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Abstract
Universities have long played an important role in preparing thinkers and leaders who
go on to have significant impact around the world. But if the world needs wise thinkers
and good leaders, then how might modern universities educate leaders of character,
particularly in a pluralistic context where many educators are reluctant to see the
university as a site of moral formation? This article shares insights from one specific
program, the Oxford Global Leadership Initiative, an extra-curricular program that
seeks to help diverse cohorts of graduate students develop the ethical qualities of
character needed for leaders to serve the common good. Drawing upon qualitative data
collected over three years of program activity to illuminate and illustrate our argument,
we address three questions: (1) Can virtues of character necessary for good leadership
be cultivated in a university setting among a culturally diverse group of students? (2)
How can a character-based leadership program meet the particular developmental needs
of “emerging adults”? and (3) How might the program’s impact translate into society
and culture? We conclude that a program integrating character and leadership can make
valuable contributions to the ethical and professional development of postgraduate
students.
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Universities have long educated thinkers and leaders who go on to have significant
influence and impact around the world. Today’s students will now occupy positions of
responsibility at a time of significant global uncertainty, when there is a marked lack of
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confidence in leadership (World Economic Forum 2014 p. 16; Edelman Intelligence 2017
p. 16). How can universities prepare students to contribute positively in this global context
and lead in a way that is virtuous, wise, and oriented toward the common good?

The Oxford Global Leadership Initiative

In response to this challenge, the Oxford Global Leadership Initiative (GLI) was
established in 2014, applying the research of the Oxford Character Project in a
practical, character-based leadership development program for postgraduate students.1

The GLI’s distinctive focus is on the integration of leadership and character develop-
ment, bringing contemporary work in applied virtue ethics to contribute to a recent
emphasis on social responsibility, ethical action, and the common good in student
leadership development (Dugan and Komives 2011 pp. 44–46).

Writing at a time when there was little focus on student leadership development,
Roberts and Ullom (1989) proposed that leadership programs should help students to
develop in three areas: the understanding of leadership theories and principles (“edu-
cation”), the application of leadership skills (“training”), and growth in leadership
practice (“development”) (Roberts and Ullom 1989 p. 68, Roberts 1981 pp. 19–23).
Since the late 1990s, a growing emphasis on relational models of leadership (Higher
Education Research Institute [HERI] 1996; Komives et al. 1998/2007) has expanded
Roberts and Ullom’s foundational model to reorient the increasing number of student
programs toward leadership as a collaborative group process (Engbers 2006; Dugan
and Komives 2011 pp. 51–53). This transition, evidenced in the Handbook for Student
Leadership Development (Komives et al. 2011), has helpfully brought relational, social,
and ethical aspects of leadership to the fore (Dugan and Komives 2011 pp. 44–45).
However, as Komives and Dugan (2010 p. 118) suggest in their description of
contemporary leadership theories, “terms such as ethics, values, and morals are fre-
quently shared without adequate explication and differentiation,”while “common terms
(e.g. common good, citizenship, collaboration) often lack philosophical or theoretical
grounding.” Our approach advances the potential of such a grounding in Aristotelian
virtue ethics. It supplements the important emphasis on relationships, ethics, and social
responsibility with a focus on the virtues of character needed to instantiate ethical
values and promote the common good.

Since 2014, the Oxford Character Project (OCP) has conducted research into moral
formation during the life stage of “emerging adulthood” (Arnett 2000, 2014), exploring
focal virtues and themes essential to character development and ethical leadership,
including gratitude, humility, service, wisdom, and vocation. The OCP has investigated
and formulated a student-specific account of character development for leadership;
measured and iteratively improved programming using qualitative and quantitative
data; and produced a diverse and academically informed curriculum for character-
based leadership (Lamb et al. 2019). In keeping with the diversity represented in the
university community, OCP events and programs seek to foster engagement with
students and scholars from various moral, cultural, and religious traditions. This
approach reflects the belief that intentional, research-led interventions for emerging

1 For further details, see https://oxfordcharacter.org.
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adults can help to form gifted young people into the good leaders and wise thinkers that
are essential for social flourishing.

The heart of the OCP’s practical work has focused on small cohorts of University of
Oxford graduate students who have been selected through a competitive application
process to participate in a seven-month GLI learning community. This group of
approximately 15 students participates in a tailored program that runs each academic
year from December to June and incorporates various activities to develop leadership
and character, including the discussion of selected readings, day-long retreats, intimate
dinner discussions with guest speakers, creative workshops in the arts and humanities,
and personal mentoring from GLI staff and senior leaders in each student’s vocational
field. The program draws heavily from the humanities and leadership discourses in
education, business, and politics. Its structured program includes sessions on 1) the
nature of good leadership, 2) the ethics of institutions, 3) practices of leadership and
character development, 4) leading and following, 5) leading and failing, 6) service, 7)
vocation, 8) humility, and 9) gratitude. The virtue of practical wisdom runs as a thread
throughout the program, which has included creative contributions from guest aca-
demics, such as a workshop on “Leadership and the Wisdom of Jazz,” a post-
performance discussion of leadership in Shakespeare’s King Lear, and a tour of
“Portraits of Leadership” in London’s National Portrait Gallery.

The program seeks to problematize simplistic conceptions of leadership by moving
beyond the analysis of leadership models to consider the qualities of character that
leaders need to promote the common good in specific contexts. The GLI’s focal virtues
have been selected as particularly important qualities for “emerging adults” that are not
actively engaged by other aspects of their university education. The methodology of
character formation follows a broadly Aristotelian approach, incorporating seven
strategies of character cultivation: “1) habituation through practice, 2) reflection on
personal experience, 3) engagement with virtuous exemplars, 4) dialogue that increases
virtue literacy, 5) awareness of situational variables, 6) moral reminders, and 7)
friendships of mutual accountability” (Lamb et al. 2019).

The impact of the program has been assessed, and an evidence-base has been
developed through a series of mixed-method, longitudinal, and controlled studies.
Each year quantitative questionnaires have been administered to each GLI cohort at
the beginning and end of their involvement in the program, using previously
validated instruments for humility, gratitude, vocation, and service to measure
any change in the focal virtues in each participant across the time of their partic-
ipation (see Brant et al. 2019). These quantitative changes have been compared with
those of control groups sampled from the wider graduate student population. This
quantitative data has been supplemented, and our understanding deepened, by
qualitative, long-answer questionnaires administered to GLI participants at the
end of the program. Over three years (2014–2017), 41 GLI participants and 23
members of the control group submitted responses, which were anonymized to
protect their identity. 78% of GLI participants and 74% of control group partici-
pants submitted a complete set of responses, which included pre- and post-
quantitative surveys and the qualitative questionnaire for GLI participants. All
respondents gave informed consent to participate in the study, which was conducted
in line with best-practice under the auspices of the Combined University Research
Ethics Committee (CUREC) at the University of Oxford.
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We analyse the quantitative results relating to the focal virtues elsewhere (Brant et al.
2019). Here we explore what the qualitative data suggests about possible justifications
for a practical program for character and leadership development. Using illustrative
examples, we consider three questions: 1) Can virtues of character necessary for good
leadership be cultivated in a university setting among a culturally diverse group
of students? 2) How can a character-based leadership program meet the particular
developmental needs of “emerging adults”? and 3) How might the impact of a
university program for character and leadership development translate into society
and culture? We conclude that a program integrating character and leadership can make
valuable contributions to the ethical and professional development ofpostgraduate
students.

Can virtues of character necessary for good leadership be cultivated
in a university setting among a culturally diverse group of students?

Well before “leadership” entered the English language (according to the Oxford
English Dictionary (2019), its first recorded use is by Charles Wynn in a letter of
1821), universities were important sites of leadership formation as their graduates took
positions of authority and influence in society. Today, the language of leadership is
ubiquitous, and an emphasis on developing leaders informs the self-conception of
many universities. Shirely Tilghman might have been representing any number of
global universities when, as President of Princeton University, she spoke about its
mission as “preparing young men and women to become leaders and to change the
world for the better” (Tilghman 2009).2

Yet, if many universities share this purpose, our research suggests that this emphasis
does not always connect with student experience. Students surveyed reported a lack of
intentional leadership preparation, and even those who had undertaken modules on
leadership in professional schools described a deficit in how they might join their
personal development with what it means to develop as a leader prepared to serve the
common good. “These are the kinds of conversations you hope will happen between
thoughtful people [at university], but rarely do,” one student lamented. Another student
expressed similar sentiments more positively: “[The GLI] was a wonderful opportunity
to have thoughtful conversations about topics of great relevance, which I had no other
avenue for discussing.” Another described the GLI as “a valuable personal develop-
ment experience that helped me focus on the foundational values and meaning of
leadership versus the practical skills of leadership as most programs do.”

The reported deficit in character and leadership development can be interpreted in
different ways: as a gap between ideal and reality in the university’s educational
mission, as a mismatch in expectation between administrators and students in relation
to leadership preparation, or, positively, as the desire of ambitious students to integrate

2 Similar examples can be drawn from universities around the world. Harvard University (2019) announces on
its website that it “is devoted to excellence in teaching, learning, and research, and to developing leaders in
many disciplines who make a difference globally.” Oxford’s Blavatnik School of Government (2019)
describes its mission as contributing to “Aworld better led, a world better served, a world better governed.”
Peking University (2014) has established the Yenching Academy “to cultivate world leaders who will make a
difference in the world.”
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their will to effect change within a wider context of personal formation, moral purpose,
and common good that many universities are not currently delivering. Taking the most
positive of these readings, there seems to be an opportunity for universities to deliver
formative programs on character and leadership development as part of their educa-
tional offerings.

Naturally, with this opportunity come challenges. One set relates to the diverse and
ideologically plural nature of modern research universities and the highly specialized
education they are designed to deliver. In this section, we focus on three important
issues: (1) the challenge of engaging diverse students with different national, cultural,
and academic backgrounds, life experiences, ethical and religious commitments, and
understandings of leadership; (2) the challenge of offering a coherent program of
character-based leadership when students’ leadership will be enacted in different parts
of the world and across a range of vocational fields; and (3) the challenge of making a
substantive impact on character and leadership development given the demands of
specialized academic study, the fact that students arrive with a history of formation
behind them, and the relatively short time available for interventions, especially for
students in one-year masters’ programs. We address these three challenges in turn.

The challenge of background-diversity is complex. In addition to the difficulty of
gathering students from different backgrounds when the prevalent social norm is to
stick together, there is the challenge of drawing students from different traditions of
moral formation, each with its own (implicit or explicit) account of the good and
attendant set of virtues and practices. The GLI’s approach has been to embrace diversity
of all the kinds mentioned above. In a globalised world where graduates will hold
positions that demand a willingness and ability to understand the divergent views and
commitments of others, students need to be literate in a wide range of moral traditions.
GLI participants have recognised this need and willingly engaged in substantive
discussions where different visions of the good were part of the conversation. If
administrators are understandably nervous to advance conversations that might cross
the boundaries of secular space, our experience suggests that so long as the space is
“safe” (i.e. free from fear of reprisal or disrespect, although not necessarily from
disagreement), responding to plurality with an attempted neutrality is not an approach
that many students find necessary. Instead, students reported the GLI as a “safe space”
for constructive disagreement: “The GLI gave me a safe space where I could express
what I was feeling and experiencing and also what I thought about leadership. Through
the GLI I have learnt to express my opposition or different view in a calm and
respectful manner.”

Of course, convening a conversation that involves diverse perspectives is one thing,
but forming a learning community that catalyzes moral formation is another. The GLI
has engaged this challenge by introducing virtues that are both important for good
leadership and, to some degree, accepted across a wide range of traditions, with their
importance supported by empirical evidence in moral psychology (e.g. gratitude) or
leadership discourse and experience (e.g. humility) (see Lamb et al. 2019). Raising
objections that have been levelled against specific accounts of these virtues has allowed
discussion of their meaning and importance for good leadership. Practices of reflection,
solitude, and friendship are discussed corporately and also addressed personally in
contact meetings with GLI staff, who are able to discuss how a student’s personal
journey and life purpose relates to the discussion of good leadership in the group.
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Students are encouraged to push into their own tradition, integrating what they are
learning in the GLI with their own cultural, philosophical, and religious commitments
rather than to compartmentalize their personal and professional development. One
student described the value of this integrative approach:

The program began by asking what qualities made leaders and the responses
shared by participants were broad ranging. The readings, discussions and men-
torship sessions over the course of the year have worked to draw out and explore
these diverse understandings and no doubt expanded my consciousness of what
makes good leadership and followership. . . . For me, I have felt that it has been
the beginning of an enquiry of deeper reflection on how to better identify my
personal morals and apply them in my life and career to have the greatest impact.

Other responses sound a similar note, shifting the focus from diversity as a challenge to
be overcome to understanding it as a catalyst for personal growth. “It was highly
beneficial to have a group from so many different backgrounds, cultures, and disci-
plines,” commented one student. Another elaborated, “The discussions were quite eye
opening because they would show me how other people read the same passages in very
different ways, or approached the same topic from a very different angle—that helped
me become more reflective, and more humble, about my own thoughts on what it
means to be a leader.” As another said, “my perspective changed mainly because I
learned how differently other people thought about leadership.”

In addition to the diversity of student backgrounds, there is the diversity of students’
professional paths. Vocational diversity presents a second challenge: if many graduate
students will go on to positions of responsibility in society, they will hold these positions
in a wide range of sectors and contexts. How can a single program help students develop
character qualities for good leadership in diverse occupational and cultural settings?

Here the tradition of virtue ethics comes into its own, presenting an approach to
moral formation that is more resilient to contextual diversity than a rules-based
approach. Since the GLI is not a classroom seminar on moral philosophy, we do not
spend much time discussing issues of metaethics, but we do explain our broadly
Aristotelian ethical framework. Students are introduced to an understanding of charac-
ter virtues as personal excellences that can be progressively cultivated in one context
and then exhibited in appropriate ways in another. The Aristotelian virtue of practical
wisdom facilitates this sensitivity to specific contexts. Understood as deliberation and
discernment as to “the right way to do the right thing” (Schwartz and Sharpe 2010),
practical wisdom is introduced at the outset as a meta-virtue through readings from
Schwartz and Sharpe (2010) and woven throughout the program, including in a creative
session on “Leadership and the Wisdom of Jazz.”

The idea that moral character is stable and resilient to the challenges of contextual
pressures is not without its doubters. Prominent situationist critiques (Doris 1998;
Harman 1999) have challenged the enduring stability of global character virtues,
concluding that “behavioral variation among individuals often owes more to distinct
circumstances than distinct personalities” (Doris 1998 p. 508). We need not dismiss this
critique entirely in order to defend the importance of student character formation.
Following Christian Miller’s (2013, 2014, 2018) account of character virtues as
capacities that are somewhat developed in most people, we expect virtues to be variably
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exhibited in different settings according to varying levels of moral competence. In this
context, the task of character formation programs such as the GLI is to increase moral
competence by helping students to progress on a path towards virtue. Moreover, the
situationist challenge can highlight the need to be mindful that character is always
exhibited in specific situations with their own contextual pressures (see, e.g., Miller
2014 pp. 187–239; 2018 pp. 204–214; Samuels and Casebeer 2005; Snow 2010). This
awareness is relevant for students at university and in their various careers. The GLI
helps students to intentionally reflect on the potential pitfalls of their future path,
exploring the pressures faced by leaders in different contexts with the help of guest
speakers and readings on various “occupational hazards” (Lewis 2014; see Lamb et al.
2019). As Miller (2018 pp. 204–214) argues, “getting the word out” about situational
pressures and fostering self-awareness when “selecting situations” can increase the
potential for virtuous action in diverse contexts.

A third challenge of character-based leadership development in universities concerns
the life-stage of students and the time limitation inherent in their courses of study. Not
only do many students quickly move on to cultural and institutional contexts with their
own set of pressures, expectations, and incentives, but students who arrive at university
in their twenties have already been formed through their prior upbringing and educa-
tion. Is it possible to have an impact on character development at this life-stage, and as
David Carr (2017) has queried, is it morally legitimate?

The legitimacy concern is relevant for programs that make character and leadership
development mandatory, but insofar as this concern represents a worry that student
character education might fail to respect the moral autonomy of mature adults, it is
mitigated by the voluntary nature of programs like the GLI and the practice of openly
sharing pedagogical strategies of character formation for intentional adoption by
students. Furthermore, as Carr himself notes, this worry is mitigated in accord with
the extent to which there is a clear public interest in the formation of role-specific
virtues in those whose professional trajectory will position them in society as public
exemplars (Carr 2017 p. 117–118). When it comes to graduate students at leading
global universities, this criterion is often met.

The question of possibility follows on the heels of the question of legitimacy. As
desirable as it might be for students to develop as wise thinkers and good leaders, a
sober consideration of whether significant character development is possible among
emerging leaders over the course of a one- to three-year program of study is vital before
resources are invested towards its pursuit. Here, expectations must be clear. If the
development of character is a life’s work (Aristotle 1999, 1098a16–21), it is also true
that some periods of life are more formative than others. What can we realistically
expect of students over a short-period of time, and what should we sensibly invest in
character formation given other competing demands of higher education?

Our qualitative data suggest that intellectual and behavioral changes congruent with
the development of moral character are possible through focused and sustained inter-
ventions over the course of a seven-month program. Tropes regarding “personal
development,” “new thinking,” “new understanding,” “transformation,” and “becom-
ing” recur throughout the qualitative data, suggesting that students in their twenties are
often willing to submit their convictions and purpose to enquiry as part of their learning
experience. For example, students were willing to re-think what they valued in
themselves and others, moving from a concern to attain what David Brooks (2015 p.
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ix) has termed “resumé virtues” to a deeper concern for the “eulogy virtues” that reflect
moral character:

Instead of admiring leaders for their achievements or being awed by their rhetor-
ical power, I now attempt to assess them on the basis of more invisible character
traits (humility, generosity, gratitude). I used to pride myself on my extensive CV /
LinkedIn profile, but now I realise that a person is far more than the sum of his or
her accomplishments. Actions and gestures speak louder than words.

This perspective-shift was echoed by others who reported positive growth in self-
reflection and increases in virtues such as humility and gratitude. Students commented
that the program had helped them to “become more reflective,” “develop a broader
ethical lens,” “develop a sense of vocation,” “become more of a realist... interested in
making more of a difference to people around me,” “become less vain and more open
about listening and inviting followers’ opinions while being a leader.” As one summa-
rized, “The exposure to various key character virtues has made me think carefully about
myself and develop practices to inculcate them.” Where students were supported in
applying the practices needed to cultivate particular virtues, this reported growth was
affirmed by results of quantitative measures that assessed changes in particular virtues
over the course of the program (Brant et al. 2019). While character and leadership
development at universities cannot be isolated from what comes before and after, an
important lesson from the GLI is that intentional engagement with small groups of
students over the course of an academic year can help them develop their character.

How can a character-based leadership program meet the particular
developmental needs of “emerging adults”?

If one set of considerations focuses on the particularities of the university setting, a
second set relates to the developmental stage of university students. A growing group
of scholars is now interpreting developmental particularities of those in their late teens
and twenties through the lens of “emerging adulthood,” a term taken to describe a
discrete life stage between adolescence and adulthood, typically spanning ages 18 to 29
(Arnett 2000, 2014). Emerging adulthood is characterised by five main features: (i)
“identity explorations” where emerging adults “clarify their sense of who they are and
what they want out of life,” (ii) “instability” due to fluctuations in relationships, work,
and domestic arrangements, (iii) “self-focus” as a result of the relative lack of obliga-
tions and commitments to others, (iv) “feeling in-between,” no longer like an adoles-
cent but without the responsibility and financial independence considered as marks of
adulthood, and (v) high hopes and great expectations, resulting from dreams yet to be
tested (Arnett 2014 pp. 8–17). Given these five features, it is possible to identify
particular opportunities and challenges for character and leadership development
among emerging adults.

First, recognising emerging adulthood as a period of identity formation highlights
the possibility of moving beyond skills-focused leadership training to re-imagining
leadership based on personal qualities of character cultivated in conjunction with
personal value, meaning, and identity (Lapsley and Hardy 2017). The question, “What
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kind of leader do I want to be?”, can be naturally integrated with the wider question,
“What kind of person do I want to be?” This more expansive set of considerations fits
with research suggesting that “character strivings” and “character prospection” could be
important features of emerging adulthood (Noftle 2015 pp. 490–493).

Students reported the integration of leadership and identity development in their
qualitative responses. One indicated that a “deep understanding of leadership helps me
learn better about myself, people around me, and the world.” Another said that “the
program has helped me realise that leadership is more about knowing and understand-
ing yourself and people around you than just achieving a certain objective or goal. The
practice of leadership I believe would evolve by making a conscious effort to consider
the various virtues I learned and by working on them over the next few years.”

If the openness that comes with identity formation represents an opportunity to
deepen leadership and character development, such development must be engaged with
appropriate teaching methods. The GLI has adopted a practice of Socratic inquiry,
where the primary role of facilitators is not didactic instruction but the creation of
“learning communities” where facilitators are co-participants in the dialogue. Selected
readings are distributed in advance of workshops and discussions, which are framed
with opening and closing remarks and moderated to provide structure, focus, and depth.
Program materials and discussion questions are designed to be used by facilitators in
the way a “lead sheet” functions in jazz—as an outline that allows creative improvi-
sation, moving students by way of engaged participation towards new understanding
and practice. For graduate students used to the interactive discussion of academic
seminars, this approach has proved successful. One student “valued the fact that the
program fostered exploration rather than being didactic.”

According to Arnett (2019 p. 17), “the identity explorations of emerging adults and
their shifting choices in education, work, and love, make this life stage exceptionally
full and intense but also exceptionally unstable.” Such instability is a second notable
feature of emerging adulthood. It is accompanied by a significant degree of
provisionality regarding future plans and can result in insecurity and inertia if there is
no wider frame of reference to provide a sense of meaning and purpose (Arnett 2019
pp. 17–18). The GLI’s focus on character development has engaged this sense of
instability by helping students consider their life path in terms of a “sense of vocation”
and “commitment to service” rather than simply career success. GLI staff have offered
support in vocational discernment, and guest speakers and mentors have shared their
personal journeys and guiding purposes rather than simply providing career advice or
expert insight. Many students reported the impact of this emphasis. In the words of one
student, the GLI was a “sanctuary for thoughtful and searching discussions on where to
find and nurture a sense of purpose and meaning in our careers and in our lives.” Others
commented that “[the program] has promoted a lot of reflection on the question of
vocation. .. and has been truly invaluable in shaping those reflections,” and that their
“presuppositions regarding professional success and vocation were adequately chal-
lenged.” Students described feeling “empowered” and “centered.” As one student
elaborated, “Thanks to the program and the opportunities the GLI gave me to reflect
on vocation, I am now more than ever reassured about my vocation, and I am aware of
the importance of character to follow it successfully through my career.”

Third, the self-focus that characterises emerging adulthood has the potential to be an
opportunity as well as a challenge for character development. Positively, self-focus can

How can universities cultivate leaders of character? Insights from... 175



encourage practices of reflection aimed towards personal formation and moral action.
The cultivation of reflective practice is a feature of the GLI that students celebrated:
“My GLI experience was transformative: it made me into a much more thoughtful and
reflective person; it made me much more careful and deliberate about my actions.” The
other side of self-focus, of course, is the potential for pathogenic narcissism, which has
been identified, rightly or wrongly, as a particular trait of millennials (Twenge 2013,
2014). We do not need to adjudicate this debate to recognise the challenge that self-
focus can present to character development for ethical leadership. The GLI’s focal
virtues include service, gratitude, and humility—qualities that productively de-center
the self and situate self-focus within networks of relationship and wider structures of
meaning and purpose. The mutually reinforcing, “upward spiral” of gratitude and
humility (Kruse et al. 2014), for example, is reflected in the comment of one student:
“I have become more self-conscious and aware of a) the consequences of my own
actions and b) what other people do for me, no matter how small. I am more
appreciative than I was before, and I have explicitly thanked people more often
(regardless of the size of the gesture).” The GLI’s focus on service, gratitude, and
humility as focal virtues can provide potential antidotes to the self-focus common to
emerging adults (see Lamb et al. 2019).

Fourth, the “in-between” nature of emerging adulthood can be conceived as a time
of preparation for responsibilities that are on the horizon. However, over-emphasizing
the discontinuity between life in this liminal period and what will follow can lend tacit
support to an overly rigid and hierarchical view of leadership that links leadership
tightly to formal positions of office. On this conception, students see themselves as
“future” leaders waiting and working for a time when they will have accrued sufficient
positional power and authority to effect change rather than as “emerging” leaders who
are already leading and following in different contexts and able to advance societal
goods. By distancing emerging adults from leadership, a strongly positional under-
standing risks obscuring “everyday” forms of leadership, disengaging future leaders
from the institutions in which they will work, and potentially breeding cynicism,
ungrounded idealism, or both. The focus on character addresses this challenge, setting
leadership preparation within a life of moral formation, giving students a way to
conceive of leadership formation apart from the acquisition of positional power.3 As
one student commented: “My thinking around the concept of the ‘hero-leader’ has
changed a lot. Even though I was subconsciously aware of the dangers of this type of
leadership, the GLI gave me the words and structure to think about it.”

In contrast to heroic ideals of leadership, the GLI has sought to help students recognize
how leadership and followership can be practiced in all kinds of situations, whether or not
positional responsibility is conferred. This focus on everyday leadership and followership
has proven effective in engaging emerging adults. As one student wrote,

Before I hardly probed into leadership and had a sort of stereotype of it. I
regarded it as a buzzword to attract public audience and a pragmatic strategy
without any depth. As our discussions went on, I started to rethink “leadership”.
By discussing different qualities of outstanding leaders and how leadership is

3 To challenge heroic models of leadership and consider other models, the GLI includes readings from Haslam
et al. (2011) and Grint (2010).
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interpreted in different cultures and in various fields, I gradually realize real
leadership connotes more than what I thought before. Leadership is neither a
big ego nor a series of tactics, instead, it emphasizes self-introspection, humility
and prudence.

Others noted that the program helped them “think about leadership in a much more
multifaceted way,” with a “deeper appreciation of the various dimensions of leadership,
including the ways in which it links to failing and following and humility and
gratitude.” Others described a shift from individual aspiration to understanding leader-
ship in terms of “the purpose of helping others and building a better world.” By
emphasizing less hierarchical models of leadership and followership, the GLI has
helped students situate themselves in view of their contribution to society and moderate
a desire for power acquisition with a focus on personal character and public service.
Not only is this a more productive understanding of leadership, but it also equips
students to deal more constructively with the “in-between” nature of emerging adult-
hood as an opportunity for character development and everyday leadership.

Fifth, the positive outlook of emerging adults, whose dreams for the future are often
untested and intact, can make them an energizing presence (Arnett 2013, pp. 6–8).
However, insofar as their positivity relies on avoiding substantial failure and loss, it
may limit their ability to endure in the face of inevitable failure and adversity. As Carol
Dweck (2017) has highlighted in her work on “growth mindset,” it is important to
confront failure as an opportunity for growth rather than to conceal it as an expression
of some “fixed” identity. For the hopes and expectations of emerging adults to endure,
they need to become resilient to the kinds of failure they will likely encounter. The GLI
addresses failure and leadership as an explicit theme, helping students reflect on their
own experiences of failure and develop practices of resilience as important leadership
competencies. Students have consistently reported the importance of this focus on
failure. In the words of one student:

My professional trajectory has taken a new direction as a result of the program. I
am no longer fixated on pursuing the leadership opportunities that I had once
idolized, as ends in themselves. I am, in increasing measure, prepared to serve
and inspire others, without the need for title or pomp. I also realize that my
uniqueness rests in the combination of successes and failures, which enrich the
tapestry of my life.

By addressing failure head-on, the GLI seeks to help participants develop realistic and
resilient approaches to leadership that can sustain their motivation and promote growth
in ways that an otherwise positive outlook might not encourage.

Ultimately, the continued moral development of emerging adults provides another
reason why universities might wish to integrate character development within student
leadership programs. In particular, being attentive to the most salient features of
emerging adulthood can help leadership and character programs address important
developmental needs, adding both relevance and depth to their practical programming
and helping to forestall the most concerning trends among emerging adults. A remain-
ing question is whether such leadership and character programming can have an impact
on society and culture at large.
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How might the impact of a university program for character
and leadership development translate into society and culture?

A preliminary answer to this question is already present in the rationale for focusing on
the university as a site of leadership and character development: the world’s leading
institutions of higher education are training grounds for emerging leaders whose
influence will stretch across society and shape our global culture. If students at these
institutions can develop a practical understanding of leadership that is fit for purpose in
a fragmented and trust-deficient global society, and if they can be helped to grow in the
character needed to implement that leadership in contexts of all kinds, there is reason to
believe they will make a positive contribution to the common good. The documented
potential of social networks to effect change in society (Ferguson 2017) lends support
to such confidence.

Of course, even if this preliminary response is endorsed, it does not offer much help
in the design and development of particular programs. What is needed is a more
detailed account of the pathway from program design to public impact. In the case of
the GLI, this account follows from the program’s philosophy of character development
(Lamb et al. 2019), which emphasizes the possibility of character formation through
habituation and reflection; engagement with mentors and exemplars; discussions that
increase moral literacy, foster awareness of situational variables, and provide reminders
of important norms; and friendships and communities of practice. This approach takes
into account the shaping power of cultural biases, institutional pressures, and profes-
sional incentives, but it resists the kind of determinism that marginalizes the potential of
moral leadership to catalyse cultural renewal. In accord with Schwartz and Sharpe
(2010 p. 233), there is real potential for “system changers” to catalyse systemic change
by acting with practical wisdom.

The aim of the GLI program is to help small cohorts of students develop an
understanding and practice of leadership centered on important character virtues—the
qualities of life necessary for leaders who will further the common good. Measured at
the end of the program, student comments align with these aims. In the words of one
student, “[The GLI] made me think about the values I need to strengthen within myself
to be an effective leader such as humility and working for the cause and not for one’s
own glory.” In addition to the virtues of humility, gratitude, service and practical
wisdom explicitly introduced in the program, students highlighted generosity, patience,
and bravery as particular character virtues they have come to value as important for
good leadership.

The GLI emphasizes the practices required for character virtues to be personally
cultivated, focusing in particular on repeated practices of self-development, per-
sonal reflection, and friendships of mutual accountability. As one student
recounted: “My GLI experience was transformative: it made me into a much more
thoughtful and reflective person; it made me much more careful and deliberate
about my actions; and it provided me with a network of emerging leaders with
whom to constantly connect.” Many students echoed the emphasis on personal
reflection, detailing new practices they have adopted and how they have become
“more reflective,” “more self-conscious and aware of the consequences of my own
actions,” “less vain and more open,” and “more of a realist, a lateral thinker and
interested in making more of a difference to people around me.”
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Student reports of growth are music to the ears of program administrators, but
they need to be read with sensitivity to the kinds of biases associated with self-
report (Haeffel and Howard 2010) and with the aims of the program clearly in
mind. In the case of the GLI, recollection of the aims shifts the focus from theory
to practice and from the setting of the university to life and work in various
contexts in different parts of the world. The goal is for students not only to
understand more about leadership and character or to simply to adopt practices
of formation, but to become leaders of character themselves. After only three
years, the work of the GLI is still in its early stages such that the discussion of
social impact, hard to measure in any case, remains in the realm of potential rather
than actual. Forty-one students have passed through the program in its first three
years, of whom 28 have now finished their postgraduate degrees at Oxford.
Twenty-five of the 28 are working outside of academia in the fields of medicine,
public health, politics, civil service, banking, consultancy, manufacturing, entre-
preneurialism, journalism, and law. They are located around the world in countries
such as Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, Colombia, India, Nepal, Nigeria,
Pakistan, Singapore, Zambia, South Africa, the United Kingdom, and the United
States. While we have not yet conducted any systematic research, there is some
initial evidence of the program’s impact. When asked to reflect on the ongoing
impact of the GLI after university, for example, one alumna wrote:

Today I work as an independent consultant, providing consulting services to
clients including the International Labour Organization (ILO), CARE, USAID
among other development actors in Nepal. As I do so, I draw on the invaluable
teachings as well as the nuanced discussions of the group. I try to reflect upon the
kind of leader I have become, as well as the road that lies ahead to make me a
better leader and pioneer in my field. I find that such reflections help mould me
into a role model figure such that even those around me recognize me as a leader,
especially for young adolescent girls around the country who in turn aspire to
become leaders themselves.

Strikingly, this is the same alumna who shared how her participation in the GLI in 2015
inspired her to lead when a massive earthquake hit her country that same year:

Deriving strength from this helpful group, I found it in me to launch a
crowdfunding campaign to help lead recovery efforts for Nepal, from Oxford.
As I reflect upon my journey with the GLI, I find that the initiative was already
helping groom me into a leader who sought to make the best out of even the most
challenging situations.

Such examples suggest the immediate and long-term social impacts of programs that
integrate leadership and character.

In addition to these examples, several students have been eager to catalyse similar
initiatives in their own contexts, and many have expressed an active desire for ongoing
GLI programming. As well as continuing to work with new groups of students in
Oxford, we are therefore beginning to develop activities that can engage our alumni
network and establish partner projects in different parts of the world.
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Conclusion

By drawing on 3 years of qualitative data from the Oxford Global Leadership Initiative,
this article has sought to make the case for the possibility and potential of leadership
and character development in university contexts and address three important questions
about leadership and character development within a global and pluralistic society.
Qualitative data from graduate and professional students suggest that thoughtful en-
gagement with diversity can aid leadership and character development rather than
impede it. Moreover, the data highlight how a practical program can attend to the
developmental needs of emerging adults and gestures toward how such a program can
have a broader impact on society and culture. While this work is still at an early stage
and larger sample sizes need to be analyzed, preliminary data and continued interest
from students in Oxford and beyond suggest that university contexts can indeed
provide opportunities to integrate character formation as a central part of leadership
development, and that this integration can have significant impacts on students and the
communities they go on to lead and serve.
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