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Evaluating the Impact of Cohort-based Experiences on Leadership Identity Development

Introduction
Higher education institutions continue to prioritize leadership development programs to prepare students with skills that align with the evolving demands of the workforce (Velez et al., 2014). Expanding leadership opportunities is essential for creating future agricultural leaders prepared for careers in academia and industry (Da Silva et al., 2023). Experiential learning opportunities with real-life leadership skill application with integrated reflection can increase leadership development (Coleman et al., 2021). To develop the leadership capabilities of agricultural undergraduates, the University of Florida’s (UF) College of Agricultural and Life Sciences (CALS) Leadership Institute (LI) was launched in 2009 as a 17-month program consisting of 3 two-credit semester-long courses that aim to engage students in leadership and organizational development, mentoring, service experiences, and an international service experience (UF, 2023). CALS LI aims to develop 12 leadership competencies that prepare students with the knowledge to tackle global challenges and engage in lifelong leadership. Prior to this evaluation, only anecdotal evidence and employment successes of program alumni served as indicators of effectiveness. Conducting a thorough evaluation is beneficial as it provides evidence on the value of the program and offers insight into opportunities for improvement (Lamm et al., 2016). This study was a part of a larger evaluation. The purpose of this study was to describe how the cohort component of CALS LI experience impacts the students’ experience and leadership identity development (LID) of program participants.
 
Theoretical Framework 
We used the LID model (Komives et al., 2005) as the theoretical foundation for this study. The LID model includes a six-stage process that explains how individuals perceive themselves as leaders and includes a shift from a leader-centric view to a more collaborative and relational one. The stages include (1) awareness, (2) exploration/ engagement, (3) leader identified, (4) leadership differentiated, (5) generativity, and (6) integration/synthesis (Komives et al., 2006). Group influence is a contributor to LID and can impact development of self.
 
Methodology 
We used a mixed-method approach to analyze how the cohort component of CALS LI impacted the LID of 10 cohorts of students (n =102) enrolled from 2009 to 2020. We analyzed reflections and feedback collected from students at the end of their participation. We, the researchers, utilized a scoring rubric based on the LID model (Komives et al., 2005) to quantitize and determine LID scores for participants. We also employed thematic coding through a constant comparative method, which resulted in seven major themes and 17 subthemes. We focused on identifying thematic patterns across all 10 cohorts and examined the relationship to the LID scores. We quantified themes to explore patterns in the students’ experience, particularly the similarities and differences between themes by the LID score and by each cohort.
 
Results
From the mean LID scores for each cohort were as follows: Cohort 1 (M=3.48), Cohort 2 (M=3.46), Cohort 3 (M=3.47), Cohort 4 (M=3.75), Cohort 5 (M=3.44), Cohort 6 (M=3.49), Cohort 7 (M=3.05), Cohort 8 (M=3.37), Cohort 9 (M=3.70), Cohort 10 (M=3.86). The frequency of theme counts is included in Table 1. In analyzing the impact of the cohort-based experience, the students viewed the relationship and experience with their cohort as an important part of their experience. Most noted that the experience helped them learn how to work better with others in a leadership capacity and to communicate better.

Table 1. Frequency of Themes Found in Cohorts 1-10 (n = 102)
	
	Cohort

	Theme
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	Personal Development
	17
	11
	24
	26
	28
	25
	29
	26
	46
	32

	Self-Awareness
	9
	6
	19
	10
	13
	13
	21
	12
	23
	18

	Growth
	5
	3
	5
	11
	15
	4
	9
	11
	21
	13

	Awareness of Others
	4
	0
	1
	4
	3
	7
	2
	4
	8
	3

	Leadership Concepts/Theories
	19
	16
	24
	18
	30
	17
	21
	18
	44
	37

	Skills
	12
	13
	15
	16
	18
	13
	6
	16
	20
	20

	Style
	5
	6
	7
	16
	5
	4
	5
	1
	11
	10

	Traits
	3
	0
	2
	1
	10
	1
	1
	1
	5
	6

	Working with Others
	12
	16
	14
	33
	23
	17
	22
	18
	27
	41

	Collaboration
	6
	6
	4
	16
	8
	4
	4
	6
	13
	15

	Diff and Diverse Persp.
	2
	5
	6
	13
	9
	7
	11
	5
	5
	11

	Managing Conflict
	2
	1
	1
	2
	2
	0
	3
	1
	2
	6

	Impact
	15
	3
	5
	18
	8
	5
	11
	9
	12
	22

	Change
	3
	1
	2
	13
	5
	2
	2
	6
	10
	11

	Motivating Others
	9
	2
	1
	4
	2
	0
	3
	0
	2
	4

	Problem-Solving
	3
	0
	0
	4
	0
	2
	1
	0
	2
	2

	Global Awareness
	3
	1
	4
	8
	10
	10
	9
	7
	19
	24

	Cultural Awareness 
	1
	0
	3
	2
	8
	2
	1
	3
	2
	11

	Global Leadership 
	2
	0
	0
	2
	3
	7
	2
	2
	5
	6

	Awareness of the SDGs
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	4
	0
	8
	8

	Harmful Global Persp. 
	0
	0
	0
	0
	3
	0
	0
	0
	2
	1

	Leadership is Complex
	6
	3
	9
	5
	5
	7
	7
	6
	11
	13

	Changing Views
	3
	1
	7
	5
	4
	6
	5
	5
	11
	11

	Lifelong Learning
	6
	3
	4
	2
	4
	3
	3
	3
	9
	9


  
Conclusion/Implications
In exploring the reflections of 10 cohorts, we uncovered cohort experiences shaped the LID of participants—as seen in the most dominant themes across the cohorts. Additionally, the two highest LID score means were from cohorts 9 and 10, which emphasized the complexity of leadership, reported changing views of leadership, and increased lifelong learning. They also reflected on collaboration and growth. Our findings emphasize the cohort experience can influence specific themes, which can encourage LID. We recommend program directors provide time for group reflections as these can encourage development of self and increased LID (Komives et al., 2005). We also recommend group dynamics are considered in the selection process of cohorts. Finally, we recommend increased evaluation of the cohort experience for programs to determine the influence on intended program outcomes. Future research could also include an alumni study on how their peers have influenced their development.
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