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Abstract
Given the consistently high viewership of television (TV) by youth, the social, behavioral, developmental, and psychological
impact of such viewing has been studied for decades. Yet, little research has focused on the connections between youth, the
TV shows to which they are exposed, and the characterizations of leadership presented to them. This study examines the
type of leadership behaviors and orientations presented through youth TV shows in the United States across a continuum of
viewership age targets. Shows were selected through purposeful sampling from the most popular youth TV shows in the
United States, and episodes were chosen based on synopsis, selecting for the greatest possibility of leadership scenarios.
Researchers identified three shows for each viewer target age group and five episodes for each TV show, for a total of 75
episodes. The findings include the discovery that show-prescribed viewer target age group positively predicted leadership
behavior such as direction-setting—i.e., gathering information, organizing information, sense-making, and forecasting.
Additionally, as viewer target age range increased, shows presented with a decrease in communal leadership—characterized
as caring, warm, trustworthy, empathetic, helpful, and/or friendly. Such findings suggest that the representations of
leadership depicted in popular youth TV shows are transmitting potentially counterproductive messages to future leaders,
deprioritizing crucial leadership elements.
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Introduction

In 2017, U.S. children up to age eight spent nearly two hours
daily watching television (TV), a number that remains
unchanged since 2011 (Rideout, 2017). On average, youth
aged eight to twelve watch an average of six hours per day
and teens spend an average of nine hours per day watching
TV (American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psy-
chiatry, 2020). Given the consistently high viewership of TV
by youth, the full-body impact of such viewing has been
studied for decades (e.g., Lapierre & Rozendaal, 2019).
Yet, despite the myriad relationships between youth TV-
watching and developmental, physical, and intellectual out-
comes, much of the literature on youth and TV focuses on
parental monitoring (e.g., Gentile et al., 2014), advertising

(e.g., Dalton et al., 2017), and violence (e.g., Huesmann &
Eron, 2013). However, a critical lifespan capacity—leader-
ship (i.e., “a process whereby an individual influences a
group of individuals to achieve a common goal”; Northouse,
2018, p. 7)—is largely missing from the literature on TV-
related youth outcomes. This gap is concerning given the
argument that leadership development happens across the
lifespan and that particular attention should be paid to sen-
sitive periods of development—e.g., youth (Murphy &
Johnson, 2011). Given trends on youth TV-watching, the
impact of TV on a range of socio-emotional and intellectual
outcomes, the saliency of exposure to leadership experiences
in early life, and the dearth of literature exploring TV’s
intersection with early leadership development, the aim of
this study was to examine the characterizations of leadership
behaviors and orientations in popular youth TV shows.

Youth and TV Viewership

Almost half (i.e., 47%) of all children and 49% of children
aged six to eleven watch more than the recommended limit
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of two hours of TV a day (Sisson et al., 2009). TV is also
popular with tweens (i.e., youth 9-12 years of age), 62% of
whom said they watch every day, and teens (i.e., youth
13–17 years of age), 58% of whom watch daily (Rideout,
2017). Moreover, a larger proportion of U.S. families now
have subscription TV and video services (e.g., Netflix) (i.e.,
72%) than cable subscriptions (65%), allowing for a mul-
titude of viewing platforms (Rideout, 2017). Despite some
contradictory findings, TV has been and remains integral
and influential in youth’s lives, acting as a significant form
of informal education (Fisch, 2014). That influence has
been found to be both negative and positive. From a
negative lens, TV-watching is associated with eating dis-
orders (Rodgers et al., 2019), negative weight bias (Karsay
& Schmuck, 2019), higher rates of teenage pregnancy
(Chandra et al., 2008), and more aggressive behavior
(Khurana et al., 2019), as well as changes to the cortices of
the brain and corollary poorer cognitive performance
(Paulus et al., 2019). Yet, TV-watching has also shown to
have benefits—it can contribute to health education
(Folkvord et al., 2020), teach about racial and ethnic
inclusivity (Mares, 2019), and bolster pride in sexual
identity (Gomillion & Giuliano, 2011).

While affirming the influence of TV-watching on youth is
important, perhaps more important is understanding the
specific ages during which TV exposure can be most
impactful and how early exposure (e.g., toddler years)
affects adolescent behavior. Age has been positively corre-
lated with a more sophisticated understanding of advertising,
suggesting that how younger viewers ingest, understand, and
evaluate TV messages is different from how older view ers
do so (Uribe et al., 2017). Similarly, age has been correlated
with longitudinal repercussions; each additional hour of TV
watching at age two significantly predicts poorer eating
habits, obesity, and less school engagement at age 13. TV-
viewing at a very young age is associated with the lifestyle
habits of those same children in adolescence and, thus, may
have a lifespan impact (Simonato et al., 2018).

Early Leadership Development

Given that children may learn about life and social roles
through patterns of behavior seen on TV (Harms & Spain,
2016), and adolescents seek reinforcement of social norms
from TV (Thompson-Hayes et al., 2009), messaging of
leadership schemas may work similarly. Specifically, such
messages may include leadership models, which help shape
children’s schemas of leaders by associating “good” lea-
dership with observed traits of successful leaders (Gier-
zynski & Yates, 2016). Leadership schemas may be
informed by both leadership behaviors and leadership
orientations. While leadership has been defined in many
different ways, for the purpose of this study, leadership is

defined as leading others toward the accomplishment of a
collective goal (Northouse, 2018). Thus, to be a leader one
must be leading and in relationship with others, not just be
acting independently toward a goal. Leadership behaviors
include direction-setting, task management, and people
management (Zaccaro et al., 2001), while leadership
orientations speak to agentic and/or communal (Abele et al.,
2016) leadership practice. “Agentic” can be characterized as
assertive, efficient, clever, persistent, and self-confident,
while “communal” can be characterized as caring, warm,
trustworthy, empathetic, helpful, and/or friendly. An
important element to note here is that an individual can
display both agentic and communal orientations (Abele
et al., 2016).

Leadership behaviors and orientations may indeed be
informed in early youth. One theoretical model of early
influences on leadership development posits a framework for
leadership development throughout the full lifespan, focusing
on “seeds of leadership” that are sown in early childhood.
Among these “seeds” are youth experiences that may influ-
ence individuals’ leadership capacity in adulthood, such as
coordinating teams in school, student government, and public
speaking. Contextual factors such as societal expectations of
leaders affect how early experiences influence leadership
identity development (Murphy & Johnson, 2011). Societal
expectations of leaders can be transmitted through television
(Harms & Spain, 2016), as well as youth engagement with
sports, community service, extracurriculars, and positive
parenting, which has been found to predict leader self-
efficacy (McCarron et al., in press 2021). Further, youth
community service, extracurriculars, peer tutoring and per-
ceptions of parental quality time and proactive parenting
predicted leader emergence, asserting that students’ leader-
ship development is indeed influenced by myriad systems
across the lifespan (McCarron et al., in press 2021).

Leadership abilities are changeable, evolving over a
person’s lifetime as a reflection of their own specific
development and personal experiences (Zaccaro et al.,
2018). Indeed, leadership can be understood as a self-
reinforcing process: practicing leadership improves one’s
leader efficacy, and, as leader efficacy grows, individuals
are more likely to engage with leadership responsibilities
(Hannah, 2006). Thus, the logic suggests that individuals
who practice leadership skills earlier in life will likely build
their leadership confidence, will be prompted to seek out
leadership-building experiences, and will further develop
their leadership abilities overall.

Youth TV-Viewing and Leadership Perspectives

Literature exploring the intersection of leadership and youth
TV-watching is still nascent, but a few studies have broached
the topic. For example, storytelling in children’s TV shows
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has been found to both shape attitudes toward leaders and
provide role models for effective leadership and followership
practice, both in positive and negative contexts (Harms &
Spain, 2016). Another study examined storytelling through
the concept of the “teen female leader” in specific TV pro-
gramming and the larger message about the “teen” experience
being one of learning, experimenting, and flexibility (Schu-
bart, 2018). Investigating TV heroes and heroines in a dif-
ferent context, 10–13-year-old youth has been found to
appreciate character charisma and the concept of warrior hero
or leader through the framework of political leadership/civic
engagement orientations (D’Auria-Tardeli, 2021)

Yet, while the studies noted above expand the literature
regarding youth TV-watching and leadership, the data has yet
to catch up to or coalesce with the emerging body of research
that focuses on understanding leadership behavior of children
starting as early as preschool (e.g., Recchia, 2011), elementary
school (e.g., Li et al., 2007), and throughout middle and high
school (Lansford et al., 2009; Murphy & Johnson, 2011). This
gap in the youth TV-watching literature is especially poignant
given what is known about leadership development as a
lifelong process (Murphy & Johnson, 2011; Yeager & Call-
ahan, 2016). Leadership capacities, which indicate how a
leader will likely respond in a leadership situation, have been
theorized as changing, able to transform and mature (Zaccaro
et al., 2018). This includes the ways in which young people
develop a system of beliefs about the behaviors and char-
acteristics of effective leadership—leadership prototypes
(Phillips & Lord, 1982)—the personal histories and experi-
ences of young people that influence personal growth and
development (Gardner et al., 2005), as well as interactions
with leadership that aid in the development of how people
view themselves as leaders (Day et al., 2009). Prior findings
suggest these experiences and interactions include observation
of more experienced leaders (Ghosh et al., 2013; Lester et al.,
2011), primarily those who displayed the behaviors that young
people believed would help them be successful leaders
(Yeager & Callahan, 2016). Given this centrality of observa-
tion, additional work must be done to explore what youth are
observing on TV with regard to leadership.

Social Learning Theory

Given the richness in emerging research on youth leadership
development and the major force that is TV, this study aimed
to join these lines of inquiry. Using Bandura’s (1971) prin-
ciple of social learning theory to help explain the ways in
which leadership behaviors are messaged to and encoded into
young viewers, this study contributes to exploring how lea-
dership stories (Zaccaro, 2018), messaged through popular TV
shows, may add to the development of leader identity. Stories
become a socialized context for social learning, teaching lis-
teners traits, behaviors, moral dilemmas and judgment, and

social messages (Campbell, 2013). These stories communicate
messages about what leaders do, how others respond to lea-
dership, and the consequences of leaders’ actions.

Per the framework of social learning theory (Bandura,
1971), TV shows are a crucial way that youth learn social
values and mores, especially given that children learn
through observation and the corresponding consequences of
others’ actions, including of media figures (Aladé, 2018).
The process of modeling others’ behavior includes four
components: attention, retention, motoric reproduction, and
motivation. In this first component, children must recognize
and differentiate the features of the model’s behavior
(Bandura, 1969); television has been found to be an espe-
cially compelling medium to capture children’s atte ntion
(Grusec, 1992), and is the most engaged medium of youth
of all age groups (Rideout, 2017). Secondly, children must
retain the behavior in their memory, either through images
or words (Grusec, 1992). Thirdly, children must be able to
reproduce the behavior, indicating that access to leadership
situations - including those at school and during play - are
necessary in this process. And finally, individuals must be
motivated to reproduce the models’ behavior (Bandura,
1969). However, research indicates that the model’s beha-
vior does not need to have positive consequences to be
reinforced (Nabi & Clark, 2008) and that children can
interpret behaviors with no consequences as being rewarded
(Vossen et al., 2014).

Current Study

Given the dearth of literature exploring the intersection of
early leadership development and television, the purpose
of this study was to examine leadership representations in
youth shows by unpacking the construction of leadership
behaviors and orientations aimed at youth. This was done
by studying representations of leadership behavior and
leadership orientation across the viewer age range
recommended by television show producers (Research
Question 1), as well as across television show production
formats (Research Question 2).

Methods

Research Design

This study employed content analysis (Stemler, 2000)
predicated on a coding scheme developed through study of
the leadership, media, and child development literature.
This method allowed for a systematic investigation based
on specific characteristics of messages about leadership
(Holsti, 1969). As a disclosure, the researchers originally
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wished to test for network differences (e.g., Cartoon Net-
work vs. HBO) in leadership representations as a third
research question. However, the analyses led to few if any
significant results, and due to the multi-category nature of
the network construct (i.e., seven different networks in the
dataset), some networks had very small sample sizes at the
show-level (e.g., HBO only had one show), thus precluding
meaningful interpretation of these findings. The following
results only focus on the two main research questions
regarding age and format.

Sample of Youth TV Shows Selected

Shows were selected using purposeful sampling from the
most popular youth TV shows in the U.S. as reported by
Parrot Analytics (2018). Episodes were chosen based on
synopsis, selecting for the greatest possibility of leader-
ship scenarios (Hamlen & Imbesi, 2019), as well as range
in platform, length, and production format. Researchers
identified three shows for each viewer target age group
and five episodes for each TV show, for a total of 75
episodes. The number of episodes per TV show was
chosen in order to offer a fuller narrative arc; when
available, episodes were chosen from three different sea-
sons of the show, allowing for a more comprehensive
context of and for representation of leadership. The use of
three different TV shows from each age range allowed for
a more inclusive sample of popular shows. Both the
number of episodes and the number of television shows
chosen per age range was consistent with current

scholarship practices (Monaghan, 2021). Table 1 notes the
characteristics of the TV shows selected for this study, and
a list of all episodes coded can be found in the Appendix.

Coding Procedures

Researchers with expertise in leadership, media, content
analysis, and child development created a coding manual
with operational definitions to guide coding of leadership
behaviors and orientations for individual leadership
moments (Hentges & Case, 2013) that emerged in each
show episode. Leadership behaviors included direction-
setting, task management, and people management (Zaccaro
et al., 2001). Leadership orientations included agentic and
communal (Abele et al., 2016). Leadership behaviors and
orientations were embedded within leadership moments.
Deeper explanation of each of these operational definitions
will be explored later in this section in “Coding Categories.”

A “moment” was defined as a time-bounded snapshot
during the episode that occurred in one scene (England
et al., 2011) and met the following criteria: the leader and
follower(s) were working toward a common goal
(Kozlowski & Bell, 2003), and the leader addressed the
same follower or group of followers. Coders recorded lea-
dership moments in a Qualtrics-based form, noting the
moment’s timestamp, describing what occurred in the
moment, and recording which leadership behaviors and
orientations were displayed by which characters. When
coding leadership behaviors, coders coded the “dominant”
behavior within that moment. This specificity allowed

Table 1 Key characteristics for
youth television shows analyzed

Show Platform Show Title Targeted Viewer
Age (years)

Episode Length Episode Format

ABC Pretty Little Liars 12–15 45 min Live Action

Cartoon
Network

The Amazing World
of Gumball

9–11 12 min Animated

CW Flash 12–15 45 min Live Action

Riverdale 16–18 45 min Live Action

Disney Miraculous: Tales of Ladybug
and Cat Noir

12–15 22 min Animated

Pokemon 6–8 22 min Animated

Phineas and Ferb 6–8 22–45 min Animated

Star Wars Rebels 9–11 22 min Animated

Star vs. the Forces of Evil 9–11 22 min Animated

Disney Jr. Sofia the First 6–8 22 min Animated

HBO Sesame Street 2–5 25–50 min Live Action

Netflix Chilling Adventures of Sabrina 16–18 60 min Live Action

On My Block 16–18 30 min Live Action

Nick Jr. Dora the Explorer 2–5 26–45 min Animated

Paw Patrol 2–5 20–44 min Animated
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moments to be matched up between coders to ensure
sound analysis.

Coder Reliability

Six graduate student coders were paired (England et al.,
2011), and each pair started coding 25 randomly assigned
episodes only after each pair achieved at least 75% relia-
bility on practice episodes. Each pair coded practice epi-
sodes over the course of three months and discussed coding
criteria weekly with the research team, thus, refining defi-
nitions in the coding manual (England et al., 2011; Gerding
& Signorielli, 2014). Both practice and actual coding
occurred independently—i.e., coders did not discuss their
coding with one another. Reliability was calculated by
matching leadership moments for each pair of coders based
on the timestamp and moment description. Moments not
recorded by both raters were discarded. Within each
moment, reliability was measured by the percent agreement
on leadership behaviors and orientations. After coding was
complete, any episodes with under 75% reliability were re-
coded based on consensus discussions between coders. Of
the 4085 total codes (817 moments times five behavioral
codes per moment), 517 codes showed disagreement
between the two graduate student coders (12.66%). For
these 517 code discrepancies, two faculty subject matter
experts reviewed each of them and achieved consensus.

Coding Categories

Coding categories included show- and leadership moment-
level characteristics. With regard to Show-Level Char-
acteristics, for each episode, coders noted the general show-
level characteristics (see Table 1) from a predetermined
drop-down list, which included show target viewer age
group and production format. Target age group was pre-
determined based on the age range reported by the network
and noted in the codebook. Target age range was assessed
as an ordinal variable (1= 2–5 yrs., 2= 6–8 yrs., 3=
9–11 yrs., 4= 12–15 yrs., and 5= 16–18 yrs.). The format
for each show was predetermined using Parrot Analytics’
(2018) guidance. Formats included live action, animated,
live action/animated combination, and “other.” No shows
were coded as a combination or other.

With regard to Leadership Moment-Level Character-
istics, leadership moments were coded for both leadership
behaviors and leadership orientation. Leadership behaviors
coded within each moment included direction-setting, task
management, and people management, adapted from lea-
dership behavior taxonomies created by Zaccaro et al.
(2001). Coders noted which leaders displayed each of the
behaviors identified in the moment. Direction-setting
included acquiring situational awareness (e.g., gathering

information, organizing information, sense-making, fore-
casting); planning (e.g., defining mission); and/or commu-
nicating plans to others (e.g., sense-giving). Task
management included assigning roles and/or tasks and
regulating team performance (e.g., giving constructive
feedback for the purpose of stopping or changing a fol-
lower’s behavior). Assigning roles and tasks was dis-
tinguished from direction-setting’s “communicating plans
to others.” The former entailed an immediate action from
followers; the latter entailed a verbal communication about
an action that would or might occur in a later scene. People
management included motivating the team (e.g., praising,
encouraging or affirming followers); resolving conflict (e.g.,
verbally breaking up a fight between followers); and/or
forming/developing the team (literal forming/developing
and social/emotional development). Motivating the team
entailed giving positive feedback, distinguished from task
management’s “regulating team performance,” which only
included corrective (negative) feedback.

Coding for leadership orientation was informed by
agentic-communal scale, to determine each leader’s lea-
dership orientation in each moment (Abele et al., 2016). The
orientation was coded as either agentic, communal, or
both—if both agentic and communal behaviors appeared
dominant in the moment. An agentic behavior can be
characterized as assertive, efficient, clever, persistent, and
self-confident, while a communal behavior can be char-
acterized as caring, warm, trustworthy, empathetic, helpful,
and/or friendly.

Data Analysis

The research team spent three months achieving reliability
and 16 weeks coding before beginning analysis. Research-
ers focused on understanding variance in the three leader
behaviors (i.e., direction-setting, task management, and
people management) and two leader orientations (i.e.,
agentic and communal) across show-level and episode-level
predictors. Due to the nested nature of the data (i.e.,
moments (Level 1) nested in episodes (Level 2) nested in
shows (Level 3), and the dichotomous nature of each out-
come variable (i.e., whether the moment exhibited
direction-setting behavior), the study team opted to use a
three-level multilevel logistic model (Sommet & Morselli,
2017). Table 2 outlines the coding categories and associated
variables.

Separate models were run for each of the five outcome
variables. In each model, the study team considered pre-
dictors at the show-level (Level 3) to include target age
range (Research Question 1) and production format
(Research Question 2). Researchers also considered episode
number (e.g., the 45th episode of the show across all sea-
sons) as an episode-level (Level 2) control variable, given
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show characters may develop over time and change their
leadership behaviors (O’Meara, 2015). Due to model con-
vergence challenges using the raw episode number, the
variable was transformed to range from 0 to 1 by dividing
the episode number by the total number of episodes released
for each show as of the date this study began (April 2019).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Table 3 depicts the correlation matrix for all variables
analyzed in this study. Researchers noted large inter-
correlations between some of the predictors, thus, preclud-
ing incorporation of all three predictors simultaneously into
the multilevel model (Shieh & Fouladi, 2003). Moreover,
traditional methods of handling multicollinearity (e.g.,
elastic net regression, Curtis & Ghosh, 2011; or principal
components analysis, Lafi & Kaneene, 1992) were deemed
inappropriate due to the observed (and not latent) nature of
the variables and the lack of a unified nomological network
among predictors. Thus, each predictor was analyzed
separately. Similarly, the intercorrelations among the five

dependent variables (e.g., r=−0.87 between agentic and
communal, r=−0.36 between task and people) countered
the use of a model with multivariate outcomes (e.g.,
MANOVA). Moreover, while multivariate logistic models
exist, the study team could not find an established three-
level multilevel logistic multivariate model procedure, and
the creation of one was outside this study’s bounds. Thus,
researchers proceeded to primary analyses by analyzing
each outcome variable separately and each predictor sepa-
rately. In doing so, readers are cautioned to interpret the
findings carefully as the intercorrelations (e.g., especially
r= 0.83 between age range and format, such that live-
action shows were far more likely among older age groups)
may be the cause of some significant findings. Note that all
analyses were conducted in the R computing software using
the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015) with the bobyqa
optimizer to aid in convergence (Bauer & Curran, 2020).

Predicting leader behaviors: direction-setting

The first set of models used target age range and format as
predictors of direction-setting behavior. Researchers began
by computing an empty model of direction-setting behavior
with no predictors, to assess the Intraclass Correlation
Coefficient (ICC) levels and determine the degree to which
direction-setting varied across levels. Results showed ICC
values of 0.90 at Level 1 (leadership moment level), 0.05 at
Level 2 (episode level), and 0.05 at Level 3 (show level).
This suggests minimal levels of covariance at the episode-
and show-level, which indicates that the multilevel model
should not produce drastically different results than a one-
level logistic regression (Sommet & Morselli, 2017).
Nevertheless, the study team proceeded with the multilevel
model for the sake of being thorough.

Next, the Level 2 variable of episode number was added,
transformed into a percentage (see Methods section above)
and grand-mean-centered (because researchers were not
interested in using it to predict episode-level differences;
Sommet & Morselli, 2017). Fixed effects showed a non-
significant effect of episode number (B= -0.04, p= 0.93),
and a chi-square test showed non-significant improvement
in model fit from the empty model to the model with

Table 2 Coding categories and associated study variables

Variable Type Coding Category

Independent Variables Show-Level Codes

Show Format
Show Target Age Range

Episode-Level Codes

Episode Length
Episode Season

Dependent Variables Leadership Moment-Level Codes

Leadership Behavior

Direction-Setting
Task Management
People Management

Leadership Orientation

Agentic
Communal

Table 3 Correlation matrix of
study variables

Age Format Direction Task People Agentic Communal

Age 1.00

Format 0.82*** 1.00

Direction 0.11** 0.17*** 1.00

Task −0.04 −0.08* −0.38*** 1.00

People −0.08* −0.01 −0.16*** −0.36*** 1.00

Agentic 0.03 −0.02 0.23*** 0.41*** −0.69*** 1.00

Communal −0.09* −0.01 −0.21*** −0.34*** 0.78*** −0.87*** 1.00

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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episode number (χ2(1)= 0.01, p= 0.93). Thus, the study
team proceeded to test for each of the predictors separately
without including episode number.

For Research Question 1, analysis showed that target age
range was a significant predictor of direction-setting beha-
vior (B= 0.15, p= 0.04), with the chi-square test showing
significant improvement in model fit from the empty model
(χ2(1) = 4.12, p= 0.04). To aid in interpretation, the
parameter estimate of target age range was converted into
an odds ratio: OR= 1.16, 95% CI= [1.01, 1.33]. Thus, for
each incremental increase in target age range (2-5 yrs.,
6-8 yrs., 9-11 yrs., 12-15 yrs., 16-18 yrs.), the odds of a
moment depicting direction-setting behavior increased
by 16%.

For Research Question 2, testing format as a predictor,
researchers first re-computed the empty model, excluding
one show (Sesame Street) that could not be classified into
either live-action or animated format. The empty model
did not show notable differences in ICC (Level 1= 0.90,
Level 2= 0.06, Level 3= 0.04). Format was a significant
predictor (B= 0.78, p < 0.01), with the chi-square test
showing significant improvement in model fit (χ2(1) =
13.05, p < 0.01). Converted into odds ratio: OR= 2.17,
95% CI= [1.45, 3.30]. Thus, the odds of leadership
moments depicting direction-setting behaviors in live-
action shows were 2.17 times that of the odds of leader-
ship moments depicting direction-setting behaviors in
animated shows (see Table 4). However, the reader should

be reminded that target age range and format were highly
correlated (r= 0.83), which limits the practical sig-
nificance of this finding.

Predicting leader behaviors: task management and people
management

The same procedure was repeated for testing task man-
agement behavior as the outcome. The empty model
showed limited covariance at Levels 2 and 3 (ICC= 0.88,
0.08, and 0.04 respectively), and episode number was not a
significant Level 2 predictor (χ2(1) = 0.11, p= 0.74). For
Research Question 1, target age group was not a significant
Level 3 predictor (χ2(1) = 1.55, p= 0.21). Finally, for
Research Question 2, format was not a significant predictor
(χ2(1) = 3.57, p= 0.06). For this final model, the bobyqa
optimizer had to be removed due to convergence issues
(Table 5).

Researchers repeated the procedure again to test for
people management behavior as the outcome. The empty
model once again showed limited covariance at Levels 2
and 3 (ICC= 0.87, 0.07, and 0.06 respectively), and epi-
sode number once again was not significant (χ2(1) = 0.66,
p= 0.42). For Research Question 1, target age group was
not a significant Level 3 predictor (χ2(1) = 2.90, p= 0.09).
For Research Question 2, format also was not a significant
Level 3 predictor (χ2(1) < 0.01, p= 0.97). These results are
noted in Table 6 below.

Table 4 Summary of results for
predicting direction-setting
behavior

Predictor Fixed effects Comparison
to
empty model

B SE p value OR 95% CI χ2 df p value

Age 0.15 0.07 0.04 1.16 [1.01, 1.33] 4.12 1 0.04

Format 0.78 0.21 0.00 2.17 [1.45, 3.30] 13.05 1 0.00

Table 5 Summary of results for
predicting task-management
behavior

Predictor Fixed effects Comparison to
empty model

B SE p value OR 95% CI χ2 df p value

Age −0.10 0.08 0.21 0.91 [0.77, 1.06] 1.55 1 0.21

Format −0.45 0.24 0.06 0.64 [0.40, 1.02] 3.57 1 0.06

Table 6 Summary of results for
predicting people-management
behavior

Predictor Fixed effects Comparison to
empty model

B SE p value OR 95% CI χ2 df p value

Age −0.15 0.08 0.09 0.87 [0.73, 1.02] 2.90 1 0.09

Format 0.01 0.27 0.97 1.01 [0.59, 1.73] 0.00 1 0.97
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Predicting leader orientations

Leader orientations (agentic/communal) were predicted
using the same procedure described above. When pre-
dicting agentic orientation, the empty model showed
limited covariance at Levels 2 and 3 (ICC= 0.90, 0.00,
and 0.10 respectively), and episode was not a significant
predictor (χ2(1) = 2.04, p= 0.15). For Research Question
1, age group was not a significant Level 3 predictor
(χ2(1) = 0.47, p= 0.50), and for Research Question 2,
neither was show production format (χ2(1) = 0.23, p=
0.63) (see Table 7).

Finally, when predicting communal orientation, the
empty model once again showed limited covariance at
Levels 2 and 3 (ICC= 0.89, 0.06, and 0.05 respectively),
and episode number was not a significant predictor (χ2(1) =
0.91, p= 0.34). For Research Question 1, target age group
was a significant Level 3 predictor (B= -0.17, p= 0.04,
χ2(1) = 4.02, p < 0.05), such that as age group increased
incrementally (e.g., from 2-5 years to 5-8 years), the odds of
a moment depicting communal orientation decreased by
16% (OR= 0.84 [0.71, 0.99] (see Table 8). For Research
Question 2, format was not a significant predictor (χ2(1) =
0.04, p= 0.85). For this final model, the Nelder_Mead
optimizer was used due to convergence issues.

Sensitivity Analyses

As with any code-based study, subjective decisions must
be made in the coding process to establish a set of com-
mon rules for all coders to follow. Although the
researchers followed a strict coding process as described
in the Methods section, one area of potential concern is
the 12.66% disagreement in behavioral codes between the
pairs of graduate student coders, which were resolved by
consensus discussion between faculty subject matter
experts. As a sensitivity analysis, the researchers re-ran all
analyses using only the behavioral codes where there was

no disagreement between coders. This left us with a
dataset of 505 leadership moments with five behavioral
codes each.

Overall, the results were similar to the main results, thus
supporting the robustness of our conclusions. When pre-
dicting direction-setting behavior, age was still significant
(Research Question 1, p= 0.02), and format was still sig-
nificant (Research Question 2, p < 0.01). When predicting
task-oriented behavior, age was still non-significant
(Research Question 1, p= 0.87), but format was sig-
nificant (Research Question 2, p= 0.04 as opposed to 0.06).
When predicting people-oriented behavior, age was still
non-significant (Research Question 1, p= 0.37), and format
was still non-significant (Research Question 2, p= 0.36).
When predicting agentic behavior, age was still non-
significant (Research Question 1, p= 0.25), and format
was still non-significant (Research Question 2, p= 0.56).
Finally, when predicting communal behavior, age was no
longer significant (Research Question 1, p= 0.31 as
opposed to 0.05), but format remained non-significant
(Research Question 2, p= 0.48).

Discussion

Given the primacy of television in youth’s life, the
television-watching behaviors of young people have been
thoroughly studied in the context of the social, behavioral,
developmental, and psychological impacts. Research has
shown how TV impacts a myriad of intellectual and socio-
emotional outcomes in youth. Yet, little research has
focused on the messaging about leadership transmitted
through youth TV shows nor the connections between
youth, the television media to which they are exposed, and
the messaging about leadership practice and development.
This study aimed to examine the characterizations of
leadership in popular youth shows by measuring leader-
ship behaviors presented in TV shows across different

Table 7 Summary of results for
predicting agentic orientation

Predictor Fixed effects Comparison to
empty model

B SE p value OR 95% CI χ2 df p value

Age 0.06 0.09 0.49 1.06 [0.89, 1.26] 0.47 1 0.50

Format −0.12 0.26 0.63 0.88 [0.53, 1.48] 0.23 1 0.63

Table 8 Summary of results for
predicting communal orientation

Predictor Fixed effects Comparison to
empty model

B SE p value OR 95% CI χ2 df p value

Age −0.17 0.08 0.04 0.84 [0.71, 0.99] 4.02 1 0.05

Format −0.05 0.26 0.85 0.95 [0.57, 1.60] 0.04 1 0.85
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networks, production formats, and recommended viewer-
ship age ranges.

Study findings indicated that show-recommended target
age group for youth and adolescent viewers positively
predicted direction-setting behavior—that is, as age range
skewed older, direction-setting behaviors (i.e., acquiring
situational awareness, planning, and/or communicating
plans to others) were more likely to be represented in a
show. Child development literature and its application to
TV parallel this observation: As children age through cri-
tical developmental milestones, their capacity for ingesting
and making sense of more complex interpersonal dynamics
(such as direction-setting) also evolves (Murphy & Johnson,
2011; Te’eni-Harari et al., 2020). Moreover, direction-
setting is often a dissemination of higher-level aspirations
and occurs over a long period of time (Zaccaro & Banks,
2001), which, in the context of TV shows, may be a plot
device to set up a larger and longer narrative arc. Such plot-
based complexity, and its accompanying type of leadership,
is more difficult for younger viewers to comprehend
(Te’eni-Harari et al., 2020), which would affect the atten-
tion and retention components of Bandura’s (1969) social
learning theory. Yet, as viewers age and develop cognitive
capacity for attention and retention, increased messaging
related to direction-setting behaviors may inspire “motoric
reproduction” (Bandura, 1969) of those behaviors in school
and play environments, thus, crystallizing direction-setting
in youth leadership practice. While the nature of direction-
setting depicted across TV shows may range, the repro-
duction and practice of constructive leadership in childhood
and adolescence is critical for lifetime capacity. It is during
these formative years that leadership growth occurs and
leadership behaviors can be modeled and reinforced, ulti-
mately leading to successful leadership orientations in
adulthood (Karagianni & Montgomery, 2018).

In addition to results relevant to direction-setting, findings
also indicated that the show-recommended target age group
negatively predicted communal leadership orientation: As
children/youth viewer target age range skewed older, leader-
ship moments presented in shows were less likely to be
characterized as caring, warm, trustworthy, empathetic,
helpful, and/or friendly. This finding is particularly compel-
ling in that it runs counter to Murphy and Johnson’s (2011)
observations that leadership behaviors that occur in early
childhood are still critical as youth develop and mature. While
the authors were referring to tasks and not communal orien-
tations, specifically, it is interesting to note that rather than
“adding” to character complexity for older target ages, shows
may be, intentionally or unintentionally, diminishing com-
munal in favor of agentic qualities. Similar to the direction-
setting observations above, this finding suggests that, in the
context of social learning theory (Bandura, 1969), older
viewers may reproduce (or act out) fewer communal

leadership in their environments. The seemingly inverse
relationship between direction-setting behaviors and com-
munal orientation is noteworthy: This study shows that, as
target viewer age grows, direction-setting behaviors increase
while communal leadership representations decrease.
Although direction-setting behaviors do not require agentic
traits, there is certainly a strong known relationship between
agentic traits (e.g., self-efficacy; see Hannah, 2006) and
direction-setting (e.g., Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001).
This relationship does prompt speculation about the types of
messages youth are receiving from TV shows and if leader-
ship elements such as care, warmth, trustworthiness, and
empathy are being deprioritized.

Implications

Current findings imply that the representations of leadership
depicted in popular youth TV shows are transmitting poten-
tially counterproductive messages to future leaders. The forms
of leadership that school and extracurricular programs often
emphasize for youth are surprisingly the ones that receive less
airtime in shows aimed at older viewers. This study’s findings
suggest that as youth age, age-tailored/age-recommended
representations of leadership on TV reinforce the construction
of a “leader” as both less communal and more direction-
setting. However, as one evolution of leadership identity model
posits, as youth leaders progress to more advanced levels, their
understanding of leadership becomes more communal, with an
increased focus on serving others and the community (Kom-
ives et al., 2005). Indeed, educational programs and research
on youth leadership often emphasize the importance of service
leadership (Meyer & Rinn, 2021). Thus, these shows may be
contradicting the types of messages about leadership behaviors
that are most desired for youth leadership development. Fur-
ther, this lack of diversity in representation of leadership
behaviors can lead to a lack of identification with depicted
leaders (Cohen, 2001) or wishful identification (i.e., wanting to
be like a media figure; Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005), and it can
reinforce power imbalances and models of stereotypes by
valuing certain qualities and characteristics. In this way,
representation on TV acts as a surrogate for other societal
social forces and messaging (Harwood & Anderson, 2002).

Limitations and Future Directions

While this study offered a new perspective on the repre-
sentation of leadership behaviors and orientations in youth
TV shows, several major limitations emerged. The first
limitation concerns the identity of the viewers. Particularly
in youth viewership, content is mediated not only by
environmental contexts, including parents, peers, school,
and religious figures, but also by individual differences,
such as one’s own age, race, or gender. This study is limited
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by its focus solely on how leadership behaviors are trans-
mitted, not received by the viewers. Although viewers’
identities likely impact the way content is received, the
complexity of this issue precludes the measurement of the
interaction of identity with content reception in the current
study. First, the “targeted viewer age”—as determined by
showrunners—may not necessarily reflect the actual age of
viewers—e.g., young children are often watching shows
intended for older audiences (or vice versa). Secondly,
recent research on gender and imitation behavior indicated
that children imitated same-gender models more, but only
when gender norms were made salient. When gender norms
were not emphasized, the children’s level of imitation was
not significantly different based on the gender of the models
(Wang, 2020). Given that the TV shows included in our
analyses may or may not contain gender-norm cues, fully
addressing this topic would not have been possible. Future
research could investigate the influence of environment or
individual difference variables such as gender and race on
reception of leadership behaviors in media.

A second limitation is the source of media. This study did
not include social media platforms such as YouTube, Insta-
gram or TikTok, which are widely viewed by youth. While
these sources of media may represent a significant source of
social learning, due to the story arc format, TV is a context
where characters can display leadership behavior more read-
ily. The story arc typically includes scenes where characters
encounter a challenge or a problem to solve, then shows how
the characters resolve it (Boyd et al., 2020). The leadership
behaviors of situation awareness, planning, problem-solving,
etc. align with the narrative framework of TV shows. Videos
posted by influencers on other platforms such as YouTube or
TikTok, on the other hand, tend to be shorter in length (Wang,
2020), thus less likely to involve planning and problem-
solving in the same type of narrative arc. In addition, these
social media influencers often work alone. The leadership
content coding in this study depended on the presence of
followers, given the working definition of leadership in this
paper. Future research could explore the transmission of
leadership behaviors through other media platforms.

Additionally, this study was not able to address all forms of
leadership behavior, such as ethical behavior or moral rea-
soning, as it was beyond the scope of the current study. Given
the importance of ethical role models in social media for
influencing youth moral development (Lee & Horsley, 2017),
future research could consider the extent to which youth TV
shows communicate ethical or unethical forms of leadership.

Finally, it must be underscored that leadership moments
that were recorded (i.e., “noticed”) by only one of two
paired coders were discarded from analysis, thus, shrinking
the analytical landscape. Lastly, the variables of “target age
range” and “format” were highly correlated (r= 0.83), and,
thus, the practical significance of production format as a

predictor of direction-setting in leadership moments should
be interrogated in future studies.

Conclusion

Given the critical importance of leadership development during
the sensitive periods of childhood and adolescence to life-long
outcomes (Karagianni & Montgomery, 2018; Murphy &
Johnson, 2011), the purpose of this study was to examine
leadership representations in youth TV shows in order to
unpack the messaging about leadership aimed at youth.
Findings pointed to the role of TV as a transmitter of select
leadership practice norms and offered insight into the types of
messages young people may be receiving about what leader-
ship looks like, specifically that for older age ranges, direction-
setting leadership behavior becomes more prevalent and
communal leadership behavior becomes less prevalent. Find-
ings on communal behavior contradict socially desired mes-
sages for youth leadership development, highlighting the need
to consider critically the role TV may play in youth develop-
ment. Leadership development is a lifelong process (Yeager &
Callahan, 2016) and this study can contribute to understanding
the ways in which television may shape adult leadership
identities, including leadership capacities (Zaccaro et al., 2018)
and leadership prototypes (Phillips & Lord, 1982). Hopefully,
this study opens the door to exploring the intersection of youth
TV-watching and leadership development more widely and
offers fodder for deeper conversation, scholarship, and practice
aimed at supporting youth development across the lifespan.
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Appendix Complete List of All Episodes
Coded by the Content Analysis

Show Title Episode Title

Chilling Adventures of
Sabrina

Doctor Cerberus House
of Horror

October Country

The Burial

The Missionaries

The Witching Hour

Dora the Explorer Baby Jaguars Roar

Benny the Castaway

Boots Banana Wish

Dora Saves King Unicornio

Dora’s Great Roller Skate
Adventure

Flash Attack on Central City

Potential Energy

Rogue Air

Seeing Red

When Harry Met Harry

Miraculous: Tales of Lady
Bug and Cat Noir

Chameleon

Despair Bear

Gamer

Oni Chan

Style Queen: The
Queen’s Battle

On My Block Chapter Four

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Nine

Chapter Six

Chapter Twenty

Paw Patrol Mighty Pups the Movie

Pups in a Jam

Pups Save a Baby Octopus

Table (continued)

Show Title Episode Title

Ultimate Rescue Pups Save the
Mountain Climbers
Ultimate Rescue Pups Save
the Tigers

Phineas and Ferb Mission Marvel

Monster from the Id Gi Ants

OWCA Files Parts 1 and 2

Secret of Success Doof Side of
the Moon

The Mom Attractor Cranius
Maximus

Pokemon A Mission of Ultra Urgency

A Stealthy Challenge

Kindergarten Chaos

Lillies Egg Xhilarating
Challenge

The Legend of the Ninja Hero

Pretty Little Liars Do Not Disturb

Hold Your Piece

Hot Water

No One Here Can Love or
Understand Me

The Guilty Girls Handbook

Riverdale Judgment Night

No Exit

Prom Night

Silent Night Deadly Night

The Outsiders

Sesame Street Abby Schools in Cool

Elmo’s Sweet Ride

Hair Training

So You Think You Can
Choreograph

The Best Friend Band

Sofia the First A Tale of Two Teams

Princess Adventure Club

The Elf Situation

The Mystic Isles: The Princess
and the Protector

The Princess Prodigy
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Table (continued)

Show Title Episode Title

Star v. the Forces of Evil Curse of the Blood Moon

Raid the Cave Trickstar

Return to Mewni Moon the
Undaunted

Star Comes to Earth Party
with a Pony

The Knight Shift
Queen Napped

Star Wars Rebel A Fools Hope

In the Name of the
Rebellion Part 1

Relics of the Old Republic

Vision of Hope

Zero Hour Part One

The Amazing World of
Gumball

The Burden

The Candidate

The Ollie

The Pest

The Sweaters
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