of leadership that focused on the personal-
ity characteristics of leaders (i.e., individual traits). These 
definitions discussed individual traits in a broad sense and 
there was not enough information to determine whether that 
definitional element should be classified as social or devel-
opmental, so it was retained as an emergent code. The second 
emergent category identified those articles that did not define 
leadership, but operationalized it as leadership role occu-
pancy (see Table 2). The articles were examined in chrono-
logical order to identify possible trends in defining youth 
leadership over the past three decades.

Thematic Analysis of Author Recommendations.  The recom-
mendations for adolescent and emerging adult leadership tal-
ent development made by the authors of the included studies 
were inductively analyzed by reading the results and discus-
sion section of each research study and recording the specific 
recommendations (Thomas, 2006). Major recommendations 
from each individual article were descriptively coded. The 
18 descriptive codes were analyzed for patterns across arti-
cles and organized into four categories (Braun & Clarke, 
2006; Ryan & Bernard, 2003). We discussed the contents of 
each category and synthesized the recommendations into 
four themes related to adolescent and emerging adult leader-
ship talent development (see Table 3).

Findings

A total of 38 articles, with publication dates ranging from 
1988 to 2019, met the inclusion criteria. The sample, context, 
type of data collected, findings or results, and implications of 
the individual studies are described in Table 1. The following 
sections present the findings on the research contexts, the 
content analysis of the definitions of leadership, and the the-
matic analysis of the recommendations in the literature.

Research Contexts

Geographic Locations.  Although the majority of the studies 
(n = 29) were conducted with participants from the United 
States, the review also included studies with participants 
from Australia (n = 2; A. Coffey & Lavery, 2018; Eva & 
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Table 2.  Leadership Definition and Operationalization Codes.

Author (year)

Descriptive codes

A priori categories Emergent categories

Social codes Developmental codes Contextual codes Codes

Archard (2013) GP, O-O DSS, PSS SCS  
Bernstein et al. (2019) LRO
Bush et al. (2019) A, DSS, PSS  
Carruthers and Busser (2000) O-O  
Chan (2003) PSS GOAL  
L. Coffey and Davis (2019) PSS  
A. Coffey and Lavery (2018) O-O DSS, PSS, TIME  
Conner and Strobel (2007) GP, O-O A, PSS AAS  
Eva and Sendjaya (2012) O-O, SI PSS ACC  
Feldhusen and Kennedy (1988) DSS SCS IT
Fuller et al. (2017) TIME AAS LRO
Gassman et al. (2014) DSS, PSS  
Guest (2018) LRO
Halsall and Forneris (2018) O-O, SI A, PSS AAS  
Hartzell and Hong (2016) LRO
Hébert (2019) DSS, TIME AAS  
Henderson et al. (2007) IT, LRO
Hilliard et al. (2019) O-O DSS, PSS  
Howley et al. (2012) O-O PSS AAS  
Jones-Morales and Konrad (2018) LRO
Kagay et al. (2015) SI DSS, PSS GOAL  
Kell et al. (2013) LRO
Kudo et al. (2012) GP, O-O, SI  
Langram (1997) SI DSS, PSS GOAL  
Lee and Olszewski-Kubilius (2006) SI A AAS IT
Lee et al. (2007) SI A AAS, GOAL  
Lee et al. (2008) O-O  
Liu et al. (2019) PSS, TIME SCS  
Lucas and Goodman (2015) TIME AAS, GOAL  
Makel et al. (2016) LRO
Mitra et al. (2010) GP PSS ACC  
Pawilen (2018) LRO
Preus et al. (2016) O-O  
Salisbury et al. (2012) GP, O-O, SI  
Schilling et al. (2007) SI PSS  
Schneider et al. (1999) A, DSS, PSS IT
Weinberger (2014) LRO
Whittington et al. (2017) DSS, PSS, TIME  

Note. Social elements of leadership codes: GP = group process; O-O = other-oriented; SI = social influence. Developmental elements of leadership 
codes: A = ability; DSS = domain-specific skills; PSS = psychosocial skills; TIME = over time. Contextual elements of leadership codes:  
ACC = accountability; AAS = authentic application of skills; GOAL = goal achievement; SCS = socially/culturally situated. Emergent leadership codes:  
IT = individual traits; LRO = leadership role occupancy.

Sendjaya, 2012); Canada (n = 1; Halsall & Forneris, 2018); 
China (n = 2; Chan, 2003; Liu et al., 2019); the Philippines 
(n = 1; Pawilen, 2018); and cross-cultural samples from 
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and the United King-
dom (n = 1; Archard, 2013); Barbados, Jamaica, Trinidad, 
and Tobago (n = 1; Jones-Morales & Konrad, 2018); and 
Canada and the United States (n = 1; Hilliard et al., 2019).

Settings.  Within those geographic locations, the included 
articles covered several distinct settings. University-based 
contexts were the focus of 28.9% of the articles in the review 
(n = 11), with three focusing on undergraduate courses 
(Howley et  al., 2012; Lucas & Goodman, 2015; Salisbury 
et al., 2012), three on university-based extracurricular activi-
ties (L. Coffey & Davis, 2019; Fuller et al., 2017; Gassman 
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et al., 2014), and five on adolescent summer residential pro-
grams (Chan, 2003; Feldhusen & Kennedy, 1988; Lee et al., 
2007, 2008; Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006). Secondary 
school-based contexts were explored in 31.6% (n = 12) of 
the studies with four studies focused on leadership curricu-
lum (Archard, 2013; Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; Langram, 1997; 
Schneider et al., 1999) and eight that examined leadership in 
extracurricular activities (Bush et  al., 2019; A. Coffey & 
Lavery, 2018; Guest, 2018; Hartzell & Hong, 2016; Kagay 
et al., 2015; Mitra et al., 2010; Preus et al., 2016; Weinberger, 
2014). Community-based contexts were the focus of 21.1% 
of the studies (n = 8), with four examining after school pro-
grams (Carruthers & Busser, 2000; Conner & Strobel, 2007; 
Halsall & Forneris, 2018; Schilling et al., 2007), two looking 
at extracurricular activities (Hilliard et al., 2019; Kudo et al., 
2012), and two focusing on summer residential camps  
(Henderson et  al., 2007; Whittington et  al., 2017). Home-
based contexts were examined in 7.9% of the studies (n = 3; 
Jones-Morales & Konrad, 2018; Liu et  al., 2019; Pawilen, 
2018) and adult professional contexts were the focus of 7.9% 
of the studies (n = 3; Bernstein et al., 2019; Kell et al., 2013; 
Makel et al., 2016). One study, representing 2.6% of the sam-
ple, focused on the leadership development of a single indi-
vidual across time (Hébert, 2019). Two of the studies that 
examined school-based extracurricular activities (Hartzell & 
Hong, 2016; Weinberger, 2014), one that focused on summer 
residential camp settings (Whittington et al., 2017), and three 
that addressed adult professional contexts (Bernstein et al., 
2019; Kell et al., 2013; Makel et al., 2016) also had longitu-
dinal or retrospective study designs.

Programs.  Of the 38 studies, 8 (21.1%) examined programs 
focused primarily on leadership development. Seven of those 

studies focused on leadership programs for all students (Bush 
et  al., 2019; Conner & Strobel, 2007; Halsall & Forneris, 
2018; Lucas & Goodman, 2015; Mitra et al., 2010; Schilling 
et al., 2007; Schneider et al., 1999) and one study examined 
a leadership program for students identified as gifted or aca-
demically advanced (Chan, 2003). Nearly half of the studies 
(47.4%; n = 18) examined programs that had leadership as 
one component, but not the sole focus. Thirteen of these pro-
grams were open to all students (Archard, 2013; Carruthers 
& Busser, 2000; A. Coffey & Lavery, 2018; L. Coffey & 
Davis, 2019; Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; Gassman et al., 2014; 
Guest, 2018; Henderson et  al., 2007; Hilliard et  al., 2019; 
Kagay et  al., 2015; Langram, 1997; Preus et  al., 2016;  
Whittington et al., 2017) and five were for students identified 
as gifted or academically advanced (Feldhusen & Kennedy, 
1988; Howley et  al., 2012; Lee et  al., 2007, 2008; Lee & 
Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006). Rather than focusing on a spe-
cific program for leadership talent development, eight of the 
studies (21.1%) examined adult educational and professional 
outcomes. Four of these studies focused on participants who 
were identified as gifted or academically advanced in adoles-
cence or emerging adulthood (Bernstein et al., 2019; Hébert, 
2019; Kell et al., 2013; Makel et al., 2016), two identified 
participants as gifted based on adult professional leadership 
(Jones-Morales & Konrad, 2018; Pawilen, 2018), and  
two focused on other factors, including enrollment in a mas-
ter’s program (Hartzell & Hong, 2016) and adult earnings  
(Weinberger, 2014). The remaining four studies (10.5%) 
highlighted other variables the authors hypothesized were 
related to leadership, including parenting style (Kudo et al., 
2012; Liu et  al., 2019), participation in college athletics 
(Fuller et al., 2017), and employment during the first year of 
college (Salisbury et al., 2012).

Table 3.  Thematic Analysis Coding for Leadership Talent Development Recommendations.

Descriptive codes Categories Themes

Psychosocial skills Interactions Leadership talent develops through the interaction between 
ability, psychosocial skill development, domain-specific skill 
development, context, and opportunity.

Domain-specific skills  
Ability  
General context  
Opportunity  
Authentic leadership situations Application Leadership talent develops when skills (i.e., psychosocial, domain-

specific) are applied to authentic leadership situations and 
adapted through experiences over time.

Leadership experiences  
Skills adaptation  
Development over time  
Environmental influences Context Leadership development is socially and culturally situated, so 

context (i.e., school climate, availability of mentors, cultural 
acceptance) shapes leadership talent development trajectories.

Social influences  
Cultural influences  
Talent development trajectory  
Autonomous/experiential learning Balanced learning Adolescent/emerging adult leadership talent development 

requires a balance of experiential learning in authentic 
leadership situations, direct instruction from teachers or 
coaches or mentors, and adaptation.

Collaborative learning Adaptation
Directed learning  
Feedback  
Accountability  
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Defining and Operationalizing Leadership

The general focus of each of the articles in this systematic 
review was adolescent or emerging adult leadership develop-
ment, but definitions of leadership varied widely. In several 
cases (n = 9), leadership was not explicitly defined, but was 
clearly operationalized. Matthews’ (2004) three elements of 
youth leadership (social, developmental, and contextual) 
provided a framework for organizing the components of 
leadership from the definitions in the articles, but two  
additional categories (individual traits, leadership role occu-
pancy) emerged in the content analysis process (Elo & 
Kyngäs, 2008; Schreier, 2012).

Social Elements of Leadership
Group process.  Five of the studies defined leadership in 

terms of understanding and working with group dynamics 
(Archard, 2013; Conner & Strobel, 2007; Kudo et al., 2012; 
Mitra et  al., 2010; Salisbury et  al., 2012). Leadership in a 
domain rarely involves one person working alone to accom-
plish a goal, but working with a group can create conflicts. 
Authors of four of the articles (Archard, 2013; Conner & 
Strobel, 2007; Mitra et  al., 2010; Salisbury et  al., 2012) 
emphasized that it is important to help adolescents and 
emerging adults develop the psychological and social skills 
to navigate those inevitable collaboration conflicts. In the 
Kudo et al. (2012) sample of adolescents enrolled in Boys 
Scouts, authoritative (i.e., high expectations, high support) 
and autonomy granting parenting were positively related 
to the development of mastery beliefs. Mastery beliefs, or 
the sense that one can control their actions and work toward 
positive outcomes, can “foster personal responsibility,” par-
ticularly when young people have practice “completing tasks 
and challenges” without parental intervention (Kudo et al., 
2012, p. 367). Adolescents and young adults may be better 
able to work with group dynamics if they have had opportu-
nities to learn from past experiences and if they believe they 
can contribute to the success of group efforts. Archard (2013) 
interviewed school personnel and student leaders in second-
ary schools to gauge perceptions of how girls and their teach-
ers felt school-based leadership development experiences 
were preparing them for postsecondary leadership opportu-
nities. Students reported that they understood the value of 
failure in leadership development, but the staff noted that 
many girls in their schools did not embrace a leader iden-
tity or take on leadership roles because they were reluctant 
to make mistakes in front of their peers. Opportunities for 
social interactions in the pursuit of a common goal can help 
adolescents and young adults develop leadership competen-
cies, but young people have to accept those opportunities 
(Subotnik et  al., 2011) and persevere through the inherent 
social conflicts (Archard, 2013; Ridell, 2017).

Other-oriented service.  Many conceptions of leadership 
were focused on service to others. Twelve of the studies in 

this review equated leadership with service (Archard, 2013; 
Carruthers & Busser, 2000; A. Coffey & Lavery, 2018; 
Conner & Strobel, 2007; Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; Halsall & 
Forneris, 2018; Hilliard et al., 2019; Howley et al., 2012; 
Kudo et  al., 2012; Lee et  al., 2008; Preus et  al., 2016;  
Salisbury et  al., 2012). As part of the Civic Leadership 
Institute (Lee et  al., 2008), high-ability adolescents in a 
summer residential program participated in field experi-
ences where they applied new learning to service in the 
community. In open-ended survey responses, the majority 
of participants reported that they were interested in further 
service-learning opportunities and several indicated that 
through Civic Leadership Institute they “gained a sense of 
duty and responsibility to lead” and felt “more ready to take 
on a leadership role” at home (Lee et  al., 2008, p. 298). 
In an ideal world, all parties’ contributions (e.g., students, 
adult sponsors, community organizations) in a service rela-
tionship would be valued; however, this was often an area 
of conflict in some of the service-learning arrangements. In 
a Leadership and Positive Organizations course, undergrad-
uate students were paired with a university department for 
the semester to engage in project-based learning focused on 
the functioning of the department and the well-being of the 
employees. The course instructors “provided detailed com-
munications to clients at the onset of the student project” 
but reflected that “subsequent meetings and correspondence 
could have improved the quality of the overall experience 
for both students and clients” (Lucas & Goodman, 2015, 
p. 148). Two authors (Lee et al., 2008; Preus et al., 2016) 
suggested that in order to preserve the motivation to lead 
in service and civic engagement contexts, working rela-
tionships between emerging leaders and the organizations 
they serve should be negotiated in advance and monitored 
throughout the service commitment to ensure that they are 
mutually beneficial.

Social influence.  Nine of the studies defined leadership in 
terms of exercising social influence (Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; 
Halsall & Forneris, 2018; Kagay et  al., 2015; Kudo et  al., 
2012; Langram, 1997; Lee et al., 2007; Lee & Olszewski-
Kubilius, 2006; Salisbury et al., 2012; Schilling et al., 2007). 
Lee and Olszewski-Kubilius (2006) investigated the connec-
tion between emotional intelligence, moral development, 
and leadership in a sample of gifted high school students 
in two summer residential enrichment programs. One find-
ing in the study was that “higher levels of moral reasoning 
or emotional intelligence were not associated with higher 
levels of leadership” (Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006,  
pp. 59-60). The authors noted their concern that “advanced 
cognitive reasoning abilities may help an individual under-
stand the nuances of a moral dilemma” but “they do not propel 
gifted students to take the right actions” (Lee & Olszewski-
Kubilius, 2006, p. 60), which highlighted the fact that lead-
ership can be exerted to negative effect. On the other hand, 
to exert positive leadership, individuals needed to be able to 
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convince others to believe in a vision and to work with them 
to accomplish a goal. First Nation, Met ís, and Inuit youth 
involved in a community-based leadership development pro-
gram in Canada (Halsall & Forneris, 2018) advocated for 
community projects that were personally meaningful to them 
(e.g., fundraisers, cultural events). Once participants com-
municated their vision and gathered supporters, the program 
sponsors helped with the planning and implementation of the 
projects. Strong leadership development programs addressed 
the developmental and contextual needs of participants, and 
in turn, participants learned how to develop a vision, com-
municate that vision to others, and recruit individuals willing 
to help them accomplish that vision (Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; 
Schilling et al., 2007).

Developmental Elements of Leadership
Ability.  Six of the studies defined leadership in terms of 

ability or competence (Bush et  al., 2019; Conner & Stro-
bel, 2007; Halsall & Forneris, 2018; Lee et  al., 2007; Lee 
& Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006; Schneider et al., 1999). These 
definitions suggested that an individual’s abilities or com-
petencies equipped them to lead others. For students in the 
Study of Mathematically Precocious Youth (SMPY), early 
identification of intellectual strengths (e.g., math, verbal) 
and interests guided academic talent development and pre-
dicted career trajectories and adult professional achieve-
ments. However, ability alone was not sufficient to predict 
eminent adult professional and creative contributions. Edu-
cational adaptations (e.g., acceleration, ability-grouping), 
psychosocial skills coaching (e.g., accepting, responding to, 
and incorporating critical feedback), and other factors (e.g., 
commitment, opportunity), were needed for high-ability ado-
lescents to engage in talent domains and progress to the high-
est levels of professional leadership (Bernstein et al., 2019; 
Kell et al., 2013; Makel et al., 2016). Schneider et al. (1999) 
noted that performance in leadership roles over time requires 
noncognitive factors, such as interest and sustained motiva-
tion, and that typical classroom performance may be a bet-
ter predictor of adolescent leadership development potential 
than maximal performance on one-time assessments or per-
formance tasks (e.g., standardized tests, Leaderless Group 
Discussions). These findings suggest that ability is one facet 
of leadership that can be developed, but it must be supported 
by the concurrent development of domain-specific and psy-
chosocial skills.

Domain-specific skills.  Definitions in 10 of the studies 
acknowledged that competent leaders should be knowledge-
able about the domain in which they lead (Archard, 2013; 
Bush et al., 2019; A. Coffey & Lavery, 2018; Feldhusen & 
Kennedy, 1988; Gassman et al., 2014; Hébert, 2019; Hilliard 
et al., 2019; Kagay et al., 2015; Langram, 1997; Schneider 
et  al., 1999). Educational leaders (e.g., principals) in Aus-
tralian middle schools suggested that leader development 
opportunities should be age appropriate and systematically 

add to the individual’s domain-specific knowledge through 
formal (e.g., head boy, head girl) and informal roles (e.g., 
class discussion leaders; A. Coffey & Lavery, 2018). Under-
graduate students who were active members of the Nonprofit 
Leadership Alliance Student Association had opportunities 
to learn career-relevant skills, such as grant writing and fun-
draising techniques, through workshops and internships that 
prepared them for employment in nonprofit jobs (Gassman 
et al., 2014). For students enrolled in master’s degree pro-
grams in the arts, education, and STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and math), high school extracurricular partici-
pation and leadership provided opportunities for increas-
ing domain knowledge, for exercising creativity within the 
domain, and for making decisions about postsecondary paths 
(Hartzell & Hong, 2016).

Psychosocial skills.  Eighteen of the studies included psy-
chosocial skills in definitions of leadership (Archard, 2013; 
Bush et al., 2019; Chan, 2003; A. Coffey & Lavery, 2018; 
L. Coffey & Davis, 2019; Conner & Strobel, 2007; Eva & 
Sendjaya, 2012; Gassman et al., 2014; Halsall & Forneris, 
2018; Hilliard et al., 2019; Howley et al., 2012; Kagay et al., 
2015; Langram, 1997; Liu et  al., 2019; Mitra et  al., 2010; 
Schilling et  al., 2007; Schneider et  al., 1999; Whittington 
et  al., 2017). Psychosocial skills are psychological, social, 
and emotional skills, such as motivation and self-beliefs, that 
enable individuals to persist as talent development trajec-
tories become more complex (Rinn, 2020; Subotnik et  al., 
2011). Scholars have suggested that to support talent devel-
opment processes, “psychosocial skills must be actively 
and deliberately cultivated via programming, counseling, 
and mentoring of students” (Subotnik, 2015, p. 46). In the 
Creative Leadership Training Program (Chan, 2003), par-
ticipants received instruction in communication, creative 
thinking, problem-solving, leadership, group dynamics, and 
organizing school activities. The 6-week program provided 
students with psychosocial skills coaching that was intended 
to be “further reinforced by a practicum component” as stu-
dents engaged in “leadership roles in student activities in 
their respective schools” the following year (Chan, 2003, 
p. 167). In a sample of junior high students in China, Liu 
et  al. (2019) identified self-esteem and leader self-efficacy 
as mediating factors in the emergence of adolescent leader-
ship talent, measured by ratings (i.e., peer, teacher, and par-
ent) and class leadership role occupancy. For leadership in 
specific domains, the psychosocial skills the authors identi-
fied varied, but across domains, skills such as interpersonal 
communication, problem solving, self-assessment, and self-
efficacy have been identified as key skills for individuals in 
leadership roles (Chan, 2003; Liu et  al., 2019; Matthews, 
2004; Renzulli, 2012).

Time.  Only six studies defined leadership in terms of 
development over time (A. Coffey & Lavery, 2018; Fuller 
et al., 2017; Hébert, 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Lucas & Goodman, 
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2015; Whittington et al., 2017), but there were some indica-
tions that extended time in a domain and adaptation to that 
domain were salient factors in developing leadership talent. 
In the Youth Engaged in Leadership and Learning program 
(Conner & Strobel, 2007), two girls participated in the pro-
gram as eighth graders and came back as leaders in ninth and 
10th grades. Over time, each girl was able to find a leadership 
style within the organization that fit her strengths. Where one 
girl was vocal and helped drive change within the program, 
the other girl was less visible, but strategically supported 
the behind-the-scenes processes that kept the organization 
running. There were indications that leadership can develop 
early, but the process takes time. In one study (L. Coffey 
& Davis, 2019), the scholar-athletes in the sample credited 
athletic participation from childhood through emerging 
adulthood, over and above school coursework, with help-
ing them develop leadership skills that were also marketable 
professional workplace competencies (e.g., collaboration, 
multitasking). Undergraduate participants in a semester-long 
organizational leadership project reported gains in domain-
specific competence and personal wellbeing, due in part to 
the extended duration of the applied learning experience 
(Lucas & Goodman, 2015). It was important for emerging 
leaders to develop key skills and abilities, but there were also 
environmental components to consider.

Contextual Elements of Leadership
Accountability.  Only two of the studies defined leadership 

in terms of accountability (Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; Mitra 
et al., 2010). In real-world contexts, leaders are accountable 
for meeting goals and supporting those they lead. Undergrad-
uate students who worked off-campus 20 hours per week or 
more during their first year of college showed increases in 
leadership development domains (e.g., group, community), 
whereas less educationally or career-relevant on-campus 
work showed no relationship with the development of leader-
ship skills (Salisbury et al., 2012). The authors suggested this 
was due, in part, to off-campus workers’ engagement in jobs 
that held them accountable for production or performance 
and required them to manage their time between employ-
ment, academic, and social commitments. Students in the 
Teen Excellence in Leadership Institute (TELI) for 4-H and 
FFA students attended 1 weekend session where they learned 
foundational skills and leadership competencies (Bush et al., 
2019). Next, they planned and implemented a group project 
with a mentor and other students from their home program 
to apply the skills they learned. These group projects were 
scaffolded with direct support from mentors and two vir-
tual meetings where participants reported on their progress 
to TELI facilitators. Students were accountable for meeting 
project milestones in these virtual meetings and at a second 
weekend session where they reported on the final project 
(Bush et al., 2019). However, teachers and counselors in a 
summer residential program (Feldhusen & Kennedy, 1988) 
noted that leadership behaviors developed in structured and 

unstructured settings. So, although accountability is impor-
tant, emerging leaders in talent development programs may 
benefit from some informal social interactions without strict 
accountability for meeting goals or completing tasks.

Authentic application of skills.  Eight of the articles defined 
leadership in terms of application in a real-world context 
(Conner & Strobel, 2007; Fuller et  al., 2017; Halsall & 
Forneris, 2018; Hébert, 2019; Howley et al., 2012; Langram, 
1997; Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006; Lucas & Goodman, 
2015). Skill development (e.g., domain-specific, psychoso-
cial) should be supported with practice in formal and infor-
mal contexts. In a cross-cultural sample of staff and students 
in all-female schools and women who held professional 
leadership roles (Archard, 2013), role modeling and mentor-
ing were identified as critical elements in the development 
of a female leader identity. However, the all-female school 
settings differed from the reality of the typical professional 
workplace, so it was recommended that students in single-
gender school environments have more exposure to authen-
tic scenarios in the larger community. Real-world leadership 
requires individuals to fulfill responsibilities and actively 
work toward the goals of the organization. When adolescent 
participants in the Youth Leader Corps were given leader-
ship responsibilities in the organization, such as leading 
small groups and planning lessons for younger participants, 
that practice applying the leadership lessons they were learn-
ing also translated into higher levels of commitment to the 
program and a sense of responsibility for training the next 
group of future leaders (Schilling et  al., 2007). Practicing 
leadership skills in real contexts was a valuable experience 
that emerging leaders needed to critically evaluate their per-
formance and adapt. However, adolescent and emerging 
adult learners also expressed a need for time to process new 
information and assimilate new skills before applying them. 
In an examination of student and staff perceptions of sec-
ondary leadership programming, Eva and Sendjaya (2012) 
noted that “students require the space and time to think and 
discuss critically, thoroughly, and systematically” so that 
they “understand the implications of their actions” (p. 594) 
at home, in the community, and in their future workplaces.

Socially and culturally situated.  Three of the studies defined 
leadership by noting that every context is influenced by 
social and cultural factors (Archard, 2013; Feldhusen & 
Kennedy, 1988; Liu et al., 2019). These environmental and 
sociocultural factors (e.g., opportunities, obstacles, values, 
and resources) were related to leadership development tra-
jectories (Dai, 2017). Women who attended all-female sum-
mer residential camps in childhood and adolescence reported 
that the camp environment allowed them to focus on personal 
development, to negotiate social situations, and to try chal-
lenging new activities without the conflict of also navigating 
socially imposed gender norms. These women reported that 
the social and psychosocial skills they learned through camp 



18	 Gifted Child Quarterly 00(0)

experiences helped prepare them for leadership roles in chal-
lenging and traditionally male-dominated careers (e.g., engi-
neer, diplomat; Whittington et al., 2017). In the Right to Play 
Youth Leadership Program (Halsall & Forneris, 2018), part 
of planning for community events (e.g., BINGO fundraiser, 
community pow-wow) included helping student participants 
examine community norms and proactively plan the events 
with these social and cultural contexts in mind. Context can 
shape leader development trajectories, but it was also impor-
tant for emerging leaders to learn to evaluate social and cul-
tural context when creating plans and making decisions.

Goal-directed.  Five of the studies defined leadership in 
terms of achieving a specific goal (Chan, 2003; Kagay et al., 
2015; Langram, 1997; Lee et al., 2007; Lucas & Goodman, 
2015). Self-reflection and goal setting supported ongoing 
leadership development. High school student–advisor teams 
who attended a 4-day Leadership Institute set goals for 
school projects they would implement when they returned 
home from the conference. Student leaders had to formulate 
their ideas and convince school and community stakehold-
ers (e.g., principals, service organizations) of the importance 
of the project (Mitra et al., 2010). Psychosocial skills (e.g., 
communication, dealing with criticism) were an important 
factor in whether students embraced a leader identity and 
persisted in the face of obstacles. Goal-focused leadership 
also required organizational awareness, including hierarchi-
cal structures and communication protocols. Students who 
participated in the Youth for Tomorrow club focused on 
building school and community support for justice-oriented 
initiatives, including school improvement funding and add-
ing social–emotional learning programs (Preus et al., 2016). 
Students noted that although some of their initiatives were 
unsuccessful, they learned valuable lessons that helped them 
improve their strategies for the next challenge.

Individual Traits.  Four articles (Feldhusen & Kennedy, 1988; 
Henderson et  al., 2007; Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006; 
Schneider et  al., 1999) mentioned individual traits (e.g.,  
cluster of traits, personality traits) in their definitions of lead-
ership. Individual traits could be classified as social or devel-
opmental, but they were classified under emergent categories 
because they revealed a notable trend about definitions of 
leadership in the data. There was a clear shift away from con-
ceptualizing leadership as a collection of personality traits. 
Among the articles in this review, no studies after 2007 men-
tion individual traits in definitions of leadership. One article 
defined leadership as a “cluster of traits” (Feldhusen &  
Kennedy, 1988, p. 3) and another study (Schneider et  al., 
1999) defined it using Yukl and van Fleet’s (1992) four cor-
relates of adult workplace leadership, which include person-
ality traits. One study (Henderson et al., 2007) did not define 
leadership, but operationalized the construct through survey 
items, such as “other kids look up to me” (p. 995). Acknowl-
edging that although leaders may share some personality 

traits, these traits alone do not make one a leader, Lee and 
Olszewski-Kubilius (2006) defined leadership as “a multi-
faceted concept that involves several aspects of human abili-
ties and traits” (p. 33). Earlier definitions of leadership 
focused on personality traits (e.g., Feldhusen & Kennedy, 
1988; Schneider et al., 1999), but there was a clear shift away 
from this narrow view of the construct toward a conception 
of leadership as a talent domain that develops within a com-
plex system that includes social interactions, skill develop-
ment, and contextual factors (Dai, 2017; Matthews, 2004; 
Subotnik et al., 2011).

Leadership Role Occupancy.  The second trend identified in the 
content analysis of leadership definitions was the lack of a 
definition. Instead, some studies operationalized the con-
struct of leadership as holding a leadership role. Leadership 
role occupancy for adolescents (Guest, 2018; Henderson 
et al., 2007; Weinberger, 2014), emerging adults (Hartzell & 
Hong, 2016), and adult professionals (Bernstein et al., 2019; 
Jones-Morales & Konrad, 2018; Kell et  al., 2013; Makel 
et al., 2016; Pawilen, 2018) was used to operationalize the 
construct of leadership in nine (23.7%) of the 38 studies 
included in this review. For example, in the Bernstein et al. 
(2019) sample of SMPY participants, 12.3% (n = 83) met 
the authors’ definition of eminence at age 50 by holding lead-
ership roles in adult professional domains (e.g., tenured pro-
fessors, Fortune 500 executives). This trend underscored the 
fact that research in leadership talent development is divided 
between longitudinal and retrospective inquiries that exam-
ined the trajectories of individuals who actually became 
leaders (e.g., Bernstein et  al., 2019; Jones-Morales &  
Konrad, 2018) and research that tried to identify factors in 
individuals and in development programs that might predict 
which individuals eventually become leaders (e.g., Chan, 
2003; Kudo et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2019).

Recommendations for Leadership Talent 
Development From the Literature

Each of the research studies in this systematic review made 
specific suggestions for adolescent or emerging adult leader-
ship talent development. These recommendations were iden-
tified in each study and compared across studies to capture 
themes about research-based practices for leadership talent 
development with adolescents and emerging adults. Four 
themes were developed from the recommendations in the 
articles.

Interactions.  The first theme was that leadership talent devel-
ops through the interaction between ability, psychosocial skill 
development, domain-specific skill development, context, and 
opportunity. Five factors contributed to leadership talent 
development across studies, including: (a) cognitive ability, 
(b) psychosocial skills, (c) domain-specific skills, (d) context, 
and (e) opportunity. In a sample of high-ability students in a 
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summer residential program (Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 
2006), higher cognitive ability was negatively correlated with 
leadership. This finding indicated that although gifted and 
academically talented individuals may have the potential to 
develop leadership talent, that talent did not develop on its 
own and these individuals still needed coaching in areas such 
as self-regulation and interpersonal communication for that 
potential to develop into competent leadership (Lee & Olsze-
wski-Kubilius, 2006). Elite business leaders in four Carib-
bean countries noted that psychosocial skills development in 
the home during childhood, early talent identification in ado-
lescence, and educational adaptations (e.g., acceleration, abil-
ity grouping) were instrumental in preparing them to handle 
the rigors of adult professional leadership roles (Jones-
Morales & Konrad, 2018).

The role of opportunity was notably absent in the defini-
tions of leadership, but it was a recurring theme in author 
recommendations. For the individual in Hébert’s (2019) lon-
gitudinal single case study, L. J.’s leadership ability emerged 
early, was systematically strengthened in adolescence and 
emerging adulthood, and was applied and adapted through-
out his graduate education, early career, and later career spe-
cialization. L. J.’s talent for learning languages, his leadership 
skills, and his openness to new experiences gave him the 
opportunity to serve in the United States Navy as a Naval 
Special Warfare officer (Hébert, 2019). Academic ability did 
explain some of the variance in teacher ratings of leadership 
ability for students enrolled in a high school leadership 
course, but interactions between ability and nonacademic 
variables, such as motivation, also explained a notable 
amount of variance (Schneider et al., 1999). The findings of 
longitudinal studies (e.g., SMPY; Bernstein et al., 2019; Kell 
et al., 2013; Makel et al., 2016) and the work of talent devel-
opment scholars (Dai, 2017, Subotnik et  al., 2011) have 
stressed that ability alone is not sufficient to predict adult 
professional leadership or eminent creative contributions in a 
domain. Taken together, these findings suggested that there 
is not just one factor responsible for leadership talent devel-
opment and multiple factors, including opportunity, context, 
skills development (e.g., domain-specific, psychosocial), 
and ability, should be considered when creating leadership 
development programs and identifying students for leader-
ship programming.

Application.  The second theme derived from the recommen-
dations in the articles is that leadership talent develops when 
skills (i.e., psychosocial skills, domain-specific skills) are 
applied to authentic leadership situations and adapted 
through experiences over time. Three elements of applied 
leadership were identified across the articles in the system-
atic review: (a) authentic situations, (b) lived experiences, 
and (c) adaptation. For undergraduate students in an honors 
program for teacher education, the rigor of the research they 
conducted with faculty members, combined with the applica-
tion of that research in educational contexts helped students 

engage with the curriculum and gain some understanding of 
the leadership skills required for careers in education (How-
ley et al., 2012). Mentoring and modeling components, such 
as explicit training in process-based collaboration, were vital 
parts of leadership development programs (Archard, 2013; 
Bush et al., 2019; Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; Lee et al., 2008).

After initial participation in an organization, students with 
personal mastery goals may commit to roles in organiza-
tional leadership. Members of a college learning organiza-
tion for students pursuing careers in nonprofit leadership felt 
they benefited from applying leadership skills in their work 
with local nonprofit organizations, learning from their mis-
takes and adapting, and leading within the organization 
(Gassman et al., 2014). Student leaders in the Boys and Girls 
Clubs valued intentional dialogue with sponsors to think 
through leadership skills and real-world applications. 
Knowing how they might use the leadership skills they were 
developing in their future education and career pursuits gave 
the student leaders a sense of purpose as members of the 
organization and in their leadership roles (Carruthers & 
Busser, 2000). Teams who attended the Leadership Institute 
(Mitra et al., 2010) and the TELI (Bush et al., 2019) planned 
projects to take back to their schools. Although students had 
support from their sponsors and were responsible for report-
ing back to institute organizers on their progress, the students 
who led these projects were ultimately accountable for the 
success or failure of their initiatives, which required adapta-
tion and persistence.

Context.  The third theme that emerged from the recommen-
dations in the studies is that leadership is socially and cultur-
ally situated, so context (i.e., school climate, availability of 
teachers/coaches/mentors, cultural acceptance) is an impor-
tant factor that shapes leadership talent development trajec-
tories. Across all of the articles in the systematic review, a 
few key points stood out about context: (a) talent develop-
ment trajectories differ by domain, (b) leadership is a talent 
that needs to be applied in a domain, (c) every domain has 
contextual factors that matter, and (d) those contextual  
factors support talent development or cause it to stall. Dai 
(2017) differentiates between “environmental press,” the 
opportunities or challenges in the context that shape talent 
trajectories, and “socio-cultural mediation,” the resources 
and tools in the context that sustain the talent development 
process (p. 176). In the Kudo et  al. (2012) sample of Boy 
Scouts, there was some indication that having nurturing and 
involved parents supported the development of mastery ori-
entation, emotional autonomy, and leadership skills from an 
early age. On the other hand, “overparenting” (i.e., helicop-
ter parenting) was related to lower self-esteem and lower 
leader self-efficacy in adolescents, and therefore, was nega-
tively related to the emergence of leadership skills (Liu et al., 
2019, p. 1227). Taken together, these two studies indicate 
that home environments during childhood and adolescence 
can positively shape talent development trajectories.
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As individuals get older and spend more time at school 
and in extracurricular activities, these contexts also shape 
talent development. For students in a high school preparatory 
program, leadership aspirations were related to internalizing 
the collaborative school culture. Girls in this sample empha-
sized taking on leadership roles to gain recognition, whereas 
boys perceived that leading would facilitate personal growth 
and allow them to contribute to the supportive culture they 
perceived among their teachers and peers (Langram, 1997). 
In several school-based leadership programs, the school cli-
mate was also related to participation and program effective-
ness. In a comparison of two high schools with different 
levels of economic resources (Guest, 2018), the authors 
noted that extracurricular sponsors and coaches in the more 
affluent school emphasized student responsibility to contrib-
ute to the larger community (i.e., asset focused), whereas the 
adults in the other school frequently referred to limitations 
(i.e., deficit focused). However, when students had a sense of 
purpose, a voice in school or program decisions, and sup-
portive adults, they learned to work within the existing envi-
ronment to create innovative solutions to relevant issues 
(Preus et al., 2016). In a postsecondary study, scholar–ath-
letes, identified by the university athletic staff as campus 
leaders, chose to spend their very limited free time by invest-
ing in leadership roles that aligned with their sense of pur-
pose and desire for positive change in the community (e.g., 
fraternities, faith-based organizations; Fuller et  al., 2017). 
Reciprocal relationships that are personally meaningful to 
leaders and the organizations they serve may play a key role 
in leadership persistence.

Balanced Learning and Adaptation.  The fourth theme across 
the studies was that adolescent and emerging adult leader-
ship talent development requires a balance of experiential 
learning in authentic leadership situations, direct instruction 
from teachers or coaches or mentors, and adaptation. A 
strong theme across the articles was that leadership talent 
development requires a balance of: (a) experiential learning, 
(b) direct instruction, and (c) adaptation as a result of new 
learning. In one study (Henderson et  al., 2007), summer 
camp participants tried challenging new activities, such as 
rock climbing and kayaking. Parents reported that these 
learning experiences were related to gains in their childrens’ 
social skills, self-confidence, and leadership ability. How-
ever, it is unclear if leadership was addressed through direct 
instruction in these camp settings and if so, which specific 
leadership competencies were targeted for development. It is 
clear that practicing leadership skills in authentic situations, 
such as service-learning (Lee et al., 2008) and school-based 
activism (Preus et al., 2016) was a powerful learning experi-
ence for emerging leaders because it gave them opportunities 
to learn from successes and mistakes and adapt. One-size-
fits-all leadership development approaches were unable to 
meet the needs of all students, particularly those who had 
prior leadership experience and required differentiated or 

accelerated instruction or more advanced application oppor-
tunities. The needs of collaborative groups at a Leadership 
Institute who were creating project to take back to their 
schools differed widely. Some high school groups needed 
their leaders to provide a “spark” or catalyst, other groups 
needed “stability” to sustain the motivation to reach project 
goals (Mitra et al., 2010, p. 113). This example underscored 
the fact that experiential learning alone is not sufficient for 
leader development. That learning must be paired with direct 
instruction on the skills needed to lead and achieve goals, 
such as techniques for requesting administrative approval for 
school-based projects. Graduate school students in STEM, 
the arts (i.e., creative writing, theater), and education reported 
that they were already engaging in and leading in their 
domain of interest by high school (Hartzell & Hong, 2016), 
which indicated that providing a variety of early career-
related opportunities for exploration and engagement can 
facilitate the integration of new learning, reflection, and 
adaptation into a clearer sense of educational and career 
goals for adolescents and emerging adults.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore empirical research 
on adolescent and emerging adult leadership talent develop-
ment. A systematic review of literature was conducted, which 
resulted in the identification of 38 articles for critical review. 
The analysis of research contexts, definitions, and recom-
mendations identified some key considerations for develop-
ing leadership talent.

Environments That Support Leadership Talent 
Development

Early interests can be encouraged, discouraged, or redirected 
in the home (Jones-Morales & Konrad, 2018; Kudo et  al., 
2012; Liu et al., 2019; Pawilen, 2018) and identity explora-
tions can be supported, tolerated, or ignored in the home 
(Dai, 2017; Luyckx et al., 2006; Subotnik et al, 2011). Home 
environments vary widely, but as children grow up, they 
interact in other influential contexts, such as school or the 
community. Adolescence and emerging adulthood mark 
periods of separation and individuation as individuals pre-
pare to make education and career-related commitments and 
become independent (Meeus et al., 2005). So, although the 
role of the home is not completely diminished for secondary 
students and undergraduates, it is reduced as opportunities 
and resources become available outside the home. Schools 
and community programs have the potential to provide valu-
able identity and career exploration opportunities because 
they offer resources (e.g., mentors, programs, leadership 
roles) that can be instrumental in an individual’s characteris-
tic adaptation process (Dai, 2017; Subotnik et al., 2011). For 
individuals who chose to enroll in college, there were oppor-
tunities to develop domain-specific and psychosocial skills 



Meyer and Rinn	 21

and to apply those skills in leadership roles (L. Coffey & 
Davis, 2019; Fuller et al., 2017; Gassman et al., 2014; Hébert, 
2019). However, with the rising cost of college, individuals 
choosing postsecondary education paths could benefit from 
early career exploration opportunities before they devote 
time and financial resources to the pursuit of a degree (e.g., 
Meyer et al., 2021).

The prevalence of school and community contexts in this 
review suggests that diverse approaches are being imple-
mented in school settings and beyond (Bush et  al., 2019; 
Hilliard et  al., 2019; Kagay et  al., 2015; Lee et  al., 2007, 
2008; Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006; Schneider et  al., 
1999). However, there was also a clear understanding in the 
research that school and community contexts were a source 
of structural inequity (e.g., financial resources, personnel) 
and that leadership development opportunities were not 
equally available to all interested individuals (Carruthers & 
Busser, 2000; Conner & Strobel, 2007; Guest, 2018; Halsall 
& Forneris, 2018; Jones-Morales & Konrad, 2018; Langram, 
1997; Mitra et al., 2010; Preus et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 
2007; Weinberger, 2014). Schools in general and gifted edu-
cation programs in particular have limited resources, so an 
understanding of effective research-based practices for lead-
ership talent development may allow schools and gifted edu-
cation professionals to make informed decisions about how 
they allocate those resources to provide equitable and acces-
sible leadership development opportunities. Gifted education 
can support academically advanced young people by provid-
ing career-related exploration opportunities in K–12 settings 
that allow students to identify compatible postsecondary 
paths (e.g., college, careers, military, blended options) and to 
develop the competencies they will need to engage in and 
lead within those domains.

Identification of Leadership Talent

Several studies in this review offered support for early iden-
tification of talent, intentional educational adaptations (e.g., 
ability grouping, acceleration), and accessible talent path-
ways for the development of leadership talent (Bernstein 
et al., 2019; Kell et al., 2013; Makel et al., 2016). Though 
these studies did not focus on any specific program for lead-
ership development, they identified students who showed 
exceptional academic talent in early adolescence and tracked 
their adult professional accomplishments, including leader-
ship role occupancy. It is unclear what steps these individuals 
took to develop leadership talent or to earn their leadership 
roles as adults, but it is clear that identifying ability early and 
providing educational adaptations can start students on the 
path to expertise and leadership in professional domains 
(Dai, 2017; Subotnik et  al., 2011, 2018). Individuals hold 
leadership roles in organizations for a variety of reasons, 
including organizational politics, a lack of qualified candi-
dates, or an individual’s desire to lead (B. Brown, 2018; 
Sinek, 2009). Leadership role occupancy may be a suitable 

proxy for leadership talent in some cases, but the assumption 
that one has leadership talent or is an effective leader because 
they hold a title may not always be accurate. Furthermore, 
individuals leading within organizations may do so in infor-
mal capacities, making it difficult to determine how organi-
zational functioning is related to formal versus informal 
leadership roles. However, the trend of operationalizing 
leadership through role occupancy highlighted the fact that 
when opportunities to lead are presented, individuals have to 
accept them, a factor that may be dependent on whether the 
individual has embraced a leader identity and strengthened 
the psychosocial skills (e.g., self-beliefs, motivation) 
required to handle the inevitable criticism that comes with 
leading. So, willingness to commit to leader development 
appears to be a vital characteristic identified in leadership 
research (e.g., B. Brown, 2018; Ridell, 2017), talent develop-
ment scholarship (e.g., Subotnik et al., 2011), and the studies 
in this review (e.g., Conner & Strobel, 2007; Fuller et  al., 
2017).

Increasingly, leadership has been suggested as an identi-
fication criterion to increase gifted program diversity, but 
often, it is not an actual component of gifted programming, 
which can create misalignment between identification and 
services (Matthews, 2015; Pfeiffer & Wechsler, 2013). 
Leadership scales (e.g., Roets Rating Scale for Leadership; 
Roets, 1986), ratings (e.g., peer, parent, teacher; Liu et al., 
2019; Schneider et al., 1999), and observations of collabo-
ration activities (e.g., Leaderless Group Discussion; 
Schneider et al., 1999) were used as measures of leadership 
interest, potential, and ability, but other studies relied on 
participant perceptions and leadership role occupancy to 
examine the construct. Lee et al. (2020) published a study 
after the database search for this review was completed, but 
the author-developed survey that measured leadership 
experiences, leadership potential, and leadership motiva-
tion for adolescents may be a promising tool to use in fur-
ther studies on leadership talent development. From the 
findings in this review, it is not clear which methods or 
instruments for measuring leadership facets are most effec-
tive, but it is clear that if students are identified using lead-
ership measures, the services they are offered should 
include embedded leadership opportunities in a domain 
(Dai, 2017; Renzulli, 1978; Subotnik et  al., 2011, 2018). 
Equitable practices for identifying students for gifted pro-
gramming include evaluating students on multiple mea-
sures (e.g., typical performance and maximal performance, 
Schneider et al., 1999), but also allowing them to qualify 
for services on one criterion instead of requiring them to 
qualify on multiple criteria (e.g., Lakin, 2018). For states 
that have included leadership in definitions of giftedness, 
the findings of this systematic review indicate that when 
identifying students for leadership programs, schools should 
assess an individual’s interest in a domain and their willing-
ness to learn domain-specific leadership competencies. In 
addition, the findings suggest that leadership development 
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programming should include direct instruction in leadership 
competencies, coupled with opportunities to apply those 
skills and reflect on those leadership experiences.

Differentiated Leader Development Programming

Eminent professional and creative contributions are a possi-
ble outcome of talent development programs in and out of 
schools, but eminence depends on a complex set of factors, 
not the least of which is chance. Leadership talent develop-
ment programs should be designed to support the possibility 
of future eminence in professional domains, but much about 
what that process could and should look like for adolescents 
in school-based contexts is still unclear (Dai, 2017; Subotnik 
et al., 2011, 2018). The need to tailor interventions for indi-
viduals increases as they move further into talent develop-
ment trajectories (Dai, 2017; Rinn, 2020; Subotnik et  al., 
2011), so there is a need for additional research on how to 
effectively differentiate talent development programming for 
emergent leaders in school contexts and beyond. Individuals 
in different developmental periods have different talent 
development needs. Programs for early adolescents will nec-
essarily look different than programs for college students, 
due in part to differences in identity exploration (characteris-
tic adaptation) and identity commitments (maximal adapta-
tion; Dai, 2017). Programs for younger students may have a 
more general focus on determining interests, identifying 
strengths, and developing competence (e.g., Henderson 
et al., 2007; Kudo et al., 2012), whereas programs for older 
students may be more domain-specific and focused on  
identity commitments, maximal adaptation, and developing 
expertise (e.g., Lucas & Goodman, 2015; Hartzell & Hong, 
2016; Howley et  al., 2012). There was a tendency in this 
sample of studies to operationalize leadership in terms of ser-
vice (e.g., Eva & Sendjaya, 2012; Lee et  al., 2008; Preus 
et al., 2016). Although this type of leadership may be more 
readily available to younger students, it is not the only type 
of leadership. When service leadership is offered as the only 
option for emerging leaders in gifted education programs, 
students may miss opportunities to develop other leadership 
competencies.

It was clear that many different types of programs helped 
students explore their interests (e.g., agriculture, sports, aca-
demics), but it was unclear which types of programs were 
more effective in developing competence in emerging lead-
ers at different stages of development. Leadership develop-
ment programs may hold talented leaders back or limit their 
opportunities for growth unless they include differentiation 
and acceleration (Hilliard et  al., 2019; Mitra et  al., 2010). 
Leadership theories stress the importance of applying leader-
ship skills (e.g., motivating others, task completion), reflect-
ing on the experience, and adapting in response (e.g., Saleem 
et  al., 2020; Shakeel et  al., 2019; Qian et  al., 2020). 
Contemporary leadership definitions stress that leaders need 
to model and reinforce prosocial behaviors for those they 

lead (B. Brown, 2018; Department of the Army, 2015; Sinek, 
2009). These components of leadership talent development 
are not compatible with one-size-fits-all programs that fail to 
recognize individual differences. Independent study and 
mentorship programs that allow adolescents to choose a 
career path, identify a mentor in the field, and shadow pro-
fessionals while exploring the domain, may better equip ado-
lescents and emerging adults to make career-related identity 
commitments and give them opportunities to see leadership 
skills applied in a domain (Crocetti et  al., 2008; Luyckx 
et al., 2006; Meyer et al., 2021; Renzulli, 2012). Equitable 
school-based opportunities for leader development should 
align with student interests and use resources that are locally 
available (e.g., community mentors) or those that can be 
accessed virtually (e.g., remote mentoring). There are a vari-
ety of ways to lead, so effective leadership talent develop-
ment programs should provide options, rather than narrow 
interpretations of the construct of leadership.

Conceptions of Leadership Talent Development

The construct of leadership talent development did not have 
a consistent definition in the research across all of the studies 
in this review, but the gifted education researchers whose 
studies were included (Chan, 2003; Feldhusen & Kennedy, 
1988; Lee et  al., 2007, 2008; Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 
2006) defined leadership in terms of a domain of giftedness 
(Marland, 1972) in which skills and abilities (e.g., domain-
specific, psychosocial, social) are applied in a discipline and 
strengthened over time. The requirements to lead as an ado-
lescent may differ in some ways from those for emerging 
adult or adult professional leadership, but there are common 
elements (i.e., social, developmental, and contextual) that 
offer a framework for the discussion of leadership (Matthews, 
2004). It is critical that researchers clearly define or opera-
tionalize leadership in empirical studies, so we offer a work-
ing definition of leadership talent development as a starting 
point for future investigations. Leadership talent develop-
ment can be defined as the process of developing and apply-
ing emergent skills (e.g., domain-specific, psychosocial, 
social) to positively influence others in the pursuit of a com-
mon goal and to facilitate the adaptation of the group as task 
parameters (e.g., the organization, the team, the goal, the 
time constraints) change over time. This definition parallels 
conceptions of youth leadership in that it includes positive 
social influence, skills development, and adaptation to con-
textual elements (Matthews, 2004). It also aligns with con-
ceptions of talent development in that it acknowledges that 
skills (e.g., domain-specific, psychosocial) and abilities are 
“malleable and need to be cultivated” and that opportunities 
must be willingly undertaken by the talented individual 
(Subotnik et al., 2011, p. 7). This working definition synthe-
sizes ideas about youth leadership (Matthews, 2004), talent 
development (Subotnik et al., 2011), and the findings of this 
systematic review of literature. In order to prepare young 
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people for leadership at the highest levels of adult profes-
sional domains, it is imperative to continue to investigate 
best practices for leadership talent development.

Limitations

Although this critical review of literature on leadership tal-
ent development for adolescents and emerging adults yields 
important findings for researchers, practitioners, and par-
ents, one major limitation was the small number of articles 
(n = 38). Articles may have been unintentionally excluded 
during the initial database search as a result of search terms, 
database selection, and decision rules for inclusion. The 
choice to examine only empirical studies streamlined the 
data collection process, but 120 other articles that were the-
oretical frameworks or informational texts were excluded. 
This indicates that a large portion of the scholarship on lead-
ership talent development for adolescents and emerging 
adults is informational or theoretical, rather than empirical. 
This scarcity of empirical studies may be due to the diffi-
culty of defining and measuring leadership, the wide variety 
of interpretations of leadership development, or the longitu-
dinal nature of leader development. In the absence of a clear 
definition, it is much harder to know if findings can be gen-
eralized or transferred across research contexts. We offer a 
working definition of leadership talent development, but 
that definition needs to be evaluated empirically. Further, 
methods of measuring leadership interest, potential, and 
ability were identified, but there was not enough informa-
tion to determine the efficacy of those measurements. 
However, using 38 studies published across the last three 
decades, this systematic review was able to highlight con-
texts where emergent leadership has been explored, ways 
that researchers define and operationalize leadership, and 
themes that are potentially useful for designing leadership 
talent development experiences.

Future Research

Secondary schools offer a wide variety of elective courses, 
including athletics, fine arts, language studies, career and 
technical education classes, and military-focused leadership 
development through Junior Reserve Officers’ Training 
Corps programs. These school-based contexts provide a range 
of talent domains with distinct trajectories, domain-specific 
competencies, and psychosocial skill sets. Adolescents in 
high school leadership roles provide an optimal sample to 
investigate the intersection between identity exploration, 
leadership role occupancy, and commitments toward postsec-
ondary education or careers. Future research could identify 
key psychosocial skills required for successful leadership in 
individual domains and those that might be useful across 
multiple domains. Another line of inquiry might be to com-
pare specific aspects of leadership talent development trajec-
tories in different domains, such as empirically documenting 

the phenomena of decision fatigue in leadership roles across 
domains (e.g., education, medicine, military). Empirical 
investigations about leadership talent development should 
examine contextual factors (e.g., equity, opportunity, school 
climate) in addition to organizational and individual factors. 
In particular, more research is needed to explore environ-
mental supports for effective leadership talent development 
in a range of postsecondary educational contexts (e.g., col-
lege, university), for those individuals who chose to enter the 
workforce right after high school, and for those who commit-
ted to blended education and career training (e.g., military 
service; Pema & Mehay, 2009). Students may take on leader-
ship roles in a domain for a variety of reasons, and for some 
individuals, this involvement is related to a leader identity, 
although the nature of that relationship is not clear (i.e., 
involvement creates leader identity or leader identity prompts 
involvement). So, the motivation to lead in secondary and 
postsecondary contexts and the mechanisms of leader 
engagement may also be fruitful avenues of research. Across 
studies in this systematic review, it was clear that leadership 
is a complex construct that requires the development of a 
leader identity and sustained motivation to lead in changing 
contexts. As such, adolescent and emerging leadership talent 
development should be researched using methods (e.g., 
quantitative, qualitative, mixed, longitudinal) that can cap-
ture that complexity.

Conclusion

Leadership development has long been identified as an 
important aspect of giftedness (Marland, 1972) and although 
some progress has been made toward identifying best prac-
tices for developing leadership talent in adolescents and 
emerging adults, there is still more work to be done. One 
goal of the study of leadership in high-ability students is 
“extending existing knowledge, rather than reinventing it” 
(Matthews, 2004, p. 79). Leadership skills, and the requisite 
accompanying psychosocial skills, must be applied in a 
domain. Early interests and ability patterns direct the oppor-
tunities individuals choose from those available to them 
(Bernstein et al., 2019; Dai, 2017; Kell et al., 2013; Makel 
et al., 2016). Balanced learning that includes applied leader-
ship experiences and direct instruction from teachers, 
coaches, or mentors in a domain, can support leadership tal-
ent development (Dai, 2017; Subotnik et al., 2011). As indi-
viduals engage in a domain, receive feedback on performance, 
and adapt their behaviors, skill sets, and mind-sets, career-
related explorations can shift to commitments as talent is 
developed (Crocetti et al., 2008; Luyckx et al., 2006; Marcia, 
1980). These commitments to a domain (e.g., pursuing a 
degree, engaging in a career field, managing people) may 
include leadership responsibilities. As such, it is critical that 
adolescents and emerging adults have opportunities to 
develop leadership competencies to support whatever post-
secondary path they choose (e.g., higher education, careers, 
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military service). This systematic review of literature builds 
on current understandings of talent development and youth 
leadership and identifies directions for future research on 
leadership talent development programming.
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Notes

1.	 Colorado, Delaware, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Iowa, Kentucky, 
Maryland, Minnesota, Nevada, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode 
Island, Texas, Vermont, Wisconsin.

2.	 The term “gifted” was not used in the database search because 
not all gifted programs identify leadership ability or provide 
services for leadership development (Matthews, 2015; Rinn 
et  al., 2020). This study examined leadership within a tal-
ent development framework in which individuals are identi-
fied based on potential or demonstrated ability in a domain, 
and therefore, may not be labeled gifted (Dai & Chen, 2014; 
Subotnik et al., 2011).
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