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Abstract Our paper investigates key tools of developing students’ leadership at higher educational institution for 

their successful adaptation in the labor market. The key problems facing the youth labor market today are: a high 

rate of real youth unemployment, the problem of neet-youth, discrimination in the labor market on the ground of 

age, etc. The article substantiates the urgency of studying the phenomenon of leadership, highlighting the most 

important leadership qualities and searching for ways of their formation and further development in young 

people. It also gives a brief description of leadership as a social phenomenon, provides basic approaches to 

leadership, and highlights key qualities of today’s leaders. The paper presents summarized results of a survey 

conducted among modern international higher educational institution students on the necessary qualities of a 

leader among students of a modern international university, during which there were named the following key 

qualities (self-confidence, independent character, public-speaking abilities, riskiness, sense of humor) and the 

least important from students’ point of view (tact, adaptability, insight into human nature, and sympathy). It also 

emphasises the main methods of developing young people’s leadership, among which we should mention: 

creative and project activities, trainings and master classes on leadership, meetings with experts, self-

management, special courses in leadership within educational programs, competitions, participation in R&D, 

extracurricular activities, leadership schools. We place particular emphasis on the importance of comprehensive 

approach to the development of leadership qualities of students at modern institutions of higher professional 

education, covering all tools for developing leadership skills.  

 

1     Introduction 

 
Nowadays, the mission of educational institutions at all levels (especially institutions of higher professional 

education) is to train not only highly qualified personnel for the labor market, but also to provide each graduate 

with the opportunities of professional growth. It is obvious that the professional growth is caused by not only the 

individual's knowledge and skills in the profession, but also by some set of qualities that allows an individual to 

be more competitive among the similar highly skilled professionals in the labor market. Among these qualities 

we can name: assertiveness, willingness to take risks, ability to work in a team environment, sociability and 

emotional intelligence. Similar qualities characterize a person with strong leadership capability, the development 

of which becomes today one of the most urgent tasks for institutions of higher professional education. All of the 

above-mentioned qualities are reasons for studying the development of young people’ leadership capabilities, 

especially university and college students, identifying the basic qualities and skills essential for their further 
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development, searching for the best tools and methods of shaping and developing young people’s leadership 

behavior in the educational process at a modern university. 

         Nowadays, in the scientific literature one can find many works on some aspects of leadership. This subject 

area has become particularly popular since the mid-20th century. Thus, the main qualities of the leader and their 

difference from the administrative manager are widely studied in the works by Bennis (1989), Mann (1959), 

Stogdill (1974). Moreover, the features and behavior forms of the leader were examined in the works Likert 

(1967), Lewin (1939), and Mills and Gerth (1952). Among modern researchers of leadership focusing on this 

phenomenon, a complex of its behavioral aspects, individual characteristics and certain acquired leadership 

skills, we can single out the following: Blanchard (2011), Drucher (2014) Ilin (2015) Goleman et al. 2002, Vries 

(2012), von Daan (2013), Parabellum and Belanovsky (2015), Shain (2012), Young (2013), Lazányi et al. 

(2017), or Bordean and Sonea (2018). 

 

2       Features of modern youth as a labour force 

 
It is customary to define "youth" as the group of people between 16 and 24 years of age. However, in some 

countries (including the Russian Federation) young people are considered to be people of a later age (in the 

Russian Federation – up to 30 years inclusive). (Decree of the Government of the RF) This socio-demographic 

group today is rather vulnerable on the labor market (high level of youth unemployment in almost all countries 

of the world, discrimination in the labor market on the grounds of age (difficulty in finding a job with no 

experience of work in good positions, low wages of young people compared to other employees and so forth).  

       One of the most serious problems on the youth labor market is the high level of both official and real 

unemployment. According to ILO statistics, more than 70 million young people are unemployed, (ILO, 2018) 

and in some countries the official unemployment rate is up to 50% (Table 1). 

 

Table 1. World countries with low official youth unemployment rate (2017) 

 

No. Country Index, % 

1 Palestine 46.9 

2 Cabo Verde 41.0 

3 Greece  39.5 

4 Spain 37.9 

5 Nigeria 33.1 

6 Italy 32.7 

7 Georgia  30.0 

8 Morocco 29.3 

9 Iran 29.2 

10 Serbia 28.9 

Source: Own results 

 
       In general, the official unemployment rate in the European Union accounts to 16%. The lowest level of this 

index, according to statistical data, is in Kazakhstan (4%), Japan (4.1%), Czech Republic (5%), Thailand (5.2%), 

Hong Kong (5.3%), Germany (6,6%). According to the Federal State Statistics (2018) Service of the Russian 

Federation, there are 23.6% unemployed young people in Russia. (Federal State Statistics 2018) 

       Another challenge of the modern generation is the problem of neet (nowhere else working and nowhere else 

studying category of youth). For the first time this concept began to be used in the late 1990s, (Report by the 

Social Exclusion Unit 1999) and today it is one of the current issues in studying the problems of youth 

employment. And although according to Eurostat, this group includes nowhere else working and nowhere else 

studying young people aged 15 to 24, recently there have been discussions to expand this group to the age of 29 

(Eurostat 2011). The index of the youth in recent years has been in Europe from 5% to 22%, depending on the 

countries. The countries with the lowest figures of neet were the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, Denmark (5-

7%), while Greece, Italy, Spain, Croatia and Bulgaria were the countries with the highest figures (19-22%). In 

Russia, this index has totaled about 12% in recent years. (Varshavskaya 2015) 

       A particular problem on the youth labor market is discrimination on the grounds of age. Thus, for young 

people without work experience, even with high qualifications, it is difficult to find good jobs, in the early years 

they can apply for a job with a relatively low level of salaries and social benefits. In recent years, the labor 

market has clearly seen a trend to reduce wages, including for young people. For example, in Russia in 2016 the 

average salary of young specialists without work experience was slightly higher than $ 350. The highest salaries 

in recent years were paid to young professionals with no experience in the field of finance, law, personnel 

management, and marketing (Carreer RU 2017).  
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       At present, in the labor market, a zone of severe competition, for young people it is a challenge to prove 

themselves, demonstrate their abilities and find a decent job. Obviously, under equal conditions (even possessing 

high qualifications), the preference is given to the most active young people with a number of specific qualities, 

including those related to leadership. The article substantiates the urgency of studying the phenomenon of 

leadership, highlighting the most important leadership characteristics and searching for ways of their formation 

and further development in young people.  

 

3      Leadership as a social phenomenon 

 
The problems of leadership have long occupied psychologists, political scientists, sociologists, administrative 

staff, social psychologists; nevertheless, there is still no unified theory explaining the nature of leadership, a 

common set of leadership qualities, as well a dilemma has not been resolved: whether it is possible to become a 

good leader or leadership is something you have to be born with. Every researcher interprets leadership in their 

own way attributing different set of characteristics to it.  

       For example, Virgiles E.V. believes that leadership is a kind of authority exercised by one or more 

individuals and characterized by its direction from the top downwards. (Vergiles 2001) Leadership as a specific 

type of management relations, according to Russian researchers Vikhanskiy O. and Naumov A., is based more 

on the process of social impact, or to be more precise, on the interaction in the organization. This process is 

immensely complicated and requires a high level of its participants’ interdependence. Unlike actual 

management, leadership presupposes the presence in the organization of followers, not subordinates. (Vikhansky 

and Naumov 2014) 

       It should be noted that experts dealing with the aspects of this phenomenon are divided into two categories; 

some of them consider leadership and administration concepts opposing to each other, while others promote the 

view that these concepts are close and intersect with each other. Thus, according to Virgiles E.V., the opposition 

of leadership and administration is methodologically inappropriate, so we can only speak about the various 

aspects of the same phenomenon, which they traditionally focus on. For example, the term “administratice 

executive” highlights the formal side of leadership, while “informal leadership’ focuses on the subjective side of 

administration. In practice, any leader tries to be an informal leader. (Vergiles 2001))  

       Every individual can be characterized as a superior or subordinate. At a certain point in time, when they 

become adult, young people should realize to what category they belong for the purpose of further successful 

self-realization. Individuals can successfully realize themselves if correctly chooses their social roles, what they 

are entitled to receive in social life. (Birman 2015)  

       For a long time, experts dealing with leadership, tried to identify a set of qualities that would characterize 

the leader. At the beginning of the previous century, these studies were carried out by Bennis W., Mann R. and 

Stogdill R. Basically, they attributed to leaders such qualities as the ability to assume their responsibilities, self-

confidence, factual knowledge, determination, accountability, speaking ability, a sense of empathy, energy. For 

example, Stogdill R. attributed to the most typical features of the leader the following: responsibility, energy, 

willingness to learn, and spacious mind. Mann R. attributed to leaders: intelligence, adaptability, new receptivity, 

empathy, extraversion, ability to influence people and lead them.  

        

Table 2. Distinction between a manager and leader 

 

Executive  Leader 

Administrator  Innovator 

Commands, convinces  Inspires, calls to do something 

Operates on the basis of calculation  Operates on the basis of vision 

Focuses on the institution Focus on the staff 

Supervises  Trusts  

Professional  Enthusiast  

Supports movement Gives impetus to movement 

Makes decisions Implements decisions 

Is respected Popular  

 

Source: Vikhansky and Naumov (2014) 

 

However, the approach of combining certain qualities in a unified system was faced with criticism from the 

adherents of the behavioral approach (Likert R., Levin K., etc.) who believed that the leader is characterized with 

a set of certain behavioral specific features and skills, as well some "auxiliary" factors of organizational 
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environment (corporate culture, norms and traditions, entrenched in the organization, etc.) The beginning of this 

century saw the emergence of some other, complex, theories of the personality of the leader, where the leader 

was seen as the inspirer, the generator of ideas and the motivator of the subordinates under his/her leadership 

(Goleman et al. 2002). According to Vikhansky and Naumov (2014), leadership is not management, since 

management is based on encouraging subordinates to do "things correctly", while leadership is to "do the right 

things" (Birman 2015) (Table 2 above). 

       It seems interesting to the authors to highlight the leadership qualities that modern students most often see in 

this notion. Thus, on the basis of a number of surveys conducted at the Economics Faculty, RUDN University, in 

2015-2016, when studying the topic "Leadership and Administration" within the framework of the course 

"Organizational Behavior" more that 200 students identified that the main qualities of the leader are: self-

confidence (86.4%), independence of character (76.7%), public-speaking abilities (62.1%) willingness to risk 

(51.9%), sense of humor (49.1%) (Figure 1). To a lesser extent, diplomacy (6.8%), adaptability (8.3%), ability to 

understand people (10.7%), empathy (11.1%) were classified as the leadership qualities (Figure 2). 
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Fig. 1. The key qualities of a modern leader (according to students) 

Source: Own results 
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Fig. 2. The less important qualities of a modern leader (according to students) 

Source: Own results 

 
       Leadership qualities are necessary for young people entering the labor market after universities, as the labor 

market is an environment that witnesses serious problems nowadays (high rate of real unemployment, especially 

among young people, severe competition, high requirements for young professionals). In addition, the projected 

transformation of the labor market in the coming decades also dictates new rules and makes leadership approach 

for young people imperative. Leader's skills are necessary in starting a business, getting a good position in a 

company with no experience of working in a team even if the company operates remotely.   

 

4       Methods of developing young people’ leadership capabilities 

 
Researchers and practical managers argue if it is possible to become a leader or it is something you have to be 

born with. For example, American management states that practically any person can be developed into a leader. 

Japan approach to leadership is different; they say that you should be born a leader. The authors of this paper 

think that more grounded position is that leadership can be partly inborn, but some leadership skills are also 

possible to develop, and in the current highly competitive situation on the labor market and high requirements 

for specialists it is absolutely imperative.  

       According to experts, the number of students with a highly developed leadership capabilities is no more than 

10%, and such qualities as responsibility, commitment, efficiency, initiative, are distinctive features of no more 
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than half of graduates (Kozybakova 2010).We have to state the fact that educational institutions pay more 

attention to the development of knowledge, competences and skills in specific disciplines than professional and 

personal growth of students. Nevertheless, the development of leadership capabilities is the most important 

process on the path of personal development; it allows approaching the issue of professional growth 

comprehensively (Naumov and Baranov 2015). 

       The mode of behavior, including leadership, is largely laid down during childhood and school time, thus, the 

first "trainers" of leadership qualities are the family and the school. However, in this paper more emphasis is 

placed on the formation of leadership qualities in a more mature age, among 17-year-old young people, who are, 

as a rule, universities or specialized colleges students.  

       First of all, in the process of training young people, it is important to combine the theoretical presentation of 

the material (lectures) with the practical one with clear feedback (seminars, master classes, trainings, etc.) Higher 

educational institutions often effectively train public speaking skills, important for the future leader. Particular 

important in the identification and training of leadership skills (responsibility, ability to take risks, ability to 

make decisions, flexibility, teamwork skills) is project activity - work on a specific project in a small group.  

       Today, business games that reveal the leadership capabilities of the participants have become popular. 

Although they are still not so popular in Russian universities, this practice is gradually being introduced into the 

coursework of universities and colleges. Although, it is worth noting that the first business game was developed 

in the USSR in 1932 by Birshtein M., however in the Soviet Union for a long time such games were banned. In 

the 1960s, Abt C., Greenblatt C., Gray F. and others worked on the development of business games in the USA. 

Business game as a method of imitating decision-making in various manufacturing situations in multitasking and 

uncertainty is aimed at developing practical decision-making skills in the group, to stimulate the obtaining of 

leadership qualities, the ability to respond quickly to changing challenges.  

        Some students demonstrate their capabilities as a leader in their R&D activity. In this regard, it is necessary 

to emphasize the role of the research manager, setting clear tasks for the participants, developing teamwork 

skills, revealing the personal potential of each performer, inspiring and stimulating further R&D efforts.  

       Particular importance is attached to specialized courses within the university curricular for students studying 

a number of specialities (in particular Management, PR, Journalism, Banking, Foreign Affairs etc. In this 

curricular it is worth noticing such courses as Leadership, Personal Efficiency, and Talent Management etc. In 

the framework of such courses, it is advisable to focus on the disclosure and development of leadership 

capacities, the formation of the necessary qualities in the young people that are relevant to the labor market in 

the presence of high qualifications – responsibility, communication skills, stress resistance, riskiness, ability to 

manage,  

        

 
Fig. 3. Key instruments of developing leadership capabilities at universities 

Source: Own results 

 

Extra-curricular activities of students (participating in amateur competitions and interest groups, 

volunteering, organizing of academic department, faculty and university events, etc.) also contribute to the 

development of above-mentioned skills. Modern colleges and universities put into practice students’ 

construction brigades, association of fellow-countrymen, students’ TV, interest groups, including sports clubs, 

amateur talent groups etc. Students' leadership skills are also developed by self-management – a way of 

organizing students’ body by its members for a short or longer time. This method is popular, for example, at 

schools (days of self-management), and sometimes can be implemented at colleges and universities.  
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Master classes and trainings on leadership skills at institutions of higher professional education carries out 

by invited successful business representatives and well-known trainers are also effective methods to reveal and 

develop leadership qualities in young people.  

It is especially worth highlighting the introduction of leadership schools in the practice of modern higher 

education institutions, in the framework of which events can be organized to develop leadership skills and 

competences: confidence, critical thinking, emotional resilience, intellectual abilities and creativity, teamwork 

skills, perseverance, self-criticism, communication skills, etc. Leadership schools can conduct master classes and 

leadership trainings, contests, creative works, project activities, discussions, supervision of junior students, 

meetings with experts and interesting people.  

Thence, it should be emphasized that the approach to developing leadership qualities in young people - 

students of modern institutions of higher professional education should be comprehensive and cover all tools for 

developing leadership skills (see Figure 3). 

 

5       Conclusions 

 
This paper studied the key tools for developing leadership skills in students of institutions of higher professional 

education. The paper managed to explore the main problems on the youth labor market, identified approaches to 

leadership and revealed the role of leadership capabilities and skills among graduates from higher education 

institutions in process of their adaptation to the labor market as well the basic qualities of the leader, including in 

the students' opinion, gave a brief description of the tools for developing leadership qualities in students of 

institutions of higher professional education.  

The authors hope that further research in this area will become more extensive in the very near future. 

The results and conclusions obtained in the course of work on this paper can help the administration of modern 

universities add to the main tasks of higher education activities the component of teaching and developing 

leadership skills in students. As well, the materials of this paper can be used in further scientific research and 

practical developments on the development of leadership skills in students of modern universities.   
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