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Abstract: The primary purpose of this study was to determine the Kurt Lewin’s leadership styles of college students and also 
to determine whether their leadership styles differ with their demographic characteristics or not. The participants were 384 
students sampled from the total student population of Ondokuz Mayıs University in Turkey, based on Cochran’s sample size 
determination formula for categorical data collection instruments. Overall, 49.2% of the respondents were democratic leaders 
34.9% were autocratic, and 15.9% were laissez-faire style leaders. The Chi-square test, conducted on the variables of 
leadership style and demographic characteristics of students, revealed significant effects of gender and parents' place of 
residence but was independent of other factors. Female respondents and respondents coming mostly from rural and suburban 
areas tended to be more democratic leaders in comparison with male respondents and respondents coming from more densely 
populated or metropolitan areas. The study suggests that similar researches should be conducted to determine the influence of 
leadership style on the performance of workers employed in different businesses in Turkey.   
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1. Introduction
Leadership is a widely-used concept in every part of 
human life, including the developing world. It has 
become a key element of success for many 
organizations operating in the public and private 
sector, as well as in Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) and organizations with 
workers who volunteer. Although there is a belief 
that leaders are born and not made, many public and 
private institutions invest in their human resources 
to develop leadership skills. These institutions 
include ministries, directorates, provincial and 
district governorships, military and other security 
organizations, as well as private companies in 
construction, mining, business and marketing, and 
institutes of education and volunteer organizations.  

One of the oldest definitions of leadership states 
that it is the activity of influencing people to 
cooperate toward some goal, which they come to 
find desirable (Tead, 1935). As cited in Sykes 
(2012), Tead (1935) stated that a leader is one who 

knows with greater than average strength of 
intuition what he wants to get done and where he 
wants to go. 'The world stands aside to let pass the 
man who knows whether he is going’. This means 
that he possesses clarity and precision as to the 
objectives, purposes, or aims that he desires for 
himself and his group and that he holds these deeply 
enough and permanently enough to see them well 
on the way to being realized. Purposefulness, to be 
effective, requires that the aims are: (1) definite; (2) 
readily communicable to others; (3) potentially 
attractive to others; and (4) vigorously, persistently, 
and enthusiastically sustained by the leader (Sykes, 
2012). Although the above definition of leadership 
refers to men, there have been many women leaders 
such as Indira Gandhi, Joan of Arc, Benazir Bhutto, 
Margaret Thatcher, and Angela Merkel, and the 
characteristics of leadership apply to them.  

Leadership is further defined as behavior that 
influences, guides or controls a group (Beebe and 
Masterson, 1994) and the process of influencing the 
activities of a group of people by a leader in efforts 
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towards the achievement of goals (Nworgu, 1991). 
A leader is a creative person who leads, teaches, and 
illuminates people as well as senses and organizes 
their wishes and needs (Erçetin, 1998; Tosun, 
1992).  

An integrative definition of a leader is a person 
who selects, equips, trains and influences one or 
more followers who have diverse gifts, abilities, and 
skills and focuses the followers on the 
organization’s mission and objectives, causing the 
followers to willingly and enthusiastically expend 
spiritual, emotional and physical energy in a 
concerted, coordinated effort to achieve the 
organizational mission and objectives (Winston and 
Patterson, 2006). To be a leader, one must be 
inspired and followed by others. Some leaders may 
have millions of followers, while others have only a 
few. The number of followers does not prevent 
one’s position as a leader. According to leadership 
theories, there is no leader without at least one 
follower, meaning that having only one follower 
can make an individual a leader (Kellerman, 2007).    

Leaders are rarely satisfied with the present 
situation of their organizations, and they attempt to 
make significant changes in these organizations. 
These changes benefit all individuals and the 
organization as a whole. To handle this mission, 
leaders must have many abilities and skills. The 
most important are coaching, rewarding, 
communicating, motivating, involving and 
supporting others, and promoting teamwork and 
collaboration (Kotter, 1996; Nadler, 1997; Gilley, 
2005; Gilley et al., 2008). Beside professional 
organizations, these abilities can also be applied to 
other social or home situations where people must 
lead.  

There are different ways of leading individuals 
to achieve goals. These are called leadership styles, 
and social scientists classify them via a variety of 
means. Leadership styles are relatively stable 
patterns of behavior manifested by leaders (Eagly 
and Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Eagly et al., 2003). 
Three of the most common leadership styles are 
democratic, autocratic and laissez-faire, as 
described in the Kurt Lewin Styles of Leadership 
(Lewin et al., 1939). These were used in a quiz 
(Prawl et al., 1984) to determine the leadership 
styles of individuals. This quiz is now the main 
instrument used for the data collection on research 
into leadership. 

The autocratic leader thinks that he/she is more 
talented and skillful than others and her/his ideas 
must be put in the process without being criticized. 
He/she wants to control all stages of decision-
making and rarely accepts any input from her/his 
followers. Autocratic leaders make decisions 

themselves. They do not consult their followers or 
involve them in the decision-making process. 
Having made a decision, they impose it and expect 
obedience. 

Researchers found that decision-making was 
less creative under authoritarian leadership. Levin 
et al. (1939) also concluded that it is harder to move 
from an authoritarian style to a democratic style 
than vice versa. Abuse of this method is usually 
viewed as controlling, bossy and dictatorial. 

Democratic leaders take an active role in the 
decision-making process, but they also involve 
others. Despite the term "democratic", they don't 
necessarily put decisions to the vote. Of course, they 
still carry the responsibility for seeing that decisions 
achieve the desired outcomes. 

Laissez-faire leaders have very little 
involvement in decision-making themselves and 
leave this to their followers. This might be okay 
when the followers are capable and motivated, but 
it can create problems. The primary purpose of this 
study was to explore the leadership styles of 
university students, based on the Kurt Lewin Styles 
of Leadership, and to determine if demographic 
characteristics and career objectives differ 
significantly among the students belonging to each 
of the three leadership styles.  
 
2. Materials and Methods 
The main material for this study was information 
acquired by administering a leadership style quiz 
(Prawl et al., 1984), followed by a questionnaire for 
personal information and career-seeking options. 
The population was students of Ondokuz Mayıs 
University in Samsun, Turkey. The majority of the 
data were collected on categorical scales and thus 
Cochran’s sample size determination Equation 1 for 
categorical data was used to determine the accurate 
sample size. The Cochran Equation, as presented by 
Barlett et al. (2001):  

       𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛 =
(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)2(𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝)(𝑞𝑞𝑞𝑞)

(𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑)2 ,𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛 =
(1.96)2(0.5)(0.5)

(0.05)2 = 384   (1) 

  
Where t is the value for the selected alpha level 

of 0.025 in each tail (1.96), (p) and (q) represent the 
estimate of variance (0.5 each), and d is the 
acceptable margin of error for the proportion being 
estimated (0.05). Since this sample size did not 
exceed 5% of the population, the small population 
correction formula (Cochran, 1977) was not used.  

The data collection instruments of this study 
consisted of two sections-the first one was adapted 
from the quiz of leadership styles of Prawl et al. 
(1984) and aimed to determine the leadership styles 
of the respondents with 18 questions with ‘yes/no’ 
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answers. The quiz included six questions for each 
of the three leadership styles: autocratic, 
democratic, and laissez-faire. For example, an 
autocratic question was “Do you enjoy running the 
show?”; a democratic question was “Generally, do 
you think it’s worth the time and effort to explain 
the reasons for a decision or policy before putting it 
into effect?”; and finally, a laissez-faire question 
was “Do you find that in giving out assignments, 
you tend to state the goal and leave the methods to 
your subordinates?” All of the 18 questions were 
placed in the questionnaire in mixed order so that 
the respondent did not know which question 
belonged to which leadership style. The leadership 
styles of the respondents were determined by 
adding up their “yes” responses in each category. 
The category which includes the highest number of 
“yes” answers represents the leadership style of the 
respondent.   

The second part of the questionnaire included 
questions on personal information such as gender, 
age, level of education, major study area, grade 
point average, monthly expenditure, parents place 
of residence, occupation of father, occupation of 
mother, career goals, and whether or not the 
respondent agreed with her/his leadership style.  

Data were collected by survey in 2018, and it 
took approximately 15 minutes to complete one 
questionnaire. Descriptive statistics were used to 
determine the leadership styles and demographic 
characteristics of the students. The Chi-squared         
( 2χ ) test of independence was used to determine if 
significant associations (p<0.05) existed between 
leadership styles and demographic characteristics of 
the students.  
 
3. Results 
The demographic characteristics of the respondents 
are presented in Table 1; 56.3% of the respondents 
were male and 43.8% were female. More than half 
(53.4%) were 21-24 years old, 41.1% were 20 or 
less, and 5.5% were 25 or older. In terms of the 
major area of study, 41.7% were pursuing a career 
in social or educational sciences, while 38.8% were 
studying science or engineering, and 19.5% were in 
the health sciences such as medical school, 
dentistry, veterinary school, nursing, and healthcare 
education. More than half of the respondents’ 
(57.8%) monthly expenditure was between 501 and 
1.000 Turkish Lira (TL), and the residences of 
almost half (45.3%) of their families were in 
metropolitan areas. The fathers had a large variety 
of occupations, including government officers, 
workers, farmers or business owners. Most (68.9%) 
of the mothers were occupied in housework (Table 
1).  

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the 
respondents 
  Demographic characteristics          Count     % 

Gender   
  Male 216 56.3 
  Female 168 43.8 
  Total 384 100.0 
Age   
  ≤20 158 41.1 
  21-24 205 53.4 
  25≤ 21 5.5 
  Total   384 100.0 
Major area of study   
  Science and engineering 149 38.8 
  Social and educational sciences 160 41.7 
  Health sciences 75 19.5 
  Total 384 100.0 
Monthly expenditures (TL)   
  ≤500 108 28.1 
  501-1000 222 57.8 
  1001≤ 54 14.1 
  Total 384 100.0 
Residential area of the family   
  Metropolitan 174 45.3 
  City 80 20.8 
  District 99 25.8 
  Village 31 8.1 
  Total 384 100.0 
Occupation of father   
  Government officer 95 24.7 
  Teacher, engineer, doctor, judge 40 10.4 
  Worker, farmer 92 24.0 
  Own business 100 26.0 
  Retired 57 14.8 
  Total 384 100.0 
Occupation of mother   
  Government officer 28 7.3 
  Teacher, engineer, doctor, judge 33 8.6 
  Worker, farmer 19 4.9 
  Own business 25 6.5 
  Home duties 268 68.9 
  Retired 11 2.9 
  Total 384 100.0 

 
Table 2 shows the leadership styles, academic 

success, and career preferences of the students. 
Almost half of the students were classified as 
having a democratic leadership style, about one-
third were autocratic, and the smallest proportion 
(15.9%) had a laissez-faire style. One-third of the 
respondents wanted to pursue a career as a 
government employee after graduation, while 
slightly more than one-fourth wanted to establish 
their own business. One-fifth wanted to become 
academics, and slightly less than one-fifth wanted 
to work in the private sector. In terms of academic 
success, almost half of the respondents had a grade 
point average (GPA) of 2.51-3.00, slightly more 
than one-fourth had a GPA of 2.50 or below, and 
only 5.7% were higher than 3.50. Almost half of the 
respondents (47.1%) agreed with their leadership 
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style attributed to them by the questionnaire while 
22.4% strongly agreed, 23.4% were neutral, and 
only 7% disagreed (Table 2).  

 
Table 2. Leadership styles, academic success, and 
career goals 

Leadership style Count                      % 
Autocratic 134 34.9 
Democratic 189 49.2 
Laissez-faire 61 15.9 
Total 383 100.0 

Grade point average   
2.50 or less 102 26.6 
2.51-3.00 190 49.5 
3.01-3.50 70 18.2 
3.51-4.00 22 5.7 
Total 384 100.0 

Career decision   
Academic 77 20.1 
Public servant 128 33.3 
Work for private sector 69 18.0 
Own business 110 28.6 
Total 384 100.0 

Agreed with leadership style    
Strongly agree 86 22.4 
Agree 181 47.1 
Neutral 90 23.4 
Disagree 27 7.0 
Total 384 100.0 
 
 

Table 3 shows Chi-square analyses between 
leadership styles and demographic variables, 
academic success, career goals, and whether or not 
respondents agreed or disagreed with their 
identified leadership styles. Variables were ranked 
according to their significance levels. Of ten chi-
square tests performed, two variables were 
statistically significant at an alpha of 0.05 (p<0.05). 
These included the parents’ place of residence and 
gender. Overall, results of the chi-square tests of 
independence showed that leadership style was 
significantly associated with the variables parents’ 
place of residence and gender, but independent of 
occupation of mother, perception of leadership style 
ascribed, career goals, major study area, grade point 
average, occupation of father, and monthly 
expenditure (Table 3).   

Cross-tabulation of two significant variables 
(parents’ place of residence and gender) is 
presented in Table 4. In terms of parents’ place of 
residence, 53.0% of autocratic leaders’ parents live 
in metropolitan areas, while 21.6% in cities, 19.4% 
in districts, and 6.0% in villages; these were 
classified by law, based on their total population. Of 
the democratic leaders, 39.7% came from 
metropolitan areas, 22.2% from cities, 31.2% from 
districts,   and    6.9%   from  villages.                                   The   same  

 
Table 3. Chi-square analyses of leadership styles and demographic variables, academic success, career goals, 
and perception of leadership style described 

Variable  Degrees of freedom 2χ  P* 
Parents’ place of residence 6 15.136 0.019 
Gender 2 7.198 0.027 
Occupation of mother 8 14.601 0.067 
Age 4 6.719 0.151 
Perception of leadership style described  6 6.915 0.329 
Career goals 6 6.778 0.341 
Major study area 4 2.823 0.588 
Grade point average 6 4.020 0.674 
Occupation of father 8 5.178 0.738 
Monthly expenditures 4 1.912 0.752 
*: Significance level 

 
Table 4. Cross tabulation of significant variables 

Demographic characteristics      Autocratic Democratic     Laissez-faire 
  Count % Count % Count % 

Residential area of origin       
Metropolitan 71 53.0 75 39.7 23 37.6 
City 29 21.6 42 22.2 14 23.0 
District 26 19.4 59 31.2 14 23.0 
Village 8 6.0 13 6.9 10 16.4 
Total 134 100.0 189 100.0 61 100.0 

X2= 15.136, p= 0.019       
Gender       

Male  81 60.4 94 49.7 41 67.2 
Female 53 39.6 95 50.3 20 32.8 
Total 134 100.0 189 100.0 61 100.0 

X2= 7.198, p=0.027       
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breakdown of figures for laissez-faire leaders was 
37.6%, 23.0%, 23.0%, and 16.4%, respectively. 
Application of the Chi-square test of independence 
to the variables, leadership style and parents’ place 
of residence, showed a statistically significant 
association. This association showed that the 
respondents from more densely populated 
residential areas were more autocratic. Conversely, 
those from less populated and more rural areas were 
more likely to be democratic or laissez-faire 
leaders. In terms of the gender variable, 60.5% of 
autocratic leaders were male and 39.6% were 
female. The rates for females and males were 50.3% 
and 49.5% for democratic leadership, respectively, 
and 32.8% and 72.7% for laissez-faire leaders, 
respectively. The Chi-square test of independence 
conducted on gender and leadership style showed a 
statistically significant association between these 
two variables (p<0.05). Overall, males tended to 
have more extreme leadership styles (autocratic and 
laissez-faire), while females were more democratic 
(Table 4).   

 
4. Discussion and Conclusions 
This study identified the leadership styles of 
university students and whether the identified 
leadership styles are associated with their socio-
demographic characteristics. The socio-
demographic profile of college students could 
represent the average profile of a college student 
attending state universities in the Anatolian cities of 
Turkey. This is because students take the national 
university entrance exam and come to Samsun and 
Ondokuz Mayıs University from many different 
provinces of Turkey. An average student would be 
a 20-25 years old female or male coming from a 
medium-income family living in an urban or 
suburban area, whose parents hold an elementary 
school certificate, with the father engaged in work 
outside the home, and mother most likely doing 
housework.  

The discussion of the results of this study is 
focused on significant findings related to two 
variables, namely the parents’ place of residence 
and gender of the respondents. Those who came 
from the more densely settled residential areas such 
as metropolitan areas and large cities were 
attributed more autocratic leadership style than 
those who came from rural areas, namely districts 
and villages. Although no earlier studies directly 
relevant to these variables were found, factors such 
as housing, education, unemployment, 
environmental problems, and inequalities in the 
rapid urbanization process in Turkey have affected 
individuals in different ways, some of which are 
related to political problems and mental health 
(Turan and Beşirli, 2008), attitudes and behavior 

(Kartal, 1978), crime (Karasu, 2008; Gökulu, 2010) 
and sense of identity (Ulu and Karakoç, 2004; 
Tatlıdil, 2009). Rapid and relatively uncoordinated 
urbanization may be creating more autocratic 
leaders; difficulties and dealing with more rules in 
every part of the work and social environment in 
metropolitan areas may influence people to act in a 
more autocratic way.  

The second significant variable was gender. The 
percentage of male and female democratic leaders 
was almost equal but males tended to be more 
autocratic or laissez-faire leaders than females; for 
males, the rates of these two leadership styles were 
substantially higher than the rates for females.          
A review of the related literature focused on the 
relationship between gender and leadership styles 
revealed similar results. According to the meta-
analyses of Eagly and Johnson (1990), Eagly et al. 
(1992a) and Eagly and Carli (2003), women 
exhibited relatively more interpersonal and 
democratic styles than men, and men showed 
relatively more task-oriented and autocratic styles 
than women. A study involving school principals 
produced the largest gender difference, with female 
principals adopting a more democratic or 
participative style and a less autocratic or directive 
style than male principals (Eagly et al., 1992b).  

In the present study, although no significant 
association was found between leadership style and 
academic success, as measured with the GPA of the 
student respondents, future research could be 
directed to finding if leadership styles influence the 
performance of employees in different businesses in 
Turkey.  
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