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Using Involvement Theory to examine the relationship between extracurricular participation and leadership development of undergraduate students.

Abstract
Traditional-age undergraduate college students who were classified as seniors in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at [Midwestern State University] (N=969) were sampled to examine the undergraduate students’ relationship between extracurricular involvement and leadership outcomes.  Data related to the quantitative (i.e., how much time a student spends on an activity) and qualitative aspects (i.e., how focused the student is on the activity) of involvement in extracurricular clubs and organizations was collected.   Leadership, as an outcome, was measured using the individual values scale of the Socially Responsible Leadership Scale (SRLS-R2). The findings indicated that the number of clubs in which a student participated and serving as an officer was associated with higher leadership scores.  However, the amount of time in which a student participated was not related to increased leadership outcomes. A threshold of involvement was identified that suggests when the quantitative measures of involvement (i.e., number of clubs and leadership positions) exceed a desirable limit, the quality of the involvement is less and therefore the positive outcomes are reduced.
Introduction
Many institutions of higher education include leadership development in their mission statements (Astin & Astin, 2000; Boatman, 1999). The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) identified leadership development as one of 16 student learning and development outcomes and suggested that leadership can be intentionally learned (CAS, 2006).  Researchers, as well as practitioners, use involvement theory (Astin, 1993) as a theoretical framework for student involvement.  Astin (1993) defined involvement as an investment of physical and psychological energy that occurs along a continuum and has both quantitative (i.e., how much time a student spends on an activity) and qualitative aspects (i.e., how focused the student is on the activity).  
Background
A model developed by Terenzini and Reason (2005) explaining first year experiences, was adapted for the purposes of this study. The model had three components and included pre-collegiate, college experiences and leadership development. The pre-collegiate construct for this study included socio-demographics that have been linked to leadership development (Phinney, 1990; Kimbrough, 1998; and Kezar & Moriarty, 2000). The college experiences construct included extracurricular experiences that previous literature suggested contribute to leadership outcomes (Birkenholz & Schumacher, 1994; Ewing, Bruce, & Ricketts, 2009; Layfield, Radhakrishna, & Andresen, 2000; vonStein & Ball, 2008).  Examples of extracurriculular experiences included major related clubs and organizations, college and university-based organizations, faith-based organizations, and competitive teams.  Finally, leadership was used as the outcome construct of the model. While many different theoretical frameworks have been used to study leadership, the individual values scale of the Social Change Model (HERI, 1996) was used to measure leadership outcomes for this study.  
Problem Statement and Purpose of the Study
Astin (1984) suggested research is needed to not only identify the extra-curricular activities in which a student participates, but also the time and energy a student devotes to each activity and to examine the relationship between quality and quantity of involvement.  Additionally, Astin (1984) recommended that research be conducted to determine if there is a desirable limit of involvement in which additional involvement doesn’t produce desirable results and may become detrimental.  The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between undergraduate students’ extracurricular club and organization involvement and leadership outcomes.
Methods
Traditional-age undergraduate college students who were classified as seniors in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at [Midwestern State University] were surveyed (N=969), using a web-based questionnaire.  Dillman’s (2007) five-step data collection approach was used, resulting in 270 responses (27%), 199 of which were complete and usable (20.5%).  A panel of professionals was consulted to establish validity.  In addition, the instrument was field tested with students similar to those in the population.  Reliability of the SRLS-R2 individual values scale was .88. 
An involvement scale was developed that combined level of involvement with the number of clubs in which a student was involved was developed and used as a dependent variable.  In addition, the number of clubs in which a student participates, the number of hours in which a student participates in extracurricular activities, and serving as an officer were used as independent variables.  Inferential statistics were utilized to examine the relationships between each of the independent variables and the dependent variable (i.e., leadership development).  
Results
The number of extracurricular clubs and organizations that students reported being involved in ranged from 0 to 11 (M = 3.41, SD = 2.44). The number of clubs in which a student participated was associated with increased individual leadership values (F (3, 173) = 5.83, p = .001).  In addition, the student’s involvement index score was related to individual leadership outcomes (F (3, 170) = 5.24, p = .002).  This study suggested that there is a threshold of involvement for both the number of clubs or organizations in which a student is involved as well as the involvement index where increased involvement is no longer associated with increased leadership outcomes and is actually associated with lower levels of involvement.  The threshold for the optimum number of clubs or organizations is 3-4 clubs or organizations.  In addition, students who served as a club officer scored statistically higher on the individual values leadership scale (t (161.04) = -2.67, p = .008).  The amount of time in which a student participates in a club or organization did not have a statistically significant relationship with the individual values leadership scale F (3, 173) = 1.58, p = .197.  
Conclusions/recommendations
Extracurricular involvement has a strong relationship with leadership development and should be included in institution’s plans to reach leadership outcomes.  Faculty and staff should work to create meaningful opportunities for students and encourage their participation.  The findings of this study revealed that serving as an officer had a significant relationship with increased leadership development.  However, the number of hours spent participating in extracurricular clubs and organizations did not, suggesting that the quality of the involvement may be more important than the quantity of involvement.  And, in fact, there is a threshold that suggests that when the quantitative measures of involvement exceed the desirable limit, the quality of the involvement is decreased and therefore the positive outcomes are reduced.  Knowing this, faculty and staff can encourage students to become active in 3-4 organizations to optimize individual leadership outcomes.
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