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Abstract 

This dissertation in practice used the phenomenological qualitative method to explore the 

perceptions of Bureau of Diplomatic Security middle level special agents after attending 

the US Department of State’s formal mid-level leadership training course (PT207 

Intermediate Leadership Skills) at the Foreign Service Institute. The sample consisted of 

13 mid-level special agents in Foreign Service grades FP-2 to FP-3, equivalent to Civil 

Service grades GS-12 to GS-14. Data was collected through the interview method using 

open-ended questions that discovered leadership skills (if any) the participants retained 

after PT207 attendance and how the course, if at all, contributed to their professional 

career development in the federal service. The findings showed that while most 

participants shared a positive experience with the PT207 course, the same majority 

perceived the course as being inadequate for covering the supervisory and leadership 

responsibilities expected of agents. Analysis of the data suggested that creating a Bureau 

Leadership, Management, and Innovation office, the application of existing Bureau 

leadership tenets and milestones through the Functional Bureau Strategy, and the 

formulation of a leadership development continuum for agents and other Bureau 

employees are the most efficient solutions to furthering leadership development in the 

Bureau.  

Keywords: leadership development, training effectiveness, transformational leadership 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

  Given the security and law enforcement challenges for Department of State 

(hereafter referred to as ‘Department’) Diplomatic Security (DS) special agents at over 

275 foreign and domestic offices, the present study analyzed the perceptions held by 

special agents regarding satisfaction with the Department's mid-level leadership training 

and effect on their leadership styles. Specifically, the study obtained a sample of middle 

grade/career (mid-level) special agent personnel and investigated the relationship 

between their leadership development satisfaction and transformational leadership 

attributes in the performance of work unit supervision. For Department personnel, an 

understanding of leadership development satisfaction and its relationship with authentic 

and transformational leadership styles appears to be missing in the literature. In the era of 

increased security risks and more complex requirements for federal law enforcement, the 

role of Department special agents in maintaining a safe and secure environment for the 

conduct of diplomacy and sustaining U.S. interests is too important to leave to 

supposition. To perform effectively in the globalized village, special agents require a 

global mindset and leadership attributes that highlight self-awareness, the ability to 

motivate others, and an affinity to build teams. This research contributes to knowledge by 

serving as a tool to inform the career development, assessment, and long-term retention 

of special agents. Specifically, it is hypothesized that special agents with more 

pronounced transformational leadership skills such as self-awareness, motivation, and 

team-building skills as a result of attending mid-level leadership development training 

will be positively correlated with career satisfaction and retention. 
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Diplomatic Security is a unique organization that does not have a similar 

counterpart in terms of scope of responsibilities or size either in the Federal Government 

or with any other foreign affairs / diplomatic service around the world (Porter, 2019). The 

Bureau of Diplomatic Security is comprised of approximately 40,000 Foreign Service, 

Civil Service, and locally employed staff serving in 275 US embassies and consulates 

overseas and 31 DS field or resident offices domestically (US Department of State, 

2019c). DS personnel include approximately 2,100 special agents, 220 security engineers, 

100 diplomatic couriers, 160 security technical specialists, 37,000 foreign national (non-

U.S. citizen) guards and surveillance detection personnel, and others (US Department of 

State, 2019c). Mid-level special agents are defined as grades FP-3 to FP-1 by the 

Department (“3 FAH-1 Personnel Operations Handbook,” n.d.) and number 

approximately 1,100 of the 2,100 total agents. Mid-level agents at the FP-2 and FP-3 

grades, numbering an approximate total of 1,000 agents within DS are the focus of the 

proposed research. Note: The Department will not release exact personnel numbers to the 

general population, so approximations were included above to provide the reader a sense 

of the number of agents employed with the Bureau. 

There is also more pressure today than ever before to produce results with human 

resources development programs especially within the Federal Government. Whether the 

result of economic downturns, policy shifts, changes in administrations, or merely a lack 

of understanding of the importance of human resources (HR), senior leaders in many 

organizations question the return on investment for developmental interventions (Avolio 

et al., 2010). As a result, HR practitioners often must justify the financial contribution of 

their leadership development interventions and explain how the interventions add value 
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to the organization (Erickson & McCall, 2012). It is even more difficult for government 

HR professionals to compare training results to a financial incentive due to the nature of 

public sector missions and goals and lack of monetary benchmarks tied to returns on 

investment. On the positive side, researchers believe that significant financial payoffs are 

found among companies that emphasize training and development (Wright et al., 2001), 

and that organizations with stronger learning environments demonstrate greater 

organizational effectiveness (Alvarez et al., 2004). This study regarding the Department’s 

mid-level leadership development interventions provides Department HR practitioners 

with information regarding the effectiveness of leadership development programs along 

with weak and strong areas of current leadership training programs of study in terms of 

developing transformational leaders. 

Statement of the Problem 

The nature of management and leadership requirements for Diplomatic Security 

special agents has changed significantly since the 1998 East Africa bombings of two 

embassies of the United States. Those attacks in Kenya and Tanzania along with 

subsequent acts of domestic and international terrorism have increased the number of 

outcome-based demands on agent time and resources and in response to the East Africa 

attacks and more calls for leadership development training for the Department as a whole, 

the Department’s Foreign Service Institute (FSI) created the School of Leadership and 

Management Training (LMT) in 1999 (US Government Printing Office, 2000). With 

creation of the LMT, now named the Leadership and Management School (LMS), the 

Department has committed to an increased number of mandatory managerial and 

leadership development interventions for all employees including special agents, but the 
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organization has taken for granted that those interventions enhance employee 

effectiveness (Porter, 2019). There remains a void as to what is known about leadership 

development in the public sector (Moynihan & Ingraham, 2004) and specifically, the 

contribution of the Department’s leadership development interventions to special agent 

knowledge and expertise as well as employee (agent) performance.  

During the tenure of Secretary of State Colin Powell from 2001 to 2005, several 

one week in-person leadership courses were developed at the LMS broken into three 

categories, Basic Leadership Skills (PK245) at the FS-03/GS-13 level, Intermediate 

Leadership Skills (PT207) at the FS-02/GS-14 level, and Advanced Leadership Skills 

(PT210) at the FS-01/GS-15 level and these became mandatory for all Foreign Service 

generalists and specialists (US Department of State, 2019b). However, by 2007, even 

with the development of these one-week LMS courses, Congress was questioning the 

Department’s slow progress in developing critical skills and changing the leadership 

culture within the agency (US Government Printing Office, 2007). In 2008, an 

independent joint report by the American Academy of Diplomacy (AAD) and the 

Stimson Center noted the lack of knowledge, skills, abilities, and outcomes to carry out 

diplomacy in the new century and cited leadership skills as one of several issues that FSI 

was addressing but still struggled to make significant strides due to a lack of budget and 

personnel (Stimson, 2008).  

In 2011, the AAD issued another joint report with the Stimson Center pertinent to 

Department leadership development focused on preparing America’s diplomats to meet 

21st century challenges through professional education and training, citing the necessity 

for a “coherent pattern of professional development” (p. 11) from entry-level to mid-level 
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grades for Foreign Service employees (Stimson, 2011). The report made numerous 

recommendations to include hiring for and implementing a training float of 15% 

additional Department personnel, who can be in a training status at any given time 

without severely impacting overall operational readiness (Stimson, 2011). Following the 

2011 Stimson/AAD report, the next noteworthy review of Department leadership 

development was an American Foreign Service Association (AFSA) 2014 supplemental 

report to the Department’s Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review (QDDR) in 

2015, which acknowledged FSI’s ability to develop short-term specialized expertise 

(American Foreign Service Association, 2014a). However, the report recommended that 

the Department should “invest in serious diplomatic service leadership and management 

training” (p. 7) and called for the modifying of leadership education to meet the 

individual needs of different employee functions within the Foreign Service (American 

Foreign Service Association, 2014a).  

A related report from AFSA’s 2015 QDDR Security Working Group also issued 

recommendations concerning leadership development that emphasized previous key 

findings from the Department’s Accountability Review Board and Office of Inspector 

General findings pertaining to the Benghazi, Libya terrorist attacks (US Department of 

State, 2012) and endorsed additional leadership training for Foreign Service management 

officers and DS special agents in “how to manage the intersection of risk and mission 

achievement” (p. 4) (American Foreign Service Association, 2014b). However, the 

Department’s final draft of the 2015 QDDR ultimately distilled the material and 

recommendations in these AFSA supplemental reports by describing a resolve to 
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strengthen leadership and provide training early in careers without providing specifics or 

a timeline (US Department of State, 2016). 

Amplifying the 2015 QDDR, other reports have continued to emphasize the 

necessity for increased leadership development capacity and highlight the inability of the 

Department to fully satisfy training obligations for special agents and other categories of 

agency employees (Porter, 2019). A 2015 AAD report declared that the Foreign Service 

has not developed future diplomatic leaders due to inadequate attentiveness on training 

and education and the study underscores that compared to many other prominent foreign 

services in other countries, entry and mid-level leadership training and development is 

lacking within America’s Foreign Service (American Academy of Diplomacy, 2015). A 

year after the 2015 AAD article, Schaefer with the Heritage Foundation issued a report 

containing detailed recommendations that the Department should “conduct an in-depth 

evaluation of standards, training, and qualifications for the Foreign Service” (p. 10) 

(2016). In a 2017 independent investigation covering Department leadership training, the 

Chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee requested research to inform an 

interested bipartisan audience, so that the final report “could serve as a road map for 

recognizing and implementing reforms” (p. 2) within the Department (Atlantic Council, 

2017). The final report to the Chairman identified that the current career development 

system for both Foreign Service generalists and Foreign Service specialists does not 

promote service external to the Department, does not foster ample training (including 

extended training), and notes that recent attempts to improve both leadership and 

management training have been partial (Atlantic Council, 2017). A key recommendation 

in the report calls for FSI to expand leadership training so the newest generation of future 
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leaders are receiving more than the practice of on-the-job training during current 

assignments (Atlantic Council, 2017).  

Most recently, an AAD 2019 report continues to underscore the challenges for 

leadership development specifically for DS. The report recommends that the Department 

“provide additional leadership and professional training for both Foreign Service and 

Civil Service Diplomatic Security employees, including targeted training for domestic 

field offices and managerial/supervisory training for Regional Security Officers (RSOs) 

and Assistant Regional Security Officers (A/RSOs)” (p. 14) given agent responsibilities 

to supervise large local employee workforces at embassies and consulates overseas 

(American Academy of Diplomacy, 2019). DS special agents use the working titles of 

RSO and A/RSO when assigned to overseas embassies and consulates (US Department of 

State, 2019d). Overall, the studies cited above continually called for more attention to 

leadership development throughout the Department of State. The most recent of the 

studies specifically address leadership development importance for DS mid-level 

personnel and acknowledges the significant management responsibilities that come early 

in a special agent’s career. Furthermore, many of the studies specifically address 

leadership development challenges that are associated specifically with DS special agents 

(Porter, 2019). However, to date, no research has focused on how current Department 

and/or FSI leadership development and transformational leadership influence special 

agent success in their career tracks. This paper responded to these gaps in the research by 

investigating formal Department mid-level leadership development and the possibility of 

enhanced transformational leadership attributes influencing the career success and 

satisfaction of special agent personnel. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to determine if 

mandatory Department of State leadership training for mid-level Diplomatic Security 

special agents improves leadership skills based on agent self-perceptions after receiving 

the training. Mid-level special agents are defined as equivalent to GS-12 to GS-14 on the 

U.S. Government's General Schedule (GS) pay scale for federal employees (U.S. Office 

of Personnel Management, 2009). It was also the purpose of this study to identify any 

transformational leadership attributes for agents who have attended formal leadership 

training and describe the application of those attributes, if any, in the agents’ work units. 

In this study, results from in-depth qualitative interviews explored how the Department’s 

leadership development interventions are perceived and utilized by mid-level special 

agents who attended Department training.  

Research Question 

How do special agents describe their experiences after attending the mandated 

mid-level Department of State leadership training intervention at the Foreign Service 

Institute (Course Code PT207)? 

Sub-Question 

How do special agents who have attended the mandated mid-level leadership 

training intervention (PT207) describe how attendance contributed to their 

transformational leadership development? 

Aim of the Dissertation in Practice 

The aim of this dissertation in practice was to provide Department human 

resource practitioners and senior leaders with information regarding the effectiveness of 
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formal leadership development programs for agents along with identifying weak and 

strong areas of current leadership training programs of study. The results of this 

phenomenological study may be used to improve existing, formal leadership 

development programs for special agents or expand leadership development modules 

contained within organic Bureau courses such as the Advanced Tactics, Leadership, and 

Skills (ATLaS) course offered through the Foreign Affairs Security Training Center 

(FASTC), a course where attendees receive one week of leadership training during the 

13-week course (US Department of State, 2019d).  

Leadership development is a young field for which a growing amount of 

information is available in the literature, particularly relative to measuring the 

effectiveness of current training programs and especially those development interventions 

provided by government organizations at all levels. Researchers have continuously 

expressed that additional studies are needed for a thorough examination of leadership 

development approaches (Lynham, 2000; O'Connell, 2014). This study contributes to the 

general knowledge about leadership development and human resource development 

practice. 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Within this paper and the knowledge-focused academic literature, some terms are 

defined ambiguously. For the reader’s convenience, the following definitions are 

provided. The author has chosen these definitions based on their applicability to this 

study.  

Diplomatic Security (DS):  A bureau within the Department responsible for 

providing a safe and secure environment for the conduct of U.S. foreign policy. In the 



SPECIAL AGENT LEADERSHIP TRAINING 10 
 

United States, DS investigates passport and visa fraud, conducts personnel security 

investigations, and protects the Secretary of State and high-ranking foreign dignitaries 

and officials visiting the United States (US Department of State, 2019d). 

Foreign Service System (FS): The FS is the principal diplomatic arm of the US 

government, under the aegis of the US Department of State and carries out the foreign 

policy of the United States, represents the US abroad, and aids American citizens abroad. 

In addition, the term Foreign Service also denotes a personnel system within the 

Department with two categories of FS employees, (1) Foreign Service Officers who are 

designated with the two-digit code of FS within the federal pay system and (2) Foreign 

Service Specialists such as DS special agents who are designated with the FP two-digit 

code in the federal pay system. Grade designations such as FS-3 or FP-3 are equivalent 

within the federal pay system (US Department of State, 2020a). 

Foreign Service Institute (FSI): The foreign affairs training provider dedicated to 

ensuring the career-long learning opportunities required for success in today’s global 

arena (US Department of State, 2020b).  

General Schedule (GS): The U.S. Government's General Schedule (GS) pay scale 

and classification system used by the U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) for 

federal employees especially employees in professional, technical, administrative, or 

clerical positions (OPM, 2017b). The system consists of 15 grades, from GS-1, the 

lowest, to GS-15, the highest level. The pay grade above GS-15 is the Senior Executive 

Service (SES), representing leaders in positions just below those requiring Presidential 

appointment (OPM, 2017c). Other pay bands exist within the Federal Government, such 
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as the Federal Wage System, for blue-collar employees paid hourly and the Foreign 

Service System as noted above (OPM, 2017b). 

Leadership and Management School (LMS): A school within FSI that provides 

needs-based leadership and crisis management training to prepare Department personnel 

to face global leadership challenges throughout their careers (US Department of State, 

2020b).  

PT207 Intermediate Leadership Skills: A leadership development course provided 

by LMS for mid-level employees. This course is designed for people at the GS-14 and 

FS-02 level whose authority and influence has expanded with an emphasis on 

recognizing personal strengths and areas for development; identifying and articulating 

important values that guide decision-making; demonstrating self-awareness; and 

effectively self-managing in the midst of assumptions and emotional triggers (US 

Department of State, 2019b). 

Special Agent: Any federal criminal or non-criminal investigator or detective in 

the 1811, 0081, 2501 or similar job series as so titled according to the Office of Personnel 

Management (OPM) handbook (2018). Agents are typically educated to the college 

undergraduate level i.e., attaining a bachelor's degree or equivalent diploma. Such 

persons are usually armed and have the power to arrest and conduct investigations into 

the violation of federal laws (US Department of State, 2019d). 

Methodology Overview 

Pursuing a qualitative phenomenological approach, this study identified the 

elements of the current Department of State formal mid-level leadership course (PT207, 

Intermediate Leadership Skills) that agents retained and applied in their workspaces after 
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completing the course. The phenomenological method of inquiry allowed me to gain a 

detailed, reflective understanding of a phenomenon that extracted the essence of what the 

participants experienced (Richards & Morse, 2013). Through the use of qualitative in-

depth interviews of 13 mid-level FP-2 and FP-3 agents who attended PT207 within the 

last four years, this study explored whether (1) effective transformational leadership 

development emerged from a combination of multiple developmental experiences and/or 

(2) transformational leadership development was unique to the particular mid-level agent 

and should not rest on the use of a single approach for all. 

The primary method of data collection was one-on-one, semi-structured 

interviews using a digital recording device and a pre-established interview protocol with 

open-ended questions; the interviews lasted between 55 and 70 minutes. Due to COVID-

19 health mitigations and restrictions from the University and the Department, all 

interviews were conducted virtually through Microsoft Teams, Zoom, or Skype 

Meetings. An initial list of potential interviewees was developed by the researcher using 

recent registration records for PT207 provided by the DS Training Registrar on agents 

meeting the sample’s demographics. These individuals were contacted separately via 

email to request voluntary, anonymous participation in the research. Data collection 

incurred no cost to the Federal Government, and all interviews were completed during 

off-duty hours for both the investigator and interviewees. The interviews were digitally 

recorded (audio only) with the participants’ permission, professionally transcribed using 

Rev.com, and checked by the researcher to ensure accuracy using handwritten notes 

annotated during the conversations.  
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 As detailed in chapter 3 of this paper, and per the intent of phenomenological 

research, data analysis sought to discover the substance of the participants’ lived 

experiences. Themes were developed using the phenomenological data analysis method 

first introduced by Moustakas and modified by Creswell and Poth (2018). Collected data 

was coded using qualitative data analysis software (NVivo version 1.0, released March 

2020) to reveal patterns in the data and to distinguish categories and subcategories while 

also grouping into primary themes and sub-themes (Babbie, 2017; Saldaña, 2016). 

Interviewee anonymity was maintained using pseudonyms, and all notes and transcripts 

stored on the researcher’s personal computer using password protection. 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Personal Biases 

Qualitative interviewing is susceptible to researcher bias (Creswell & Poth, 2018) 

since the investigator may already hold pre-conceived opinions on the conclusions and 

may guide the subjects’ answers either consciously or unconsciously in a particular 

direction. Unless addressed, this potential researcher bias could cause the study to have 

issues with validity and generalizability if another investigator is not able to replicate the 

findings based on the researcher’s approach and follow-on data analysis. My past 

experiences and beliefs may bias data collection and analysis. However, the researcher 

continuously reflected on how his actions or interpretations influenced the participants 

and the interpretation of the data (J. W. Creswell & J. D. Creswell, 2018). Furthermore, 

the researcher strived to keep the participants’ perspectives and experiences as the focus 

of the study, not on the beliefs that are meaningful to the researcher (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018).  
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It should be noted that I am a senior special agent with the Department of State 

after 22 years of service, and I attended the PT207 course in 2008. None of the 

participants were in my chain of command. While I have my own thoughts about mid-

level leadership training, it was critical for me to scrutinize the data without prejudice or 

prior judgment. Analyzing the data with no preconceptions about existing bias towards 

the current leadership training offered by the Department was difficult but not impossible 

to overcome 

Privacy and confidentiality were the two main ethical concerns for subjects 

involved in this study. The collection of sensitive information about subjects was limited 

to the amount necessary to achieve the aims of the research. Unnecessary sensitive 

information was not collected, and the researcher gave participants the right to review 

and approve direct quotes prior to publication to eliminate any possibility of 

embarrassment to individuals. An additional ethical concern with data collection was 

constructing an interview protocol that encouraged the subjects to freely share their 

opinions without the fear of reprisal and/or embarrassment. These concerns were 

overcome with offers of anonymity and/or confidentiality; a few personal stories that 

identified the participants by placing them in certain places and times and potentially 

recognizable by others were useful as background information but not used in my final 

Dissertation in Practice (DIP) since I did not desire for the agents to be identifiable in any 

way. 

This research was conducted with human subjects and regulatory and ethical 

guidelines were followed both prior to, during, and after the conducted research. Before 

data collection begins, institutional review board (IRB) approval was obtained through 
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the university (Appendix A). To limit privacy concerns and protect the confidentiality of 

participants, this research adhered to the following guidelines: (a) paper-based records 

were kept in a secure location and only made accessible to personnel involved in the 

study; (b) computer-based files were only made available to personnel involved in the 

study through the use of access privileges and passwords; (c) when feasible, subject 

identifiers were removed from study-related information; and (d) audio recordings of 

subjects were immediately transcribed and then destroyed to eliminate audible 

identification of subjects. 

Reflections of the Scholar-Practitioner 

The Department’s success rests on its people – people with the technical skills, 

subject area knowledge, foreign languages, and analytical skills necessary to promote and 

defend America’s vital national interests in an increasingly volatile and complex world. 

The Secretary of State has laid out priorities to strengthen the Department through 

strategic, selective, long-term reforms to the workforce, to our structure and operations, 

by maximizing employee performance, and by accentuating effectiveness, efficiency, and 

accountability (US Department of State, 2016). Leadership is the critical ingredient to 

unleashing workforce talents and driving higher individual performance, which in turn, 

fuels organization performance. It is effective leadership throughout the ranks that 

enables Department employees to operate at peak potential and successfully advance the 

President’s foreign policy agenda. If the Department’s leaders are unable to create an 

environment in which employees operate at peak potential, the Department will not 

succeed. 
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For organizations like the Department which are continuously addressing crises 

foreign and domestic, establishing trust is essential to crisis management or extreme 

project execution because with empowerment, the team can set the priorities instead of 

the supervisor alone and be motivated by a purpose beyond task completion (Bartram & 

Casimir, 2007). However, empowerment also means that the leader needs to be available 

for employees in times of need or supporting an employee with a new idea by rewarding 

risk taking (Colquitt et al., 2007). According to Rogers (2003), when organizations 

attempt changes to organizational culture, the obstacles include lack of mindfulness, 

budget restrictions, and leaders who establish undefined goals that are impossible to 

achieve. Developing transformational leadership in special agents can overcome these 

negative costs by issuing policies that guarantee employees access to professional 

development training beyond job-specific and tradecraft training (Burke, 2018). 

Department senior leaders can also support the new transformational leadership training 

and 360-degree feedback systems by not only guaranteeing budget resources but also 

demonstrate senior-level and institutional support for leadership accountability, including 

communicating directly with all employees from the highest level down of the 

importance of focused leadership development in building or improving the culture of 

trust (Hartnell et al., 2011).  

Throughout a special agent’s education and training evolutions, through formal 

leadership courses from FSI such as the basic and mid-level leadership courses and, if 

fortunate, via a War College or another agency’s leadership school, special agents 

undergo hours of leadership training though none tailored to the DS special agent 

occupational field. However, the Interdisciplinary Leadership Program at Creighton 
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University has exposed me to the fact that there is much more to learn, especially as it 

pertains to becoming a full range transformational leader amidst the different leadership 

styles as experienced in the mid-level ranks of DS. This study was essential for me for 

three reasons. First, the findings from this study can help further the understanding of, as 

well as direct future research on the impact transformational leadership has within DS. 

Second, this study can help inform recommendations for future leadership training 

curriculum if developed within the Bureau for all DS employees. Finally, and perhaps 

most importantly, the study was essential because the researcher did not know what I 

would discover after so many years of anecdotes and third part information from fellow 

agents and other Department employees regarding FSI’s leadership training. This 

phenomenological study helped me to learn how/if transformational leadership manifests 

and appears through the actions and descriptions shared by a small sample of mid-level 

special agents followed by my attempt to communicate this information comprehensively 

and descriptively via this dissertation. In short, as suggested by Moustakas (1994), the 

perceptions of transformational leadership from the agents’ perspectives were my 

primary source of knowledge and this study’s conclusions will assist DS leaders at the 

local and higher levels improve the opportunities (both formal and informal) for 

developing mid-level leaders. 

Summary 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018) suggested that qualitative research projects should 

seek to reform a specific behavior or alter the lives of those participating in the study. 

With this being the case, the researcher attempted to provide a voice for the experiences 

of a small sample of special agents within the Department of State who have attended the 
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PT207 Intermediate Leadership Skills course. To investigate the presented problem 

statement, the researcher utilized a qualitative phenomenological approach to understand 

these effects. As a critical component of professional development, formal leadership 

training should be a part of each organization’s strategic plan. This dissertation in 

practice explored the leadership development as experienced and applied by mid-level 

special agents who attended the PT207 formal course. 

Traditional leadership development programs may not prepare developing leaders 

for the changing workplace especially in organizational models such as the Department 

with its strict hierarchy and a command and control leadership model that impedes 

creativity and collaboration (Getha-Taylor & Morse, 2013). Refined leadership training 

programs that focus on practicing and building interpersonal skills improves the students’ 

self-efficacy (Holladay & Quiñones, 2003) and students with higher self-efficacy also 

appear to gain more benefits from leadership training and then are more likely to use their 

improved people skills on the job (Dierdorff et al., 2010). This study interviewed 13 mid-

level special agents regarding the Department’s leadership current development 

interventions and the investigation provides Department leaders with information about 

the effectiveness of leadership development programs in terms of improving self and 

team efficacies for special agents. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

To assess the effectiveness of Department training for special agents, it was 

necessary to review the historical literature on leadership training and the possible 

relationships between improved interpersonal skills, individual, and team efficacies for 

those individuals who have benefited from formal leadership development programs. 

This review explores published articles that offer results from research on factors 

influencing leadership training and leader styles and behaviors. For the most part, the 

literature describes the positive impact of carefully constructed leadership development 

on leader interpersonal skills based on follower feedback and describes effective leaders 

as those who are able to adapt their respective styles based on workplace situations. This 

synthesis supports a study into the Department’s current leadership development 

interventions and the investigation provides Department leaders with information about 

the effectiveness of leadership development programs in terms of improving individual 

and team efficacies for special agents.  

This chapter provides a review of the literature to support the study. The literature 

establishes the basis for examining the mid-level special agents’ perceptions of the PT207 

Intermediate Leadership course. The literature review initially defines the roles and 

responsibilities of DS special agents followed by how the Department and DS 

characterize leadership by providing principles and tenets. Next, a discussion on 

leadership styles and behaviors is provided, followed by sections defining key leadership 

styles for special agents such as Authentic and Transformational Leadership. Subsequent 

paragraphs explore leadership development and whole person development (Cura 
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Personalis) with sections on how development can support ethical decision-making along 

with identifying development needs in mid-level leaders. Finally, the literature review 

concludes with a discussion on the phenomenological approach of this study and a 

summary. The review of literature helped to determine the relevance of the research topic 

and identifies future research implications in the areas of leadership development for the 

Department of State especially for specialist employees such as DS special agents who 

are not Foreign Service Officers.  

The literature review was constructed using databases within Creighton 

University’s Reinert-Alumni Memorial Library to search for peer-reviewed journals. 

Selected databases included: Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), JSTOR, 

Lexis Nexis Academic, APA PsycINFO, and EBSCO. Search results within each 

database were refined to seek major topics of interest, primarily limited to articles 

concerning leadership development, examinations of Department leadership 

development, full range and transformational leadership, adult learning via knowledge 

transfer, and whole person development. The following review provides a synopsis of 

some of the influences on leaders and leadership training included in the larger study of 

the outcomes of current leadership development interventions for DS special agents.  

Diplomatic Security Special Agents 

DS special agents are federal law enforcement officers with multiple 

responsibilities ranging from providing physical security at American embassies and 

consulates, investigating passport and visa fraud, conducting personnel security 

investigations, and protecting the Secretary of State and high-ranking foreign dignitaries 

and officials visiting the United States (Cullen, 2019). As federal agents, DS special 
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agents represent the United States government, have arrest authority, and conduct 

criminal investigations (Gooch & Williams, 2007). DS special agents experience stressful 

and dangerous situations while performing their responsibilities of applying critical 

investigative strategies and managing safety and security programs around the world 

while also responding to unexpected threats with vigilance and unwavering decision-

making strategies (Hu, 2010). The motto “to protect and serve” is true for the overall law 

enforcement profession (Braga & Weisburd, 2007) and DS special agents often adopt a 

comprehensive approach to manage the requirements of the profession. The unique skills 

of these law enforcement professionals range from investigations and managing cases 

and arrests, to serving as bodyguards and managing wide ranging programs such as 

contract security guards and overseeing construction projects (Cullen, 2019). These 

abilities directly affect the decision-making and leadership skills of DS special agents, 

contributing factors for developing strong interpersonal skills, building teams, and 

leading others while managing relationships.  

Department Leadership Principles and DS Leadership Tenets 

To understand the topic of special agent leadership development, it is important to 

understand how DS characterizes leadership. Colin Powell, who was the first Secretary of 

State to institute mandatory leadership training for the Department based on his 

progressive military leadership development experience, defined leadership “as the art of 

getting people to do more than the science of management says is possible” (Powell, 

2003). Haslam et al. (2011) added that leadership is about influencing others including 

subordinates, peers, and supervisors. The Department of State promotes ten leadership 

and management principles, codified in the Foreign Affairs Manual, which reinforce a 
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theme of how all employees throughout the agency are expected to behave and operate. 

The Department leadership and management principles shown in Figure 1 are to model 

integrity, plan strategically, be decisive and take responsibility, communicate, learn and 

innovate constantly, be self-aware, collaborate, value and develop people, manage 

conflict, and foster resilience (US Department of State, 2018). Diplomatic Security, as 

well as other Department bureaus such as Consular Affairs and Population, Refugees, and 

Migration, have developed their own adapted leadership tenets to specifically address 

their employees’ unique missions and focus areas (US Department of State, 2018). The 

DS leadership tenets were developed in 2014 and codified in the Department’s Foreign 

Affairs Manual (FAM) in 2015 (US Department of State, 2019a). The DS leadership 

tenets are shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1 Department of State Leadership and Management Principles (US Department 
of State, 2018) 

3 FAM 1214 LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLES FOR DEPARTMENT 
EMPLOYEES 

(1)  Model Integrity – Hold yourself and others to the highest standards of conduct, 
performance, and ethics, especially when faced with difficult situations.  Act in the interest 
of and protect the welfare of your team and organization.  Generously share credit for the 
accomplishments of the organization.  Take responsibility for yourself, your resources, 
your decisions, and your action; 

(2)  Plan Strategically – Develop and promote attainable, shared short and long term 
goals with stakeholders for your project, program, team, or organization.  Provide a clear 
focus, establish expectations, give direction, and monitor results.  Seek consensus and 
unified effort by anticipating, preventing, and discouraging counter-productive 
confrontation; 

(3)  Be Decisive and Take Responsibility – Provide clear and concise guidance, 
training, and support, and make effective use of resources.  Grant employees ownership 
over their work.  Take responsibility when mistakes are made and treat them as an 
opportunity to learn.  Formally and informally recognize high quality performance; 

(4)  Communicate – Express yourself clearly and effectively.  Be approachable and listen 
actively.  Offer and solicit constructive feedback from others.  Be cognizant of the morale 
and attitude of your team.  Anticipate varying points of view by soliciting input; 

(5)  Learn and Innovate Constantly – Strive for personal and professional 
improvement.  Display humility by acknowledging shortcomings and working continuously 
to improve your own skills and substantive knowledge.  Foster an environment where fresh 
perspectives are encouraged and new ideas thrive.  Promote a culture of creativity and 
exploration; 

(6)  Be Self-Aware – Be open, sensitive to others, and value diversity.  Be tuned in to the 
overall attitude and morale of the team and be proactive about understanding and 
soliciting varying points of view; 

(7)  Collaborate – Establish constructive working relationships with all mission elements 
to further goals.  Share best practices, quality procedures, and innovative ideas to 
eliminate redundancies and reduce costs.  Create a sense of pride and mutual support 
through openness; 

(8)  Value and Develop People – Empower others by encouraging personal and 
professional development through mentoring, coaching and other opportunities.  Commit 
to developing the next generation.  Cultivate talent to maximize strengths and mitigate 
mission-critical weaknesses; 

(9)  Manage Conflict - Encourage an atmosphere of open dialogue and trust. Embrace 
healthy competition and ideas.  Anticipate, prevent, and discourage counter-productive 
confrontation.  Follow courageously by dissenting respectfully when appropriate; and 

(10) Foster Resilience – Embrace new challenges and learn from them.  Persist in the 
face of adversity.  Take calculated risks, manage pressure, be flexible and acknowledge 
failures.  Show empathy, strength, and encouragement to others in difficult times. 
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Figure 2 Diplomatic Security Leadership Tenets (US Department of State, 2019a) 

 

 

 

12 FAM 021 DIPLOMATIC SECURITY (DS) LEADERSHIP TENETS 

Strong, capable leadership is critical to the success of the Bureau of Diplomatic 
Security (DS) mission of providing a safe and secure environment for the conduct 
of U.S. foreign policy through our protection, criminal, and overseas programs.  As 
a law enforcement and security organization, we manage programs to protect 
personnel, facilities, and information, but we must lead our people.  The DS 
Leadership Tenets establish expectations for all DS employees, regardless of grade 
or position, in pursuit of service to the Department and the Nation: 

(1)  BE COURAGEOUS – Choose the harder right over the easier wrong.  Be brave 
in the face of adversity and danger, making tough decisions when required.  Offer 
constructive dissent and welcome the same from others; 

(2)  LIVE WITH INTEGRITY – Be consistent in thought, word, and action in your 
personal life and professional conduct.  Do what is best for the mission, your 
people, and the organization; 

(3)  LEAD BY EXAMPLE – Commit to excellence.  Be a leader others want to 
follow.  Inspire others and earn their trust by setting the example in all things, 
including your physical readiness and operational skills; 

(4)  DELEGATE AUTHORITY BUT NOT RESPONSIBILITY – Empower others to 
take ownership of their work.  Coach and clarify when needed.  Hold yourself and 
others accountable for success and failure; 

(5)  LEARN CONSTANTLY – Drive improvement through honest, productive 
assessments of individual and team performance.  Cultivate innovation and 
creativity.  Improve your own capabilities, and embrace your role as teacher and 
mentor to others in the organization; 

(6)  BUILD GREAT TEAMS – Focus on the team over the individual.  Recruit the 
right people, train them to a high standard, and foster a sense of pride in the DS 
mission.  Value diversity as essential to our organization.  Take care of your 
people, your family, and yourself; and 

(7)  COMMUNICATE – Communicate a vision of how your organization can most 
effectively contribute to the DS mission.  Clearly define expectations for both 
individuals and the team.  Encourage feedback.  Respect and engage others across 
the broad range of our government, private industry, and international partners. 

 



SPECIAL AGENT LEADERSHIP TRAINING 25 
 

Leadership Styles and Behaviors 

According to Mehra et al. (2006), leaders need to put a priority on identifying the 

proper style of leadership their teams need to function at peak capacity. Not only is 

building trust and encouraging performance a priority of most organizations but leaders 

also need to be clear on goals, vision, and plans for their teams and communicate this 

message clearly and succinctly to their employees. As shared by the authors, when 

leaders are entering the early phases of a strategic plan or making changes, it is 

imperative that communication begin with employees and first level supervisors so 

directions can be implemented early and unintended consequences mitigated. 

Organizations such as the Department can use Mehra et al.’s (2006) findings to develop 

and/or strengthen social networks within business units while also encouraging leadership 

development for all to determine if distributed leadership will work for an identified 

team.  

Harter et al.’s (2002) research focuses on how employee engagement and 

satisfaction affects small group leadership and suggested that leaders should be sensitized 

to the development of a shared personal and organizational visions to increase 

productivity, profit, service quality, and employee satisfaction. Harter et al. (2002) also 

suggested that improved employee engagement, better employee/supervisor relationships, 

and useful feedback programs offer opportunities for businesses to succeed. 

Demonstrating the generalizability of improved employee engagement across a spectrum 

of business categories and organizational sizes, effective leadership and employee 

satisfaction can also be considered as part of a business’ bottom line (Harter et al., 2002). 
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Authentic Leadership  

Authentic leadership is a normative leadership theory that states that leaders are 

exceedingly aware of their inner-selves and have a sincere understanding of their beliefs, 

values, motivations, and morals, and possesses profound self-awareness (Johnson, 2018). 

This self-awareness allows the leader to act in a consistent, ethical manner that creates 

transparency and trust in the work environment. The followers see that the leader is being 

true to herself (authenticity). She treats her subordinates in a respectful and 

compassionate manner. The leader, acting in an ethically consistent fashion, and aware of 

her (and her followers) strengths and weaknesses, develops confident, self-motivated, and 

ethical followers. Ultimately, the followers’ job performance and job satisfaction 

increase. This leader is not only proficient at her job, but also disciplined, ensuring that 

her ideals remain consistent with her personal moral compass. It is interesting to note that 

self-awareness is also a key component in Jesuit theology and its concept of heroic 

leaders; leaders cannot influence or develop followers without a fundamental awareness 

of their own personal desires, values, and beliefs (Lowney, 2005). 

Servant Leadership 

Servant leaders share power amongst their groups, spreading equality and 

autonomy by leading others before caring for themselves. This type of leadership is rare 

today, as people are accustomed to a pyramid style of hierarchical leadership that 

emphasizes the role of power in leadership. Servant leadership works to create standards 

that enforce the importance of caring for one another and putting the needs of others 

before themselves (Johnson, 2018). With the first assumption, ignoring accountability, it 

is assumed that followers may lack accountability and rely on the servant leader to pick 
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up the slack. Contrary to this thought, Smith (2005) suggests servant leadership uncovers 

individual weaknesses and encourages collaboration between team members. Followers 

who perceive their leaders as an active member of the team, instead of a manager of the 

team, generally have increased job satisfaction and performance (Johnson, 2018). 

Leaders who understand the fundamental values of servant leadership recognize that 

there must be balance between meeting the needs of the followers while encouraging 

progression towards organizational goals (Johnson, 2018). Smith (2005) suggests the 

leader’s core personal beliefs, values, and motivations are of the utmost importance 

regarding the structure and success of servant leadership. The final assumption requires 

that leaders must possess high moral character: Johnson (2018) describes servant 

leadership as being centered on altruism. Servant leadership encourages sharing of 

information, delegating authority (in some cases) and equal distribution of rewards. 

Servant leadership requires leaders to be selfless, not selfish.  

Transformational Leadership 

In their study, Pless and Maak (2011) offered similarities between 

transformational and responsible leadership since both types are described as visionaries, 

inspirational, and intellectually stimulating. According to Johnson (2018), 

transformational leaders engage in higher-level moral reasoning, demonstrate greater 

integrity are more successful at leading organizational ethical turnarounds, encourage the 

development of positive ethical climates, institutionalize ethical practices, and foster 

corporate social responsibility. Transformational leaders energize, motivate, inspire, and 

intellectually stimulate their followers (Bass, 1990). These leaders have evidenced their 

effectiveness because they are more creative and encourage others to be creative too 
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(Robbins & Judge, 2018). In general, organizations show better results regarding 

performance when they have transformational leaders. 

As stated by Bass (1990) “transformational leadership should be regarded as an 

art and a science” (p. 30). This type of leadership has been present at various job levels 

and occupations including, school principals, educators, Marine commanders, and 

ministers (Robbins & Judge, 2018). Also, it has been compared with transactional 

leadership and several authors concluded that transformational and transactional 

leadership styles complement each other (Bass, 1990; Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Robbins & 

Judge, 2018). In the words of Robbins and Judge (2015) “if you are a good transactional 

leader but do not have transformational qualities, you’ll likely be only a mediocre leader” 

(p. 201). According to Robbins and Judge (2018), the effects of transformational 

leadership on performance can vary depending on the situation and some elements could 

mediate to its effectiveness.  

Two critical attributes of transformational leadership are enhanced self-awareness 

and self-regulation (Barbuto, 2005), characteristics that align well with the DS 

Leadership Tenets. Avolio & Gardner (2005) note that these two characteristics are also 

the fundamental pillars of authentic leadership and authentic leaders describe themselves 

as possessing greater levels of self-esteem, motivation, and psychological well-being. 

Carr et al. (2015) also argued that enhanced self-awareness and self-regulation lead to 

self-reflection and an understanding of self, a crucial aspect of the authentic leader and 

the DS special agent. Through their optimism and motivation, transformational leaders 

inspire employees to “go beyond the call of duty, foster creative solutions to problems, 
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serve as mentors, create vision, and articulate plans for achieving [their] vision” 

(Vinkenburg et al., 2011, p. 11). 

Responsible Leadership 

Responsible leadership theory is the relational and ethical experience that occurs 

between those who affect and are affected by leadership and have a shared sense of 

purpose when encountering problems and challenges (Pless & Maak, 2011). Furthermore, 

responsible leaders are characterized as individuals who act humanely and morally, 

demonstrate acts of authenticity and integrity, and are attentive to the needs and interest 

of others while harnessing emotional and ethical intelligence when faced with emerging 

dilemmas (Maak & Pless, 2006). Recognizing the value of responsible leadership within 

the auspices of full range leadership allowed the researcher to compare and contrast any 

findings noted in the study with the intention of reflecting on possible recommendations 

for highlighting and growing full range / transformational leader attributes that mid-level 

agents are currently acquiring from present Department leadership training. Because 

interconnections are a leading contributor to global complexities for the Department, 

current leaders must forge trusting connections with multiple stakeholders and consider 

the views and objectives of the partners when undertaking activities and planning 

processes (Freeman et al., 2004). Such actions demonstrate a significant degree of 

responsibility, both inside and outside of the organization for mid-level agents. To 

reemphasize this point, normal special agent/Regional Security Officer operations require 

mid-level agents and their subordinate leaders to build strong relationships with the host 

country law enforcement and security contacts, which calls for agents in leadership 

positions to possess a sense of emotional intelligence (Cullen, 2019). Because of the 
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inclusiveness of responsible leadership theory, this leadership style may assist in 

cultivating emotionally intelligent leaders for the future.  

Leadership Development 

 Leadership development remains a growing field for which a substantial amount 

of information is available in the literature, particularly relative to measuring the 

effectiveness of current training programs in the private sector but research on 

development interventions provided by government organizations at all levels is still an 

area in need of study (Avolio et al., 2010). Researchers continuously express that 

additional studies are needed for a thorough examination of managerial leadership 

development (O'Connell, 2014) and today, there is more pressure than ever to produce 

results with leadership development programs particularly within public institutions due 

to financial constraints (Rainey & Bozeman, 2000). 

Volumes of literature exist on the concept of leadership, and some researchers 

find that leadership development can make a difference if the training or development 

interventions are based on or aligned with the proper motivations, influences, and 

leader/follower relationships (Scaduto et al., 2008; Jensen et al., 2016; Kang & Stewart, 

2007). When it comes to leadership development, many senior leaders are unaware of the 

success or failings of their organization’s management training programs (Rekalde et al., 

2017). To determine if certain types of management training are effective and building 

upon a classic study by Burke and Day (1986), Skylar and Yalcin (2010) apply meta-

analysis techniques to available managerial training and development studies. The 

authors were also curious about the degree in which these management training programs 

are effective and the relative effectiveness of the studied training programs in the 
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achievement of improved managerial skills. While the authors conclude that managerial 

training was moderately effective on average, the realization that most senior leaders are 

not engaged in evaluating the effectiveness of leadership development reinforces the 

importance for leaders to not only support development but also identify ways to measure 

the return on investment in providing the development. 

Developing Conceptual and Interpersonal Leadership Skills 

As part of a leadership development program designed to improve the self and 

team efficacies, Youssef and Luthans (2007) suggest that key elements of positive 

organizational behavior (hope, optimism, and resilience) should be applied during the 

training, which further expanded on conceptual and interpersonal leadership skills. 

Additionally, the organization would also benefit from using short training interventions 

focusing on more rewarding goal setting as well as helping participants work on their 

overall attitude of moving toward positive situations rather than away from those 

situations perceived more negatively (Youssef & Luthans, 2007). 

Traditional leadership development programs may not prepare developing leaders 

for the changing workplace, where familiar organizational models such as a strict 

hierarchy and command and control leadership impede creativity and 

collaboration (Getha-Taylor & Morse, 2013). Refined leadership training programs that 

focus on practicing and building interpersonal skills improves the students’ self-efficacy 

(Holladay & Quiñones, 2003) and students/attendees with higher self-efficacy also 

appear to gain more benefits from leadership training and then are more likely to use their 

improved people skills on the job (Dierdorff et al., 2010). Enhanced or focused leadership 

training can also improve team efficacy by bringing small groups together to work on 
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problem-solving, communication, negotiation, conflict-management, and coaching skills 

together while being aware of group dynamics and encouraging all team members to play 

a leadership role (Dierdorff et al., 2010). 

The research by Jo and Shim (2005) highlight what most leaders already suspect 

in that building trust in team members is positively related to interpersonal 

communications especially between employees and their direct supervisor when the 

supervisor is sharing useful information with other team members. The authors suggest 

that this goodwill built up between employees and supervisors can contribute to a 

positive atmosphere within the organization while also improving the work attitudes held 

by employees with respect to their leaders’ vision and goals. However, Jo and Shim 

(2005) also find that direct, person-to-person communication is one of the best ways to 

build mutual trust between the supervisors and employees since indirect communications 

such as company newsletters did not satisfy the employees’ need for information 

especially when the information or ideas were of a conceptual nature. 

Interpersonal influence is the ability to use communication to positively influence 

others (Barbuto & Moss, 2006). In terms of a leader’s interpersonal skills affecting 

perceived abilities to use communication to influence others, a study by Moss and 

Barbuto (2010) found that leaders with strong interpersonal attributes tend to not only 

influence others in a positive manner but that leaders within an organization who are 

skilled at networking are also more successful based on the study’s skill inventories 

completed by leaders, peers, subordinates, and supervisors.  
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Incorporating Style(s) Into Leadership Development 

Jensen et al (2016) characterizes the distinctions and contrasts the differences 

between transactional and transformational leadership styles, pointing out that while 

some aspects overlap, the overall higher performance of personnel working with 

transformational leaders points to the benefits of the transformational style. As 

individuals rise to higher levels of formal leadership in organizations, many charismatic 

leaders naturally develop a transformational style but the key for success is the ability of 

these leaders to apply transformational tools in leading teams while also staying 

competent in managerial functions, earning the respect and admiration of team members 

(Jensen et al, 2016). Using Bass’ (1990) advice and findings from his well-known article 

on leaders moving away from transactional roles, organizations can integrate and foster 

transformational leadership styles along with managerial prowess via training and other 

incentives to enhance organizational performance, individual knowledge, and managerial 

ability. 

Lorinkova et al. (2013) incorporate theories from other leadership and team 

development literature in an attempt to resolve ambiguities about the benefits of using 

empowering or directive leadership styles in small working groups by focusing on how 

these styles influence team development processes over time. As suggested by the 

authors, a directive style delivers better results than an empowering or collaborative 

approach over the short-term, but the collaborative style produced better results in team 

coordination and higher morale in the workforce over the long-term. The information 

provided by Lorinkova et al. (2013) can be useful for organizational leaders since the 
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trend has been to shift decision-making powers down to the lowest possible level rather 

than hanging onto historical approaches based on rigid hierarchies. 

Barbuto’s (2005) study examines the antecedents or previous events that 

influenced a leader’s behavior in an organization and offered that five sources of work 

motivation (intrinsic process, instrumental, self-concept-external, self-concept internal, 

goal internalization) has a relationship to the leadership behavior styles of laissez-fair, 

transactional, charismatic, and/or transformational the leader decides to use in the 

workplace. The results presented by Barbuto (2005) could be used by organizations and 

human resource professionals to gain insight into individual motivation and their 

relationship to leadership behaviors while also tailoring leadership-training programs to 

develop the author’s sources of work motivation. The data regarding leader motivations 

and its positive relationship to the use of various leadership styles as shared by Barbuto 

(2005) emphasizes the need for organizations to identify both positive and negative 

influences online managers and small group leaders and how these past experiences can 

help to motivate employees. 

Developing Mid-Level Leaders 

The success of the Department rests on people – people with the technical 

abilities, subject area knowledge, and problem-solving skills necessary to promote and 

defend America’s vital national interests in an increasingly volatile and complex world. 

The key to handling complex problems confronting any organization has to do with 

developing people, maintaining ethics and principles, and instilling a higher purpose. 

Being a mid-level Department leader confronted by problems is tough but adhering to 

ethical decision making and using reflection as a development tool for self and others 
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builds character and purposeful perseverance, attributes that the Department can model 

for both employees and outsiders (Hassan et al., 2013). Purposeful perseverance in turn 

makes us more resilient and able to recover from setbacks and address issues as they 

arise, part of a leadership style that produces leaders who can implement theory into 

practice, advocate for sometimes unpopular solutions to problems, and transform not only 

the business unit but also influence the entire organization (Huchting & Bickett, 2013).  

The Power of Development 

A good boss will get a follower promoted but a good leader ensures employees 

are well prepared to succeed at the next level (Bourne, 2011). The best organizations 

create an environment where employees actively engage in their total development and 

equip them with the tools they require to pursue opportunities that not only lead to 

improvements in job skills but also self-directed development that allows personnel to 

pursue their own passions (Avolio & Gardner 2005). Intrinsic motivation is a powerful 

driver for individuals to grow personally and professionally and leaders can create 

supportive conditions such as providing time for purposeful reflection to fuel intrinsic 

motivation among employees (Bass & Avolio, 1994). This implies that employees are not 

simply passive recipients of knowledge; they must also deeply ponder what it means to 

have a substantial degree of ownership over their own learning and development (Park & 

Millora, 2012).  

Leadership is a core value and has been an intricate part of professional 

development in the federal workforce (Majiros, 2013) and utilizing development 

strategies like formal leadership training can help to enhance performance and sustain the 
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workforce during the employee’s tenure whether for a short period or a lengthy career 

with an organization (Giancola et al., 2016).  

Developing the Whole Person - Cura Personalis 

High impact learning organizations are realizing the definitions of employee 

development have changed and organizations should take the next step in their approach 

to leadership development and how they define learning in the workplace by taking a 

whole person approach (Wright et al., 2009). Leading private and public-sector 

organizations practice a continuous approach to learning and leadership development 

with the continuous part implying frequent and ongoing engagement, some of which is 

integrated with the work employees are already doing (Holten et al., 2015). Ongoing 

engagement often requires the participation of employee supervisors and the support of 

senior leaders with classroom-based interventions providing the core interference with 

learning supplemented through informal workshops, peer led reflection, online interactive 

sessions, coaching, and independent or self-directed activities. 

Encouraging mid-level leaders to take the whole person approach to development 

can be collaborative rather than confrontational since most supervisors would take the 

opportunity to develop better leadership skills. As Avolio and Gardner (2005) denote, 

authentic leaders seek to inspire others through their own self-awareness, optimism, and 

full-hearted support for the team, attributes also seen in transformational leaders. As 

Taylor et al. (2007) share, transformational leaders and especially servant leaders display 

a nurturing style since these types of leaders use compassion and caring in developing 

their relationships but also as an encouragement for followers. 
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Knowledge Transfer  

Knowledge transfer is a purposeful process of knowledge sharing between a set of 

people in which the movement of knowledge is unidirectional from one agent to another 

(Ajith Kumar & Ganesh, 2009) and this term is often used to define knowledge sharing at 

group levels. Knowledge is a valuable resource for law enforcement organizations such 

as DS (Zhang et al., 2008) since information stored within DS and the Department is 

valuable and necessary to understand how to operate within the very narrow field of 

diplomatic security while also being a federal agent. The need for mid-level DS special 

agents to be proficient with the management of knowledge is necessary to succeed and 

assimilate to perform their required job duties effectively while also growing as a leader 

(Dean & Gottschalk, 2007). The work of law enforcement is “knowledge-intensive” 

(Dean & Gottschalk, 2007, p. 2). Consequently, the need to manage the sharing of 

knowledge properly is essential for DS special agents to remain safe and appropriately 

manage job responsibilities. 

Constructive Learning for Adults 

The constructive-developmental theory (CDT) in terms of learning (McCauley et 

al., 2006) predicts that a leader's order of development positively influences his or her 

leadership effectiveness and performance. Further, using CDT in regard to adult 

development focuses on the growth and elaboration of a person's ways of understanding 

the self and the world. The qualitative interviews and resulting data analysis for this 

phenomenological study explored how the Department’s leadership current development 

intervention (PT207) is internalized and utilized (if at all) by mid-level special agents 

using constructive development as a perspective.  
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Since the thinking around constructive-developmental is still growing and 

research about the impact of this theory remains in demand, my hope is to add a bit to the 

research with this paper especially in terms of trying to identify any tools the agents use 

or disuse from the PT207 course for those who have attended. There are also many 

questions in the CDT field about what features of common leader development methods 

(e.g., feedback, mentoring, rotational assignments) have the greatest impact on 

developmental movement in addition to trying to understand how do group expectations 

of a leader help or hinder developmental movement.  

Supporting Ethical Decision-Making in Leaders 

The American Academy of Diplomacy’s (2015) report underscores the complex 

international issues that threaten America’s national security and the well-being of the 

American people. However, mid-level Department leaders must also handle internal 

problems that are inherent in all federal workplaces such as being less nimble in the 

ability to hire, promote, reward, take corrective measures, and/or let go of employees 

based on job performance. As a result, supervisors are far more dependent on the abilities 

of current employees and thus motivated to equip the existing workforce with the skills 

necessary to maximize individual performance and improve overall organizational 

efficiencies (Carmeli et al., 2013). This includes dealing with poor performers and being 

ethically assertive by holding individuals accountable for their actions along with 

empowering staff with the courage to speak up during the decision-making process when 

they recognize something is illegal, unethical, immoral, and/or simply bad policy 

(Watson, 2003).  
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As Johnson (2018) shares, being a good leader means taking risks in the name of 

making the organization stronger. Caring and ethical leadership is the critical ingredient 

to unleashing workforce talents and driving higher individual performance, which in turn, 

fuels organization performance (Watson, 2003). 

The Impact of Attitudes and Bias on Leader Behavior 

Marvel (2016) emphasizes that unconscious biases and attitudes held by people 

both within and outside of organizations can have positive and negative influences on 

organizational health and drive the decisions made by senior leaders. Marvel (2016) 

suggests that while public sector senior leaders are fighting an uphill battle in changing 

the public’s perceptions and attitudes regarding government employees, it is still 

worthwhile for leaders and policy makers to try to change negative views to neutral or 

even positive so that both the citizens and the public organizations can be well served. 

Leaders can use Marvel’s (2016) findings to improve citizen and agency relationships, 

gain additional information about customer attitudes, and develop shared personal and 

organizational visions based on customer feedback. 

Earley and Mosakowski’s (2000) study examines the performance outcomes of 

heterogeneous (diverse) and homogeneous (similar) teams who were diverse in terms of 

nationality and how these teams created their own internal cultures, methods, and 

practices to satisfy their work goals. The authors also found that very diverse or hybrid 

teams formed from different nationalities/cultures and very homogeneous teams 

produced the best performance indices while also maintaining high job satisfaction levels. 

The results presented by Earley and Mosakowski (2000) could be used by organizations 

to gain insight into team motivation and how diversity in the workplace is a positive 
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influence on leader behavior. The research can also guide leaders who are organizing 

transnational groups such as the Department in assembling a strong team with the 

realization that while nationality has a strong impact on group dynamics, desirable 

individual traits that are identified and encouraged can override nationalistic feelings. 

Identifying Areas of Need Through Feedback 

One of the ways that senior leaders in the Department could assess current 

leadership training is by soliciting feedback from not only the training attendees but also 

from the followers of those leaders who had attended the training. Judge et al. (2001) 

stress in their meta-analysis of historical research on the relationship between job 

satisfaction and job performance that the best practice in evaluating processes is to test 

and analyze relationships between employee and leader attitudes and behaviors with a 

focus on the linkages between these performance measures. By reinvestigating archived 

data from previous studies, Judge et al. (2001) offer a new examination based on 

historical data that provides a foundation for future research (Harter et al., 2002) and 

provides statistical findings that emphasize the importance of human relationships 

especially leader/subordinate relationships within organizations, no matter the size. 

Leaders and researchers can use Judge et al.’s (2001) results to assess employee attitudes, 

change leadership training to focus on better employee engagement, and develop more 

impactful and meaningful leadership development. 

Stajkovic and Luthans (2001) explain that in the approach of the observational 

behavior modification model, employee feedback should be conveyed in a positive 

manner. They reiterate that the inherent power of feedback lies in the information about 

an employee’s performance and that feedback needs to be both timely and specific. The 
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authors’ analysis includes data suggesting that the most motivational combination was 

performance feedback together with social rewards such as recognition and attention for 

the employee’s good work, efforts, and positive organizational behavior. These social 

rewards gain power not so much from the immediate impact but from the possibility that 

they may lead to additional benefits in the leader/follower relationship. 

Overview of the Phenomenological Approach 

 The phenomenological research approach neither explains cause-and-effect nor 

solves a problem. However, the phenomenological approach provides insight into the 

lived experiences gathered about the phenomenon and provides an opportunity to gather 

the unique perspectives of participants influenced by the experience (Miles et al., 2019). 

The researcher’s interest in the study is an attempt to learn through the lens of mid-level 

DS special agents their leadership experiences after attending the PT207 course. The 

phenomenological approach is the best method to examine the research questions because 

it allowed the participants to share in-depth understanding of their experiences and the 

process encouraged reflection on and the sharing of one’s experience. Overall, the 

premise of the study was to uncover the phenomenon through the experiences of the 

study participants, and this was accomplished through the qualitative phenomenological 

approach. 

Summary 

Whether the result of economic downturns, policy shifts, changes in 

administrations, or merely a lack of understanding of the importance of focused 

leadership training, senior leaders in many organizations question the return on 

investment for developmental interventions (Collins, 2002). As a result, senior executives 
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often must justify the financial contribution of their managerial leadership development 

interventions and explain how the interventions add value to the organization (Aragón-

Sánchez et al., 2003). In the private sector, many companies with extensive training 

budgets do not have a comprehensive approach to tying their training investment to 

bottom-line results (Rowden, 2005). On the positive side, researchers believe that 

significant financial payoffs are found among companies that emphasize training and 

development (Ellinger et al., 2002), and that organizations with stronger learning 

environments demonstrate greater organizational effectiveness (Alvarez et al., 2004), 

positive factors that can also be applied to the government sector.  

The following chapter will discuss the phenomenological research methods this 

study employed to understand the lived leadership experiences of mid-level special 

agents. Participants shared their knowledge concerning their attendance at FSI’s formal 

mid-level leadership course and follow-on experiences (positive or negative) of any 

transformation leadership attributes learned from the FSI course as applied to their work 

units. The results of this dissertation in practice will assist DS and Department leaders 

and the Bureau’s Training Directorate in developing add-on special agent leadership 

training especially in the form of self/remote/distance learning to enhance FSI’s current 

leadership programs. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to identify the 

attributes of the Department’s leadership training course for mid-level special agents 

(PT207, Intermediate Leadership Skills) including the specific follow-on actions 

associated with these attributes that contribute significantly to mid-level special agent 

leadership development. These attributes were explored via the agents’ self-perceptions. 

The phenomenon is that high-quality leadership development programs are responsible 

when attendees (mid-level agents in this case) successfully implement concepts learned 

in training apply to programmatic attributes that contribute significantly to enhancing 

mid-level agent transformational leadership development. The data analysis from the 

interviews revealed the attributes of high-quality leadership programs along with the 

weak features the agents encountered in the formal mid-level leadership course at FSI. 

Several data clusters appeared in my analysis, but I was most interested in identifying (a) 

agents engaged in building and sustaining leadership skills after completing the course; 

(b) agent-centered experiential learning experiences; and (c) research-grounded training 

development and improvements. 

 This section explores the methodology selected for this study, to include a 

detailed explanation of the research design. An explanation of participant recruitment is 

shared, as well as the data collection and analysis tools that were utilized. Further 

information provides the steps needed to gain permission from the Department of State 

and the Bureau of Diplomatic Security to conduct interviews with mid-level special 
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agents. Finally, consideration was given for possible ethical dilemmas during the conduct 

of this research. 

Research Question 

How do special agents describe their experiences after attending the mandated 

mid-level Department of State leadership training intervention at the Foreign Service 

Institute (Course Code PT207)? 

Sub-Question 

How do special agents who have attended the mandated mid-level leadership 

training intervention (PT207) describe how attendance contributed to their 

transformational leadership development? 

Method 

 Pursuing a qualitative phenomenological approach assisted in identifying the 

elements of the current mid-level leadership course (PT207, Intermediate Leadership 

Skills) that agents retain and apply in their workspaces after completing the course. By 

using Creswell and Poth’s (2018) examples, the study augments transformational 

leadership theory by developing insight into how agents retain traits of transformational 

leadership after completing PT207 through in-depth interviews of 13 agents that revealed 

findings (1) effective leadership development emerges from a combination of multiple 

developmental experiences and (2) transformational leadership development is unique to 

the particular student/leader and should not rest on the use of a single approach for all.   

The case study is one of the most common types of qualitative research 

methodology and perhaps the most familiar. For this method, the investigator studies a 

“particular social unit or system,” often observing the participants and phenomenon in 
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their actual setting (Richards & Morse, 2013, p. 76). Creswell (2012) suggests a case 

study approach is best for understanding a phenomenon and the goal of this approach is 

to listen, hear, and understand what the mid-level agents are learning and applying on 

their own terms. Babbie (2017) adds that a case may be an individual, a group, or a social 

phenomenon where the researcher is focused on a specific instance, the defining 

characteristic of qualitative methodology. Additionally, a case study is described as 

bounded or demarcated within a certain time or place (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The 

intent of this qualitative method was to analyze an individual or group within a bounded 

system while allowing for the extrapolation of commonalities from the collected data. 

Therefore, the research for this dissertation in practice used a qualitative 

phenomenological design. A phenomenological study was a better fit since it described 

the lived experiences of the research participants, with the intent to draw meaning and 

commonalities between these shared experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Further, 

the purpose of phenomenological research is to collect and analyze data of a sample’s 

perceptions, behaviors, and knowledge (Roberts, 2010). An analysis of the human 

experience is what makes phenomenological research unique; this method of inquiry, 

according to Creswell and Creswell (2018), reduces “individual experiences with a 

phenomenon to a description of the universal essence (a ‘grasp of the very nature of the 

thing’)” (p. 76).  

Research Design Overview 

The research was conducted through the lens of interpretive paradigms in order to 

better understand the complexity of personnel (agents) learning and applying (if any) the 

leadership skills of improved interpersonal skills, motivating others, teambuilding, and 
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improved oral communication skills after attending the PT207 course. As explained by 

Creswell and Creswell (2018), interpretive paradigms are often combined with social 

constructivism paradigms requiring an understanding of the participants’ view of the 

situation that can be provided with a qualitative study based on a phenomenon and 

conducted to find and interpret the subjective meanings of events (training) or 

interactions (leaders/subordinates), recognizing that each individual has unique and 

varied interpretations. This study operated through observations, interactions, and open-

ended questions that allowed the agents to describe their views.  

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), qualitative phenomenological studies 

are generally focused on social processes or actions and I used this perspective to build 

my data collection protocol. Even though this may run counter to Creswell’s (2016) 

advice, I was comfortable keeping my own perspectives and opinions subsumed as I 

asked a series of open-ended questions of the agents under study since I wanted the 

agents to provide as much information as possible based on their experiences during and 

after the PT207 course. The open-ended interview questions were based on a results 

driven variation of my research question:  Based on agent self-perceptions, did the PT207 

course improve interpersonal skills, the ability to motivate others, and team building? 

Since this was a phenomenological approach, interviewing the sample group of agents as 

themes, processes, and/or propositions were discovered with the help of memoing was an 

appealing way to explore ideas and concepts as they encountered with the additional 

benefit of comparing these same ideas and concepts with many PT207 graduates to 

determine the direction of any developed transformational leadership traits (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018).  
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Participants 

 The population under study was mid-level DS special agents within the FP-2 to 

FP-3 (GS-13 to GS-12 equivalent) pay grades. The study interviewed 13 mid-level agents 

over a period of five weeks, and these were agents who had attended the formal 

leadership training session PT207 within four years of the interview. I contacted the DS 

Training Registrar for the names of all mid-level agents based on the parameters already 

mentioned and then randomly contacted agents from the group with whom I did not hold 

any existing personal or professional bonds and invited them to sit for an interview. As an 

alternative, I also used snowball sampling (Babbie, 2017) at the end of the interviews and 

asked the participants to identify other agents that either attended training with the 

interviewee or knew about agents who attended a FSI leadership course in the previous 

four years.  

The Department’s human resources bureau formally classifies special agents into 

three bands (junior, mid-level, senior) based on their grade (“3 FAH-1 Personnel 

Operations Handbook,” n.d.). Junior agents are in the Foreign Service Specialist (FP) 

grades from FP-7 (the lowest rank) to FP-4, mid-level agents are in grades FP-3 to FP-1, 

and senior or executive level agents are in the Senior Foreign Service (FE) grades of FE-

OC (Counselor) and FE-MC (Minister Counselor; “3 FAH-1 Personnel Operations 

Handbook,” n.d.). The qualitative interviews for this study were restricted to agents in the 

mid-level grades since agents at the FP-4 grade and below (FP-5, FP-6, FP-7) are not yet 

required to attend the Department’s mandatory leadership training course (PT207) until 

they are eligible for promotion to the FP-3 grade, usually once they achieve at least four 

years of service (US Department of State, 2019b). 
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The research used nonprobability, purposeful sampling for participant 

recruitment. Using predetermined characteristics that the researcher felt most represented 

the population being studied, the selection of sample participants was purposeful (Babbie, 

2017). Participants were chosen based on their completion or lack of completion of 

PT207 in the previous four years and limited to mid-level agents in the FP-03 or FP-02 

pay grades. Once a population of names was obtained from the DS Registrar, participants 

were recruited primarily using email and a few telephone calls when potential 

participants had questions about the research. Initially, an email (Appendix B) was sent to 

the individual requesting voluntary participation in academic research. The email 

included the following information: the intent of the study, how their knowledge would 

be used in the research, a copy of the informed consent document and Participant Bill of 

Rights (Appendices C & D), and information concerning who they could contact if they 

had further questions. If the prospective participant did not respond to the email request 

within five business days, the researcher sent a follow up message; however, to respect 

the privacy of the individual, there were no further attempts to solicit participation if 

there were no responses to emails.  

A purposive sample of 15 attendees was determined to be an appropriate cross 

section. Convenience sampling may result in an imperfect sample. However, Creswell 

and Poth (2018) state that it is better for the researcher to gain some access and accept the 

deficiencies of the convenience sample than to insist on a pure theoretical sample and 

lose the opportunity to conduct the research entirely. 
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Research Logistics 

Due to COVID-19 health mitigations and restrictions from the University and the 

Department, all interviews were conducted virtually through Microsoft Teams, Zoom, or 

Skype Meetings from Department of State facilities in either the Washington, DC area or 

the researcher’s place of work, the Foreign Affairs Security Training Center (FASTC) 

near Blackstone, Virginia. Selection of the particular virtual interview platform (Teams, 

Zoom, Skype) was up to the interviewee based on their familiarity and comfortableness 

in using a virtual connection and the researcher also offered to conduct interviews via 

Cisco Webex and Apple FaceTime but neither Webex nor FaceTime were chosen by any 

participant. The sample size initially consisted of 32 potential participants. While 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested a phenomenology’s sample size usually consists 

of three to 10 participants, this study utilized 13 participants to ensure saturation of the 

data. 

 To protect the privacy of the study’s involved personnel, DS required the 

completion of a few administrative tasks to ascertain the necessity and purpose of all 

proposed research. These tasks included receiving permission from the researcher’s chain 

of command within the Training Directorate, consisting of the FASTC Office Director 

and the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Training (Appendix E). Further, the research 

proposal and completed dissertation was submitted to the Bureau’s Public Affairs office 

for approval and routing to DS senior leadership. 

Data Collection 

 This section describes the qualitative data collection procedures undertaken to 

gain insight into the possible strengths and weaknesses of current Department mandatory 
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leadership training based on the feedback of mid-level agents. The interview is the most 

important data collection tool for the phenomenological researcher. The intent of 

phenomenology was to explore the lived experiences of the participants from their unique 

perspective, and this is was accomplished through semi-structured, one-on-one interviews 

using general questions to ascertain a complete understanding of the phenomena 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Roberts, 2010). By using the open-ended questions and 

prompts in the 20-question interview protocol found in Appendix F, the interviews of 

each agent took approximately one hour. The meaning each special agent relates to their 

leadership training experiences and how they interpret these experiences could not be 

expressed through quantitative means (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). The Participant 

Informed Consent Form and Participant Bill of Rights are provided in Appendices C and 

D. The documents were provided to the participants prior to engaging in the study and 

contains two main parts: a) information about the study, and b) what was expected from 

participants and documentation that participation was voluntary. The primary 

components of the informed consent document and bill of rights include: the researcher’s 

and sponsoring institution’s names, the purpose of the research, how participating will 

potentially improve the study, identification of any potential risks, notice of 

confidentiality, a notice of voluntary withdrawal at any time, and who may be contacted 

for any questions (Roberts, 2010). 

Data Collection Procedures 

 The researcher conducted qualitative virtual one-on-one interviews (Leech, 2002) 

and before each interview, participants were asked again if they agreed to the interview 

while going over the Informed Consent Form and Participant Bill of Rights. The subjects 
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were asked if the substantive portion of the interview protocol, i.e., the questions 

pertaining to the leadership training could be audio recorded. After offering 

confidentiality and anonymity to the subjects as suggested by Babbie (2017) as a best 

practice, the researcher first collected the biographical data before the start of each 

interview and explained to the subjects that this identifying information and the audio 

recordings would be destroyed once the interviews were transcribed and coded. 

Semi-structured qualitative interviewing using open-ended questions (Leech, 

2002) as noted on the interview protocol (see Appendix F) were the primary method used 

for data collection as well as observations made and noted by the researcher during the 

interviews. The subjects were asked a series of open-ended questions pertaining to their 

most recent experiences with Department leadership training with specific questions used 

to solicit their opinions on the quality of instruction, effectiveness of instructors, 

positives, and negatives of the training, subjects’ interactions with others in the training, 

and use of training materials. Notes were taken during the interviews, expanded upon 

after the interviews to both record observations, and crosschecked with the professionally 

produced transcripts from a commercial vendor. The recorded portions of all interviews 

were transcribed verbatim by Rev.com to include filler words (i.e., um, uh), timestamped 

every 30 seconds, and participant pseudonyms were used in the transcripts to maintain 

confidentiality per the researcher’s guidance (Babbie, 2017). Rev.com is an internet-

based company that transcribes digital and audio recordings or for a pre-determined fee. 

Specifically, Rev.com charges $1.25 per digital recording minute, with a claimed 99% 

accuracy rate (Rev.com, 2020). Transcribed files were not shared with any other 

individual, and the data files retained by Rev.com will be destroyed at the researcher’s 



SPECIAL AGENT LEADERSHIP TRAINING 52 
 

request (Rev.com, 2020). Transcribed files were verified against the recorded interviews 

to ensure accuracy and then uploaded to qualitative data analysis software (NVivo 1.0) 

for theme analysis. 

Data Collection Tools 

As part of the observations and interviews, the researcher used the memoing 

process as described by Creswell and Creswell (2018) to ensure that both the notes taken 

during the interviews and the review of the transcripts were consistent. Memoing is a 

unique term used by qualitative researchers to define a process of reviewing notes, 

collecting thoughts, identifying emerging themes, and capturing changes in the research 

as it evolves (Birks et al., 2008). The purpose of memoing is to capture the experience of 

the interaction including any nonverbal cues that would be missed during a transcription 

review, the impressions of the interviewee, and the reflections of the reviewer. The 

memoing process helped to capture emergent themes from the data and refocused the 

directions of subsequent agent interviews. Memoing is also part of the process of 

establishing validation in phenomenological studies (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Intuition was another aspect of this phenomenological research (Moustakas, 

1994). Through intuition, the researcher obtained an appreciation for the noted 

experience while refraining from making judgments (Moustakas, 1994). This act of 

suppression is also known as epoché with Faÿ & Riot (2007) referring to epoché as the 

temporary suspension of personal biases, beliefs, preconditions, or assumptions, all for 

the purpose of gaining a pure and unencumbered vision of what primarily happened to 

participants. 
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Data Analysis 

Immediately after each interview, the researcher expanded upon the notes taken 

during the sessions to record the atmosphere of the conversations, body language of the 

subjects, demeanor of the subjects, venues, and if anything unusual occurred e.g., phone 

calls, knocks on the door, lost video or audio connections, etc. (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). After receiving the session transcripts, these documents were compared to the 

interview notes to check for accuracy and minor corrections made. The researcher then 

conducted hand coding of each transcript in search of repeated terms, phrases, and/or 

meaning in the subjects’ answers (Saldaña, 2016).  

Following the advice of Saldaña (2016), after the initial hand coding and 

organizing some basic nodes with such terms as ‘management versus leadership training’, 

‘group dynamics’, ‘attendee differences’, and ‘leadership styles’, the data was then 

uploaded into the analytical program NVivo 1.0 to collect further insights into this 

limited amount of data. Heeding the instructions of the QSR International website 

(“NVivo: Get started,” n.d.), the researcher reviewed the transcripts again and began 

coding in much the same way as mentioned above. However, after discovering a few 

terms or phrase that may be applicable to leadership training, terms such as ‘networking’ 

and ‘awareness,’ these terms were also saved as nodes and search queries were conducted 

for the same or similar terms in the second transcript. If matches or near matches were 

found to such terms as ‘workplace experiences’ then all the results were collected into 

this particular node, saved, and a file created so the researcher could explore all the 

possible data connections and frequency in the interview documents. After visualizing the 
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connections, the researcher then documented the results in notes for later investigation 

into possible themes (Saldaña, 2016). 

Data analysis primarily focused on the variables that the Department’s leadership 

school seeks to improve e.g., better communications between leaders and subordinates, 

increased self-confidence in addressing common problems in the workplace, 

teambuilding, self-awareness, and motivating others. In addition, I was able to initially 

hand code the data produced from the qualitative interviews to identify basic concepts 

and categories in the data, which I then color coded with the assistance of NVivo 1.0.  

Second, I used axial coding available in NVivo 1.0 to refine and highlight the terms and 

phrases identified in the hand coding. This caused some data to be re-coded into 

dissimilar categories which I highlighted with various markers. Third, I used NVivo 1.0 

to convert these categories into displays that showed the connections in the data, which 

were placed into themes. Discovering the substance of the interviewees’ experiences 

utilized Creswell and Poth’s (2018) recommendation for data analysis in 

phenomenological research, a methodological approach advanced by Moustakas, and 

coding methodologies as clearly described by Saldaña (2016).  

The following detailed steps were used for data analyzation: 

1. Using analytical memoing, the researcher reflected on the firsthand 

experiences he had with the phenomenon. This step focused attention on the 

sample participants by acknowledging and then setting aside, as much as 

possible, the researcher’s prior experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

2. Participant interviews, transcribed by Rev.com, were compared to the digital 

recordings to ensure accuracy of the transcripts and uploaded to the data 
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analysis software NVivo 1.0. This served as a first reading of the transcribed 

interviews and supply a general understanding of the shared experiences of 

the participants.  

3. Next, the researcher reviewed each individual transcript and coded shared 

words or phrases to link ideas into more detailed themes. This step consisted 

of two separate coding cycles as described below. 

a. During the first cycle coding, the data was analyzed using a priori 

(predetermined), in vivo, and emergent (exploratory) coding, focusing 

on the intent of the research as derived from the research question and 

sub-question (Saldaña, 2016). 

b. After the first coding cycle, the researcher consulted with the 

dissertation chair and 2nd committee member to evaluate the coding 

process and focus the researcher on trends conducive to discovering 

themes through qualitative data analysis. 

4. Meaningful, significant statements were clustered into larger units, “called 

‘meaning units’ or themes” and themes with “nonrepetitive, nonoverlapping 

statements” of equal worth that focused on the lived experiences of the 

participants and the research topic (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 193).  

5. Organized by these themes, the researcher produced a narrative of “’what’” 

the participants experienced, termed a “‘textural description’ of the 

experiences” with use of verbatim examples from the interview transcripts if 

allowed by participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 193). This process is 

also termed thematic analysis in qualitative methods, where an analysis of 
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“what is spoken or written” during the interviews is examined (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018, p. 191).  

6. The narrative discussing what the participants experienced was aggregated 

into a “description of ‘how’ the experience happened…called a ‘structural 

description’” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 193). This required the 

researcher to analyze and use critical thinking to reflect on how the participant 

experienced the phenomenon.  

7. Lastly, the culmination of the phenomenological method required a detailed 

description of the essence of the participants’ experiences incorporating what 

was experienced and how they experienced it.  

The intent of analyzing the phenomenon of the agents’ experiences was to provide 

a descriptive narrative of the training as well as agent insights up to four years after 

training about possible improvements to the leadership training delivery methods, 

identifying aspects of the training having practical applications, and any improvement in 

the agents’ confidence levels in applying the concepts presented in the training (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018). This data answers the research question about how current 

Department of State mandated leadership training interventions improve or do not 

improve leadership skills for mid-level agents.  

Methodological Integrity 

The literature presents many methods that qualitative researchers can use to 

validate their studies (Golafshani, 2003; Ritchie et al., 2014). The goal of these methods 

is to ensure that the researcher validates the process, not that the researcher obtains a 

predetermined result (Creswell, 2012). To ensure a rigorous study, the researcher 
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examined several available methods starting with Whittemore et al.’s (2001) outline of 29 

techniques built around general groups of “Design Consideration, Data Generating, 

Analytic, and Presentation” (p. 533) that qualitative researchers can use to establish 

validity. Creswell (2012) acknowledges the importance and validity of these techniques 

but suggests that they can be narrowed down to eight while Creswell and Miller (2000) 

further recommend that a researcher need only strive to use two of those eight when 

establishing validity. 

Research that uses subjective observations and conclusions, which are potentially 

biased, need to have plans in place to address these concerns. These pitfalls are a major 

criticism of qualitative studies due to their subjective and interpretive nature and the 

methods researchers use to establish reliability and validity is critical for good qualitative 

research. Using Babbie (2017) and others as guides, data validation procedures were 

planned to establish measures to ensure objectivity and believability in the research. 

“Validity,” according to Roberts (2010), “is the degree to which your instrument truly 

measures what it purports to measure” (p. 151). Validity is frequently referred to in 

quantitative methodology; in qualitative research, however, validity is often specified as 

trustworthiness (Roberts, 2010). Without establishing trustworthiness in one’s qualitative 

research, the reader may interpret suggestive and comprehensive data as incomplete or 

simply wrong (Murnane, 2008). The researcher’s personal biases may skew data analysis 

towards unintentional conclusions, or events may be interpreted incorrectly due to 

lackadaisical research (termed a holistic fallacy) (Miles et al., 2019).  

 To establish trustworthiness in this study, the researcher used interrater reliability 

as a form of validation to measure consistency between the investigator (rater) and an 
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expert and this is especially critical in instruments with open-ended questions such as this 

study (Roberts, 2010). Specifically, the researcher asked for the professional advice of 

experts (dissertation chair and/or 2nd committee member) to check the researcher’s 

interpretations of the data and the validity of the interview protocol as a credible 

instrument. Creswell and Creswell (2018) note that interrater reliability may also be 

termed peer review or debriefing, especially when referring to qualitative research. 

Nevertheless, the intent is still to request an unbiased, professional opinions concerning 

the collection and analysis of data.  

 Miles et al. (2019) state that study participants are “bound to know more than the 

researcher ever will about the realities under investigation” (p. 309). Thus, the use of 

member checking was another method to determine the trustworthiness of the research. 

Member checking allowed participants to supply feedback on conclusions and 

interpretations drawn from data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Feedback was 

requested from four participants from different work units after the final analysis of the 

data. This allowed the researcher to have a better understanding of the subject and 

allowed the selected participants to focus on the main ideas and causal interpretations of 

the data (Murnane, 2008). 

 Finally, credibility was established by reporting data that does not conform to the 

researcher’s hypothesis or initial conclusions. Creswell (2012) describes this method as 

negative case analysis, while Miles et al. (2013) refers to the researcher seeking negative 

evidence, outliers, or rival explanations. The purpose of these trust-building activities was 

for the researcher to remain unbiased during the investigation and to provide the reader 

with an honest, realistic assessment (Creswell, 2012). 
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Ethical Considerations 

Privacy and confidentiality were the two main ethical concerns for subjects 

involved in this study. Creswell and Creswell (2018), in their discussion on ethics, 

showed that ethical considerations apply to all research stages: prior to the study, 

beginning the study, collecting data, analyzing data, and reporting/sharing the 

information. While no two researchers may share the same definition of ethics, there is 

concurrence among professional organizations that all study participants should be 

treated with compassion and dignity (Roberts, 2010). The collection of sensitive 

information about subjects was limited to the amount necessary to achieve the aims of the 

research. Unnecessary sensitive information was not collected, and the researcher gave 

participants the right to review and approve direct quotes prior to publication to eliminate 

any possibility of embarrassment to individuals. An added ethical concern with data 

collection was constructing an interview protocol that encouraged the subjects to freely 

share their opinions without the fear of reprisal and/or embarrassment. While this may be 

overcome with offers of anonymity and/or confidentiality, personal stories that identified 

possibly the participants by placing them in certain places and times recognizable by 

others were useful as background information but not usable in the final dissertation since 

the researcher did not desire for the agents to be identifiable in any way. 

This research was conducted with human subjects and regulatory and ethical 

issues were considered prior to any research being conducted. Before data collection 

began, institutional review board (IRB) approval was obtained through Creighton’s IRB 

consent (Appendix A) as an exempt study on August 26, 2020. To limit privacy concerns 

and protect the confidentiality of participants, this research adhered to the following 
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guidelines: (a) paper-based records were kept in a secure location and only made 

accessible to personnel involved in the study; (b) computer-based files were only made 

available to personnel involved in the study through the use of access privileges and 

passwords; (c) when feasible, subject identifiers were removed from study-related 

information; and (d) audio and video recordings of subjects were immediately transcribed 

and then destroyed to eliminate audible and visual identification of subjects. 

For this research, there were some other ethical considerations. First, permission 

to conduct research with DS special agents required agreement from gatekeepers: The 

Bureau’s Office of Public Affairs (the designated clearance office for outside of DS 

publications such as a dissertation) and the researcher’s chain of command. Gatekeepers 

are individuals within a proposed research site that grant permission to conduct research 

and have an interest in protecting the organization and employees (Roberts, 2010). The 

intent of the Bureau’s administrative vetting process is to ensure special agents are not 

pressured into research participation and their personal information remains confidential 

(Roberts, 2010). Second, it was critical to not lead study participants during interviews. 

While every researcher certainly desires their hypothesis or research question to be 

validated, an honest interpretation of the collected data supports the study’s academic 

integrity. Understanding and interpreting the unique perspective of each participants’ 

lived experiences required active listening and critical thinking. Active listening induced 

the researcher to listen without simultaneously crafting a rebuttal or planning too far 

forward for the next question. Questions were asked without leading participants to 

answer in a manner that validated the research questions or hypotheses. Additionally, 

non-verbal cues, such as eye-rolling, sighing, or shaking one’s head, were minimized as 
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these can influence participant responses to support what they believe the interviewer 

desires to hear or changes how subjects answer the question. Qualitative researchers, 

therefore, may inadvertently skew data to meet the needs of the research question. Often 

this misinterpretation of the information is unintentional, but it highlights the need for 

validation of the research, particularly from peer review, triangulation, or participant 

feedback.  

Potential Researcher Bias 

As per Roberts’ (2010) suggestions for controlling for and acknowledging any 

potential researcher bias, I followed my protocol diligently while recognizing, with the 

assistance of qualitative data analysis software if I placed too much emphasis on certain 

words or codes that adhered too closely with my preconceived notions about the study’s 

outcomes. I also asked the members of my committee to spot check some of my analysis 

to determine if researcher bias was present in my coding and adjusted my analysis 

accordingly. Qualitative interviewing is susceptible to researcher bias (Creswell & Poth, 

2018) since the investigator may already hold pre-conceived opinions on the conclusions 

and may guide the subjects’ answers either consciously or unconsciously in a particular 

direction. Unless addressed, this potential researcher bias can cause the study to have 

issues with validity and generalizability if another investigator is not able to replicate the 

findings based on the researcher’s approach and follow-on data analysis. The researcher’s 

past experiences and beliefs may bias data collection and analysis. However, with 

reflexivity the researcher continuously reflected on how his actions or interpretations 

could influence the participants and the interpretation of the data (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Furthermore, the researcher endeavored to keep the participants’ perspectives and 
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experiences as the focus of the study, not on the beliefs that are meaningful to him 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Summary 

 Given the challenges that increased criminal and terrorist enterprises impose on 

DS special agents' leadership, the study analyzed the perceptions held by mid-level 

agents regarding any transformational leadership attributes they obtained through the 

PT207 course, through on the job experiences, or both. Qualitative studies share several 

characteristics: data is collected in the participants’ natural setting or as close as possible 

considering COVID-19 restrictions, the researcher is the primary individual collecting 

data, and the research frequently has multiple sources of data for analysis. Further, the 

phenomenological researcher seeks to create a holistic account of the phenomena, often 

based on the lived experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2014). Unlike quantitative 

research where the researcher does not interact with participants, the phenomenological 

researcher becomes a participant, and the participants become co-researchers, in order for 

the researcher to truly understand the study’s phenomenon (Chun, 2013). 

Due to the interactions of the researcher with the participants, several factors 

may skew data collection and analysis. Researcher personal bias, for instance, may lead 

to incorrect data analysis or even negatively influence sample participants to behave or 

speak in a disingenuous manner (Miles et al, 2013). Validation methods, to include expert 

and member checking, were used in this study to ensure trustworthiness and credibility. 

Most importantly, permission to conduct research with DS special agents was solicited 

through the proper gatekeepers within the researcher’s organization. 

The phenomenological qualitative method was used to explore the lived 
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experiences of 13 mid-level special agents stationed domestically and abroad. Sample 

members were voluntarily solicited to participate in the study through email or telephone; 

data was collected using the (virtual) interview method and recorded through digital 

means. Data was analyzed with the assistance of the NVivo 1.0 qualitative data software, 

and themes were generated using Creswell and Poth’s (2013) modification of 

Moustakas’s method and through analytical coding as described by Saldana (2016). As 

always, the protection of the participants, to include the confidentiality of their remarks 

and personal data, was foremost during all aspects of data collection. 

Every researcher enters their investigation with certain beliefs, biases and 

assumptions which is not necessarily a negative condition in the phenomenological 

approach (Vagle, 2018). It is important that the researcher be aware of their own biases, 

beliefs, and assumptions, and when these intrude upon the analysis, it must be identified 

as such. Vagle (2018) supplies a definition of phenomenological research as a concept or 

framework that provides methodological tools while the investigator systematically 

gathers and analyzes data. The phenomenological framework of how mid-level agents 

describe particular leadership training deliverables such as team building and 

interpersonal skills and effectively apply those deliverables from the classroom to the 

workspace matches this definition.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The following chapter describes the research findings based upon 13 one-on-one 

interviews with mid-level Diplomatic Security special agents. Included is a reintroduction 

to the purpose and aim of the study, followed by a brief description of the sample’s 

demographics. Next, an explanation of the coding analysis is discussed. Finally, the 

findings are examined through the primary themes discovered during the coding process.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to identify the 

attributes of the Department’s leadership training course for mid-level special agents 

(PT207, Intermediate Leadership Skills) including the specific follow-on actions 

associated with these attributes that contribute significantly to mid-level special agent 

leadership development. These attributes were explored via the agents’ self-perceptions.  

Research Question 

How do special agents describe their experiences after attending the mandated 

mid-level Department of State leadership training intervention at the Foreign Service 

Institute (Course Code PT207)? 

Sub-Question 

How do special agents who have attended the mandated mid-level leadership 

training intervention (PT207) describe how attendance contributed to their 

transformational leadership development? 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to provide Department human resource practitioners 

and senior leaders with information regarding the effectiveness of formal leadership 

development programs for agents and identified weak and strong areas of current 

leadership training programs of study. The results of this phenomenological study may be 

used to improve existing, formal leadership development programs for special agents or 

expand leadership development modules contained within organic Bureau courses such 

as the Advanced Tactics, Leadership, and Skills (ATLaS) course offered through the 

Foreign Affairs Security Training Center (FASTC), a course where attendees receive one 

week of leadership training during the 13-week course (US Department of State, 2019d).  

Participant Demographics 
 
The demographics of the sample population are intentionally vague to ensure 

interviewee anonymity; as most of the interviewees were in supervisory and/or leadership 

positions, no information about their job title or duties is provided. Additionally, due to 

the small number of participants in the study, pseudonyms are used to further protect the 

participants’ identities. The sample consisted of 32 potential interview participants; 15 of 

whom initially agreed to be interviewed and of these 15 individuals, 13 were interviewed, 

and the other two later declined to take part. The average time in US Government service 

for the group was 14 years with 156 total years of special agent experience. The sample 

had a median of two years’ experience in their current assignment as supervisors with an 

average of six direct reports.  
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Data Collection and Analysis 

Data Collection  

The primary method of data collection was one-on-one, semi-structured 

interviews using a pre-established interview protocol with open-ended questions and the 

interviews lasted between 55 and 70 minutes. An initial list of 32 potential interviewees 

was developed by the researcher using registration records for PT207 provided by the DS 

Training Registrar on agents meeting the sample’s demographics. Twenty of these 

individuals, chosen at random, were individually contacted via email to request 

voluntary, anonymous participation in the research and 15 (47% and 75% respectively of 

the population) initially responded with a desire to be interviewed. Data collection 

incurred no cost to the Federal Government, and all interviews were conducted during 

off-duty time for both the interviewer and interviewees. It took five weeks to solicit 

interviewee involvement and conduct the interviews. The interviews were digitally 

recorded (audio only) with the participants’ permission, professionally transcribed using 

Rev.com, and proofed by the researcher to ensure accuracy using handwritten notes 

annotated during the conversations. 

After initial hand coding of the interview transcripts, the researcher used the 

qualitative data analysis software NVivo 1.0, to sort, arrange, and further code the data. 

There were as many commonalities among the collected data and some differences. 

Overall, interviewees were in agreement that the PT207 course was beneficial and worth 

the participant’s attendance but for special agents, adjunct or earlier 

leadership/management training is needed before an agent’s first overseas tour. 
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Conversely, there was not agreement if the PT207 course had any affect or influence in 

aiding agents in recognizing or developing leadership styles. 

Data Analysis  

As previously described in the methodology section, two coding cycles were 

conducted. The analysis of each cycle focused on answering the research question; this 

ensured the researcher was anchored to the phenomenon being explored and helped 

organize the researcher’s thoughts to discover key data points (Center for Evaluation and 

Research, 2012). The first coding cycle used an amalgamation of a priori (previously 

determined), in vivo (literal coding), and emergent (unexpected) coding to establish 

patterns and meaningful statements in the data (Saldana, 2016). For example, a priori 

coding included formal Department leadership training participation and networking 

during PT207 to organize data previously determined to be crucial to analyzing the 

interviewees’ experiences. In vivo coding included key remarks or ideas from the 

participants, such as the notion of being “unprepared to supervise others” after arriving at 

an initial overseas assignment. Finally, emergent codes were those discovered during the 

course of the first several readings of the transcripts, and comprised unexpected findings, 

such as positive perceptions of FSI leadership training and the explorations of emotional 

intelligence during the PT207 course. After refamiliarizing myself with each transcript 

and discussing the initial coding results with my dissertation committee members, I 

conducted second cycle coding. This cycle used a combination of emotion and value 

coding to further refine the coding process and create themes from the data key to the 

phenomenological method. Understanding the unique insights of leadership development 

for DS special agents required the researcher to focus on the “inner cognitive systems of 
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the participants” (Saldana, 2016, p. 124). Perceptions of fairness and equality are critical 

aspects of being engaged. Thus, emotion and value coding allowed the researcher to 

assign codes to data representing the interviewees’ “feelings,…integrated value, attitude, 

and belief systems at work” (Saldana, 2016, p. 124).  

Findings 

 Discovered Themes  

The study’s findings reflect five major themes discovered during the coding and 

analysis process. These themes gather the story of the leadership training perceptions of 

the participants and assist in explaining their lived experiences. The themes are: PT207 

mid-level leadership training description and definition, perception of the PT207 course 

and leadership styles, leadership training needs based on workplace experiences, 

perceptions of management versus leadership training, and improving leadership training 

for all agents. Displayed in Figure 3 is the interrelationship of the five themes to the 

phenomenon being studied, the description of mid-level Department of State leadership 

training experiences for DS special agents.  
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Figure 3. Phenomenon and Theme Interrelationships 

 

The arrows connecting the vertically displayed boxes show the one-way, linear 

relationship of the two themes. For example, on the left side of the figure, the 

participant’s perception of management training as compared or contrasted to leadership 

training is grounded in the interviewee’s definition of what elements constitute leadership 

training versus a training about managerial skills. Further, as depicted on the right portion 

of Figure 1, the participant’s perception of the influence the PT207 has on leadership 

styles such as authentic or transformational leadership, is influenced by their perceptions 

of leadership training based on their workplace experiences. These perceptions affect 

their opinions concerning the usefulness of the PT207 course for mid-level agents. 

Overall, the description of their mid-level leadership training experiences is composed of 
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both the theme Perceptions of management versus leadership training and the theme 

Perceptions of the PT207 course on leadership styles. The theme Improving leadership 

training for all agents is displayed with a dotted line between itself and the research 

phenomenon. The relationship is not directional, and the theme does not contribute 

directly to the participants’ description of their experiences in the PT207 course. Rather, 

the theme provides interviewee suggestions for adjusting or adding leadership training for 

agents based on career experiences. 

Theme 1: Leadership Training Description and Definition 

The first theme examined the participants’ definition of leadership training and 

assessed their perceptions of what leadership training entails especially with regard to the 

PT207 course for mid-level employees. The participants supplied their perceptions of 

their attendance in the one-week PT207 course while highlighting key takeaways from 

the course and also identifying course subjects that they felt applied to their roles as 

special agents. Most interviewees enjoyed the one-week course overall and reinforced the 

Department’s view to make PT207 mandatory for all mid-level employees while also 

having positive attitudes towards the diversity of the course attendees from various 

specialties/occupational fields within the Foreign Service and Civil Service. Karl, an 

agent with 12 years of federal service stated that the PT207 course “opened my eyes to 

other offices that I didn't even necessarily knew existed. And that quite frankly now 

benefit my job, understanding how those offices operate within the Department.” 

Further, a critical component of the participant’s views centered around varying 

definitions of leadership as a whole and specifically for the role leadership plays for 
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special agents. Marie offered her definition of leadership based on 15 years of service 

with most of her career spent overseas:  

Leadership across the board is still leadership, whether you're a DS agent or an 

ambassador, a Deputy Chief of Mission, or a CEO. The basic core concepts of 

leadership move across the board. It's just how you implement them. And I 

thought this course was particularly good because I have had different types of 

leadership courses in the past and I might remember one or two things from each 

leadership course, go out to the field to practice it, amend it, review it. This course 

allowed me a lot of time to go back and think of good and bad that we've 

experienced and to extrapolate certain things that we want to incorporate into our 

leadership style now and practice it in class with feedback from others [course 

attendees]. In addition to that, because the concepts of the course were geared at 

higher level leadership, it allowed us to learn from specific case examples, even 

though they [the examples] were in civilian corporations.  

Many of the interviewees noted several positive leadership training attributes 

covered in the training such as workplace issues while the course contained 

understandable concepts, provided a foundation of rules and regulations, and encouraged 

attendee participation. “The course,” stated Claire, “was a super helpful exercise for 

brainstorming and problem-solving situations that might come up in the office.” 

Moreover, participants mostly had a positive experience with the PT207 course even 

though some were initially reluctant to attend based on the training’s “hallway 

reputation.”  
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Baker added that the “course was interesting, and I remember distinctly getting, 

what I call tools for the toolbox because of personalities and unique experiences [from 

course attendees] with subordinates, how they handled situations well or not well.” Most 

participants viewed the PT207 course as specifically helpful in their professional 

development, aided in setting career goals, met training requirements, and improving 

some management proficiency in their post-training assignments. Conversely, some 

interviewees defined the PT207 course as not meaningful and they could not recall few if 

any key takeaways from the course beyond covering “difficult employee” scenarios 

during the week and/or were surprised that part of the course was spent of on 

psychosocial skills, such as intellectual and emotional maturity.  

The majority of interviewees recommended that all mid-level special agents and 

especially agents who are supervisors attend formal leadership training such as the PT207 

course since many perceived the course to highlight skills such as mentoring, 

peer/follower/supervisor feedback, and reflection concerning on-the-job experiences used 

to reinforce the training. Roger described the course as valuable “in understanding where 

the rest of the Foreign Service is coming from, when others [besides agents] have 

expectations for what leadership is.” Several participants raised the role of leaders in 

building trust relationships and having individualized consideration for employees to help 

shorten the hierarchical distance between managers and followers especially as it pertains 

to communication. For Sam, leadership training should show “me how as a supervisor 

communication is critical because there's different forms of communication with various 

groups and audiences and certain approaches that work best in certain phrases and 

language that's proven to be more effective than others.” 
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Theme 1 explored the participants’ definition of leadership training in broad terms 

along with some perceptions of the PT207 course. Many interviewees desire training that 

focuses on workplace scenarios such as dealing with problem employees, improving 

communication skills, and understanding the flexibilities needed by a supervisor/leader in 

dealing with a diverse workforce with many different attitudes and motivations. Most of 

the interviewees thought the PT207 course had value and recommend the course for 

others while also vocalizing some of the course’s shortcomings that are explored in 

Themes 2, 3, and 4. 

Theme 2: Perceptions of Management Versus Leadership Training 

In this theme, the participants described their perceptions of Department formal 

leadership training for special agents and whether the Department is providing 

management training rather than leadership training. Perception, in this case, is the 

interviewees’ opinions and discernment of leadership and management training based on 

their experiences with not only Department training but what they may have been 

exposed to in other agencies and/or in the private sector. Theme 2 is differentiated from 

Theme 1, Leadership Training Description and Definition, in that this theme builds upon 

the interviewees’ explanation of leadership training in general, allowing the findings to 

focus on their perceptions and opinions of Department courses such as PT207 and 

Advanced Tactics, Leadership, and Skills (ATLaS) and their interpretations/definitions of 

management training rather than leadership development.  

In general, the interviewees’ perceptions of Department and Bureau leadership 

training including the PT207 were skewed to the negative in regard to leadership 

development, with common themes including too much time spent on management 
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procedures, a lack of focus on strategic thinking, an absence of topics on self-awareness, 

improper labeling of management training as leadership development, and absence of 

support for agent leadership training from senior leaders. When queried about having 

attended a leadership development class other than PT207, one participant recalled, ‘with 

these FSI courses, the same theme resonated with me that the leadership courses don’t 

necessarily address leadership as much as it does management in my mind.” However, 

many participants agreed that Department leadership development programs provided 

positive experiences overall with opportunities to network with peers and non-agents as a 

plus.  

The participants disagreed on their perception of what constitutes management 

training as compared to leadership development, either in their role as a supervisor or a 

regular employee. Some saw management training as task focused, intent on meeting 

objectives or goals to increase technical proficiency or organizational effectiveness. For 

example, Peter perceived the PT207 course to be focused on management skills, a class 

to enhance their manager certifications. He recalled, “Yes. I think overall it [PT207] did 

help me improve those [management] skills … [I] believe it concentrated more on the 

management side.” Others thought the PT207 course was more critical to developing 

intangible personal qualities, such as an improved emotional intelligence. Further, several 

interviewees viewed PT207 as a means to increase their training and career opportunities 

since it is a required course for promotion, while others regarded the PT207 training as a 

long-term investment focused on the professional development of the self.  
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Mark was concerned that PT207 attendees may incorrectly interpret the goal of 

attendance as only for promotion and suggested PT207 graduates agree to at least one 

year of Department service after attendance via a service agreement. He noted:  

And I think it's nice to do that [have a service agreement], because otherwise 

attendance is kind of wasted resources that don't pay off in the long run. So 

maybe continue the service agreement for a year or two and hopefully those 

people [attendees] will get into positions where they can use some of their 

knowledge as well. 

Moreover, leadership training, he added, is not always about getting promoted but should 

be about personal and professional development, understanding the self, and bettering the 

organization.  

Many participants thought the Department was justified in providing management 

skill training within the PT207 course but perhaps a separate managerial skills course 

would be a better venue than the PT207 course. There was disagreement on whether the 

PT207 course should solely focus on leadership development by excluding such topic 

areas as the Foreign Affairs Manual and other regulations, managing difficult employees, 

and employee conduct. This disagreement and confusion about what Department 

leadership training should entail, as well as discontent with the Bureau’s perceived lack 

of formal leadership programs, was the basis for most negative assessments. 

Marie stated her frustration with the current leadership development programs and 

her perception of a lack of focus by the Bureau on management and leadership training. 

“Upper-level leadership,” she stated, “would need to see a true value in these programs, 

and until they do, it’s only a check-the-box for many.” Further, the same interviewee 
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mentioned a commonality between many participants, lamenting how Diplomatic 

Security does not appear to place a premium on either management or leadership training 

for agents:  

I do think it's important for DS agents to go through the regular FSI leadership 

courses, they need to know what their counterparts are learning and they need to 

be incorporated because we're all Department of State. In addition to that, after 

the basic course and the mid-level course, I would extract DS agents out and give 

them something more specific. Because we face different challenges in the field 

and domestically. We [agents] usually have the largest workforce in an embassy 

and I think we need to focus more on HR [human resources] regulations, 

employee handbooks, and dealing with cross-cultural issues. And I think that if 

you put DS agents together in a mandatory leadership training for two or three 

days, they would be more apt to come up with best practices, share things. They 

would have a hesitancy or a shyness, and you could still have class coaches, give 

them other ideas that are not DS-centric. 

Another participant with nine years as an agent, when queried if he saw a difference in 

management and leadership training offerings from the Department, indicated he did 

perceive the differences and considered the offerings as being effective in general and 

held an optimistic attitude about the Bureau sponsoring future agent focused leadership 

and management skills training.  

Sam shared similar thoughts about what he considered management skills 

takeaways from the PT207 course even though it is billed as leadership training.  
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I remember there was a portion [in PT207] on giving constructive criticism that I 

did use at a later time. I don't remember the exact language, but there was a 

phrasing involved that, in a supervisory capacity, comes across as more 

professional and unbiased. This [management topic] was all about 

communication, not too much, not too little, being invested in 

employee/supervisor conversations. 

Several participants complained of being overburdened with work-related duties 

and mentioned that time was a contributing factor to not participating in the Department 

management training offerings, which are voluntary for attendees versus the three 

mandatory FSI leadership courses at the entry, middle, and senior career levels. Kevin 

noted the time constraints and his own considerations for his staff to enroll in voluntary 

manager training:  

Everybody's got something going on and whether or not that person's good today 

in terms of being a supervisor, you've got to create time and space for them to 

figure it out, or time and space to find an alternative work environment that fits 

better for them or perhaps they need help with training resources. There’s not a 

priority put on supervisor training. I think you can set up training that looks great 

on paper and then the question is, what's the practicality? Is this actually 

effective? When you really get down to talking to the people [first line 

supervisors], the experience is so much different.  

Some interviewees believed the formal PT207 course was a leadership 

development course that contained some elements of managerial skills training. Kevin 
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viewed the PT207 mid-level course as a continuance of the Basic Leadership Skills 

(PK245) FSI course with PT207 more of a leadership course than management training: 

Because the first iteration of leadership training [PK245] was a basic supervisory 

course, this [PT207] is a very different course. I was able to go in there and talk a 

lot about strategy and vision and leadership, executive management, [and] risk 

management. And this [PT207] was different, it was like, ‘Hey wake up!’ What 

you had in Basic Leadership Skills, that's great, but now you've got to realize 

something different. Now you're in charge of people and they do not perform to 

your expectations, and it's going to make your life miserable. How do you get 

them to perform? 

David, reflecting on his experience with the PT207 course, lamented that to him 

the training was more fixated on building contacts among the class attendees and the 

group spent too much time on ideas for supervisors communicating with their own chain 

of command. David felt time in the course could have been better spent on management 

issues such as communicating with staff members and dealing with problem employees:  

There's things [in the course] that I found lacking. One was talking about how you 

were supposed to communicate with your current supervisor. We spent some time 

covering problem employees and that was helpful for the group. For me it was 

interesting since a lot of the people in the State Department have a problem with 

confrontational type scenarios where you must go to a person and say, "Look. 

You're messing this up and here's how you do better.’” 

David further discussed the effectiveness of his approach to leadership, learned at another 

agency, which focused on employee communications and getting to know his staff and 
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how he blended the development of employees and psychosocial functions by actively 

engaging employees with additional tasks, leadership development opportunities, and 

professional training. To David, an employee’s achievement of career and professional 

objectives, set each year by the individual’s supervisor, were critical components for 

determination of promotion or assignment to jobs of increased responsibility. David 

added:  

Other outside leadership training I had was a little bit more succinct compared to 

PT207. It [the outside training] was a bit more hard skills, things you could write 

down and say, look this is, oh, okay, that’s what I need to do. Interpersonal skills 

are important. I want people to come in, I want them to feel free to come in and 

talk to me, come and tell me things and create those relationships.  

In addition, a few interviewees perceived the PT207 course as most beneficial to 

newer mid-level agents and not of great assistance for continuous professional 

development. Both Frank and Luke shared that they learned more from on-the-job 

experiences as managers and leaders than through formal development training programs, 

but while cumbersome, courses such as PT207 enhance the leadership experiential 

processes that occurs on a routine basis. “As it relates to me” noted participant Luke, “the 

course along with my current assignments help my leadership skills but, in my 

opinion,...we’re trying to formalize a process that in its nature is progressive.” Frank 

added: 

Overall, I don't think the course improved my leadership or management skills, 

but I may have learned something in the course I've been using previously and 

just didn't realize it. Just from the top of my head, I would say no improvement 
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but part of it also was I've been on the job for some time, I've been in the job over 

15 years and my management style may have already been developed by the time 

I attended the course. I've seen people who have taken leadership courses like this 

and tried to manage that way. Like, ‘Hey, I took this course, and I'm going to start 

using it,’ but they're not really using it, they are just going through the phases of 

what they were exposed to. For example, they [other attendee] will think, ‘Hey, 

I'm going to reach out to all my people and see what they're saying.’ And they do, 

and then even with all their staff feedback, they [other attendee] continue to 

ignore what the staff member are saying. So, they [the other attendees] are 

managing by the book but the approach is not realistic. 

Overall, the participants reported mixed perceptions of the PT207 course with 

some considering the training to be too focused on managerial processes, some believing 

the course was primarily leadership development, and others sharing that the course was 

a mixture of both managerial skills training and leadership development. While most 

reported a generally positive experience after course attendance at FSI, many expressed 

ideas and opinions on either course improvements i.e., less/more managerial training in 

PT207, development of agents only management/leadership training, or vocalized being 

disappointed after spending a week in the training. The lack of support and/or positive 

course reviews by the participants’ own supervisors or peers reduced the perception of 

the program’s effectiveness.  

Theme 3: Leadership Training Needs Based on Workplace Experiences 

The proceeding paragraphs discuss the experiences of mid-level special agents 

with formal Department leadership training with a focus on the one-week PT207 
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Intermediate Leadership Skills at the Foreign Service Institute in Arlington, Virginia. 

This theme explores the interviewees’ emotions, feelings, and attitudes about leadership 

experiences in their workplaces before and after the PT207 course. Specifically, this 

theme reflects their workplace application of any PT207 course learning objectives after 

course participation and how workplace experiences can influence training needs. For the 

majority of the interviewees, they could either recall successfully applying a PT207 

lesson or topic in their workplace or had a positive experience with a workplace issue 

being discussed during the PT207 training. Negative opinions included the PT207 course 

being too short to cover many workplace issues faced by participants or inability of the 

PT207 course to address specific workplace leadership/management challenges for 

special agents.  

For most participants, the use of workplace scenarios in the PT207 to discuss 

various topics such as mentoring employees, conduct/performance issues, 

communication, leading by example, and Department leadership principles was received 

positively and many suggested additional workplace scenario topics to be added to 

PT207. At this point in their agent careers, several interviewees had scenarios to share 

with their PT207 classmates or could visualize themselves being the supervisor outlined 

in the scenarios dealing with various workplace situations. Discussing the scenarios that 

piqued his interest and the contributions from classmates, Karl recalled:  

In some of the scenario-based training, they [PT207 instructors] presented case 

studies relating to employees with particular challenges. I think those scenarios 

directly benefited the way I've handled some situations in my current assignment. 

I think that's one of those things that these courses do, bring to the table is your 
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ability to engage with folks and gain their very different perspectives…especially 

when it comes to leadership and management and dealing with problems or 

situations differently than the agents and law enforcement necessarily would, you 

know. 

For those participants who were interested, the PT207 scenarios also afforded 

them opportunities to share their own workplace experiences. Many of the interviewees 

expressed satisfaction that their examples and discussions with non-agents in the class 

enhanced their professional development and provided the course attendees an 

opportunity to see the scenarios from several points of view. Some participants were 

pleasantly surprised that a few scenarios during the training were exact or near exact 

replications of their own leadership struggles in the workplace. A few interviewees were 

appreciative of the diverse viewpoints in the class and while some felt that a few of the 

opinions given by classmates would not work in the agent’s workplace, this small group 

of agents invited analysis of their own leadership approaches from those in different 

Department career fields. Considering the give and take discussions as valuable 

interactions in leadership development programs, Sam shared:  

The course awakened me to basically walk a mile in the shoes of those higher up 

in my chain of command. I think it [the course] improved communication. It 

showed me how as a supervisor communication was critical because there's 

different forms of communication with various groups and various audiences. 

And I don't believe the course could touch on all of them. There were some 

perspectives that I definitely took away. As a supervisor, there are certain 
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approaches that work best in certain phrases and certain language that is proven to 

be more effective than others. 

Sam further noted there was a course portion on giving constructive criticism about 

evaluating subordinates that he used back in his workplace. 

Specifically regarding opportunities to hear their workplace experiences discussed 

and/or receive coaching about their responses to workplace issues, most participants 

believed the exchanges they had with PT207 classmates was beneficial even when the 

conversations were informal and occurring during class breaks. Reminiscing about his 

initial reluctance to participate in class discussions, Kevin described how he was more of 

a listener but enjoyed ‘talking shop’ with course attendees since “sometimes you can 

experience other people's experiences by listening to them, by having empathy, by being 

sympathetic.” Furthermore, while describing the scenario discussions about leaders and 

hard conversations, David recalled:  

So I mean I've had that conversation, you know, a number of times, both up and 

down the chain obviously with difficulties with people higher than me, and the 

difficulty with people that were subordinate. So that, in that sense, that [class 

discussion] was useful I think for people. For me, I think it was useful, too. It was 

just kind of giving me a broader sense of what people are dealing with in, in the 

State Department, in that sense it helps me. My interactions with others, 

especially with dealing with problem employees, the course reinforced positive 

leadership takeaways. 

Some attendees recalled the workplace challenge scenarios and follow-on 

discussions in the course as the most rewarding part of the week. A few participants 
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referred to the discussions as ‘positive and/or uplifting.’ In describing her experience, 

Claire remembered:  

There was one particular course activity or sort of an activity that went on 

throughout the whole week, where each person had to write [about] a difficult 

management situation that you were in or some sort of a situation. And then there 

was this exercise where everyone [course attendees] took a different role of like, 

‘Hey, here's how we could problem solve this.’ It was a timed activity where you 

had like five minutes to present your problem and then the group had a certain 

number of minutes to ask questions. And then you had a certain amount of time to 

clarify, and then you had to sit quietly while they basically brainstormed your 

problem and you had to, like, look away so they were, like, having a free 

conversation, but you could hear it. And then you had to say, like, how it made 

you feel and what was helpful and what wasn't, because it was basically to get 

other people's perspectives on this issue. I thought that was a super helpful 

exercise for brainstorming and problem-solving situations that might come up in 

the office.  

While Claire enjoyed discussing workplace experiences with other PT207 

attendees, a few interviewees were frustrated with these types of interactions since they 

felt either the course scenarios were not realistic for agents or the scenarios were geared 

toward Foreign Service Officers and not Foreign Service Specialists, the category the 

contains DS special agents. For example, Frank was confused as to how the scenarios 

could assist him in the workplace based on his interactions with his PT207 group. 

Referring to the scenarios presented in his week of training, Frank offered, “It was not 
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very realistic for working with agents. I think the agent position is a little more 

complicated than the typical Foreign Service position…they [instructors] seemed to be 

trying to lead or manage people for other positions.” Further, he declared that after he 

presented his workplace example that his group had no real guidance for his leadership 

problems encountered in the office. 

A few interviewees had mixed reactions to the workplace scenario training with 

some enjoying the discussions but not thinking the scenarios were realistic for agents or 

had positive feelings about the scenarios but felt ‘forced’ into having conversations with 

fellow course attendees even though they considered themselves introverts. For example, 

Baker noted that the discussions and conversations during the week were enjoyable but 

did not believe, like Frank, that the scenarios presented in the course had applicability to 

agent nor other Foreign Service Specialists’ workplaces. Baker discussed the class 

conversations:  

I remember some of the in-class interactions when people were talking about 

specific leadership scenarios and leadership challenges and there are several that 

we shared amongst ourselves. Uh, but the overall topic and theme, I can tell you 

from my personal experience and from the comments of several specialists, there 

wasn't a tremendous amount of applicability.  

As an answer to prompt about workplace experiences identifying a leader’s strong and 

weak areas as it relates to training needs, Baker added:  

I mean we [his PT207 group] all shared experiences good and bad. We talked 

about a part of leadership that was stressing on interaction, personal interaction. 

Of course, people shared their experiences and then maybe it was something 
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where you had like an HR type of issue and people would share their experiences. 

So that to me was probably one of the best things about that class. And I don't 

know whether that's in their [course coordinators] schedule or whether that was 

something that was a function of the experienced [PT207] instructors. 

For Ed, the process of the group conversations about the workplace scenarios is 

what he found interesting. Ed enjoyed the group discussions and wish more members of 

the class took part since to him, these workplace scenarios offered an opportunity to 

explore emotional intelligence: 

In order to observe, just have an opportunity to sit and you know, observe your 

own peers in a judgment free zone was good. You could go and kind of just look 

at your own behavior and analyze what your emotions were and your reactions to 

other people. So, I thought it [scenario discussions] were very useful. In a 

negative way, certain people would be either loud or obnoxious or dominating the 

conversation and would speak over other people and then, um, that would kind of 

shut other people down that were maybe more shy or introverted. Uh, that type of 

behavior kind of marginalized the people that weren't able to uh, speak up. It was 

interesting to uh, observe a group dynamic. I went to it [the PT207 course] with 

the expectation that it would be useful from a team building standpoint. Where 

you could see what would motivates people. How consensus is formed. Uh, how 

people interact in a group. And that was kind of …my goal in taking the class. 

Many of the participants were initially hesitant in terms of sharing their own 

workplace experiences with other in their PT207 group, describing the hesitation as a 

reluctance based on the agent career field not being fully understood by others in the 
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Department. Despite the initial hesitation, many interviewees eventually engaged in the 

scenario-based leadership problem solving exercises and almost all declared a revised 

attitude with respect to their PT207 peers being more welcoming and encouraging during 

and after the course. Marie’s experience offers the common in-class evolution of 

engagement vocalized by many of the interviewees: 

I didn't not speak up much in the first day of class. I was a bit shy because I didn't 

know anybody. It's professional shyness because I don't like to talk about personal 

experiences, since I was the only DS person. There's no one to say, "Yes, that's 

normal" or "No, that isn't." And so, I'm very careful. The, the course was about 

laying out leadership challenges and problems and stuff, but that naturally means 

that we talk about our job to an extent.  

However, after observing others in her group, Marie began to participate in the scenario 

discussions by sharing her experiences and supplying workplace examples to be 

workshopped:   

I think if anything, people were very curious to hear more about what a DS 

[agent] person, from what perspective they're coming from. In the hot wash, after 

our exercises, people would state how they thought the exercise could be used in 

present day life. And it didn’t matter if you're a DS agent or a member of country 

team [an embassy’s council of high-ranking leaders]. We all have different 

personnel. We all have motivated people, unmotivated people, smart people, not 

so smart people, um, managing up and managing down and peer management 

situations that we deal with. And it, and little techniques, and by practicing it in 
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the course, I have since brought that back and implemented a few here and there 

in the last two weeks.  

The majority of the participants agreed that the discussions of workplace 

scenarios in the PT207 course was the most valuable aspect of the week’s training with 

many making suggestions for additional scenario conversations and/or the addition of 

workplace scenarios that are more relevant for agents. Relevant workplace scenarios for 

agents would focus more on managing/leading a contractor workforce and/or a workforce 

100% comprised of foreign nationals, both common situations for mid-level agents in 

overseas assignments to embassies and consulates.  

Theme 4: Perceptions of the PT207 Course on Leadership Styles  

The following section examines the participants’ perceptions of their leadership 

styles before and after attending PT207 with specific focus concerning how PT207 may 

have affected their changing and/or adapting leadership styles after graduating from the 

PT207 course. The theme encompasses personal assessments of the interviewees’ own 

leadership styles and whether they were exposed to any particular style and/or leadership 

theory during the FSI course; additionally, the theme is separated into two sub-themes to 

organize the salient points in the discussion. The beliefs presented in Sub-Theme A by 

many of the interviewees suggest they could not label their own leadership style with 

distinct categories such as transformational or responsible leadership but could describe 

key components of their approaches to leadership. Moreover, as is described in more 

detail in Sub-Theme B, several participants did not perceive the PT207 course as 

imparting explicit guidance or suggestions about leadership styles during the week of 

training.  
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The majority (10 of 13 participants) easily illustrated their approaches to 

leadership with such descriptions as caring for staff, having self-awareness, focus on 

team building, etc. but only one interviewee used a label, transformational leadership, to 

define leadership choices and their opinion about the positive and negative impact of the 

label with regard to opportunities to lead others. The one interviewee, Kevin, who 

mentioned the transformational leadership style did so in an answer about leadership 

training improvements and not in direct response to the question to all participants when 

asked to describe their current leadership styles. Kevin said that he had a, “cooperative 

[style], trying to include others” when asked about his own approach to leadership. 

Sub-Theme A: Participant approaches to leadership  

As noted earlier in the research, as individuals rise to higher levels of formal 

leadership in organizations, many charismatic leaders naturally develop a 

transformational style but the key for success is the ability of these leaders to apply 

transformational tools in leading teams while also staying competent in managerial 

functions, earning the respect and admiration of team members (Jensen et al, 2016). 

However, based on the participant responses, even leaders who are not necessarily self-

described as having charismatic approaches to leadership develop styles that have 

transformational components. In general, the participants believed they had developed 

and/or explored leadership approaches at these stages of their careers that synchronized 

well with the PT207 training. Further, several interviewees perceived their leadership 

approaches to be valid and offered that the PT207 course would not greatly alter those 

approaches and/or styles.  
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For example, Luke mused that after 14 years as an agent, he did not consciously 

change his personality or leadership style after attending PT207. Additionally, several 

interviewees noted small takeaways or lessons learned from the course that they 

incorporated into their current leadership approach especially regarding communication 

and team building. For instance, Roger noted that following his PT207 training:  

Specifically, when it came to…understanding how different personality traits play 

a role in the subordinated-supervisor relationship, I was able to better notice 

certain personality or psychological traits with guys that were on my team. 

Because of that [PT207 attendance] I was able to kind of, form, uh, a discussion, 

uh, a path forward, based on what I believe some of those traits were when talking 

to them. I would you say that's more, uh, change in my leadership approach not 

style, based on recognizing those, uh, personality traits. Maybe approach. My 

style's the same. 

Roger further reflected that his foremost leadership approach is humility since it is 

important for him to learn from others. He noted that leadership for him is, “the totality of 

circumstances, and I approach it with humility and trust that my staff are professionals.”  

Some viewed leadership styles as a term for their already established workplace 

practices and considered themselves nimble and/or flexible enough to adjust their 

approaches as situations dictate. Peter shared: 

I think for the Department training, from what I recall and I understand [of] the 

concepts, it concentrates a lot more on changing yourself to each individual, um 

which especially for a bureau where you sometimes supervise, you know, 14, 15, 

20 people, it's a difficult thing to do. So instead of finding ways to get the group 
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to follow you, it concentrates more on you individually changing to each 

individual person, which, it's hard to have 20 different management/leadership 

styles. 

Karl concurred that he does not feel he could succinctly define his approaches as a 

leadership style and is reluctant to attach what he considers “buzzwords” to his leadership 

methods:  

We can all benefit from what we accomplished together. So, in that sense, I think 

collaborative relationship building and consensus building is important, uh, at the 

end of the day, the mission is kind of driven for us. I think there's tremendous 

opportunity in building relationships and empowering the people to, to grow with 

the program and to have ownership over the program. So as a leader, I think 

really, I'm a facilitator. I think I am there to put my people in a position to 

succeed…to take responsibility if anything fails. I don't know what the 

appropriate buzzword would be to successfully describe you know, collaboration, 

uh, having people build consensus, work together, team effort, that sort of thing. 

Further, Karl observed it was difficult for him to recall leadership styles in so 

many words from any of his Department training. He described his leadership approaches 

as predominantly learned from past workplace situations, his mistakes, or successes in 

leading others, and/or observing leadership missteps from his own past supervisors or 

peers. Several interviewees had similar responses about questions about leadership styles 

and their own growth or adjustments as a mid-level leader.  

David commented that he likes to take an authentic leadership approach with his 

staff since he values communication as one of the most important aspects of workplace 
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interactions to combat the feelings of people being marginalized in a “heavy workload 

environment.” Moreover, he expanded upon his authentic approach:  

Absolutely…I need to go home and look at myself in the mirror and make sure I 

don't want to be a liar or some guy playing pretend for a living. I want to be an 

honest person and you get nine times out of ten, a person is a reasonable, rational, 

you know, individual and if they're a problem employee, if you sit down and say, 

‘Hey, you're doing this wrong,’ they're gonna, respond to that and say, ‘Oh, okay.’ 

If you're being an honest person, honest, true to yourself, authentic, um, then 

people are gonna notice that and they're gonna say, like, ‘This guy's, he might not 

be the nicest guy, but he's being true and, if I have a problem or whatever, he will 

help me with it.’ So, uh, yeah, you have to be authentic. You have to be honest 

with people, true to yourself. So, yes. I guess that's one way you could, uh, 

summarize the leadership style. 

Remembering his evolution as a supervisor, David mentioned that his attitude to tackling 

difficult conversations as a leader was not driven by a particular style but after his 

observations of other employees being toxic in the workplace and previous supervisors 

not addressing the toxicity and/or other bad behavior. He sees himself as an oddity, 

referring to his willingness to address tough workplace issues since the Department is 

known more for, “passive-aggressiveness seen in a lot of interactions nowadays.” 

Mirroring David’s thoughts, Ed reflected that to him, the PT207 course was not about 

choosing a leadership style as such but a course, “that it allows you to see what your 

biases may be with your own leadership style and how you choose to influence others.” 
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Sub-Theme A explored the interviewees’ perceptions about their own approaches 

to leadership without the benefit of being exposed to, for the most part, to the vernacular 

and definitions of leadership styles. The participants noted many of the attributes of such 

styles as transformational, authentic, and/or responsible leadership but very few labeled 

their styles as such. Frequently, many described their approaches or styles as situation or 

personnel dependent and observed that their leadership approaches most likely derived 

from years of their own trials and errors or the observations of others to include mentors. 

Furthermore, some interviewees felt their leadership approaches were limited due to 

workplace situations along with the Department’s passive-aggressive culture that does 

not reward forward leaning supervisors. Finally, notions of leadership styles were more 

vivid and succinct in the participants’ observations of others whether superiors, mentors, 

or peers rather than the descriptions they applied to their own leadership approaches or 

styles, descriptions that were frequently explained with examples or context. 

Sub-Theme B: Formal mid-level training and leadership styles  

Another perception among the participants, save for one, was that the teaching of 

or covering leadership styles was not done in PT207 or at least not done overtly per 

recollections. On the few occasions interviewees remembered the subject of leadership 

style being raised during the training week, the subject was not covered in enough depth 

that the participants could remember any key elements about leadership styles that 

facilitated them being able to describe their approaches to leadership in terms of style or 

theory. For example, none of the participants, except for one, used terms such as 

transformational, authentic, or responsible leadership to describe the methodologies they 

used to lead or supervise others. This lack of the participants (save one) using style terms 
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in describing their leadership approaches also held true when the interviews were asked 

about leadership styles being taught in other Department and/or Bureau leadership or 

management training.  

In their sharing of leadership approaches, most of the interviewees provided 

descriptive adjectives or elements that are also found in the leadership style theories 

touched upon in this paper’s earlier reviews of Authentic Leadership, Servant Leadership, 

Transformational Leadership, and Responsible Leadership. Most participants saw their 

style or approach to leadership as being situationally and/or person dependent and were 

reluctant to provide an overall name to their predominate approaches. Discussing her 

view of PT207 and the course’s relation to applying leadership styles, Marie noted:  

This course [PT207]…allowed me lot of time to go back and think of good and 

bad that we've experienced and to extrapolate certain things that we want to 

incorporate into our leadership style now and practice it in class with feedback 

from others and our coach…it allowed us to learn from specific case examples, 

even though they were in civilian corporations. 

Marie and Karl noted that the PT207 course placed an emphasis on coaching in 

the context of the course attendees using or developing leadership styles and both Marie 

and Karl had very positive reactions to the aspects of coaching covered in the training. 

Karl offered:  

They [PT207 instructors] talk about leadership styles and then they throw out this 

idea of…one on one coaching. I think they [course instructors] could do a better 

job of exploring both those items together. These are leadership styles. This is 

what we've seen as common threads in leadership.  
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Further perpetuating the feeling that while leadership styles were discussed during 

different points in the PT207 course but leadership styles not being covered as a distinct 

block of instruction, Claire added that leadership style discussions mostly occurred when 

the course working groups (to which the attendees were assigned on the first day of class) 

worked on leadership challenges scenarios. She stated that the working group members 

would identify their own leadership style during these conversations and the group, 

“voting on like what sort of style they wanted to work on and [the style] that meshed well 

together.” During one discussion, Claire recalled a style referred by the group as a 

“pacesetting” style, defined by Claire as a style where a leader, “works really hard and 

really fast” to inspire followers but stated that this pacesetting approach was unappealing 

to most in her group since she felt pacesetting was, “not conducive to most people, that 

[it] could be exhausting.” Claire described her own approach as a, “very collaborative 

style where the team is brainstorming and sharing…lessons learned or ideas” and while 

her style was discussed during the class group breakout sessions, she could only recall a 

short portion of the one-week course when leadership styles were discussed within the 

entire class.  

Concurrently, Luke shared similar thoughts, noting that his approach to leadership 

was based on seeking input and information from his staff so they come to ‘solutions 

together’ and only being authoritarian if absolutely necessary. “I think my style 

empowers my staff members,” noted Luke, “as opposed to just saying, ‘Hey, here’s a 

task, do it.’ Making sure they understand the importance of [the task] is part of the team 

effort to get something accomplished.” However, and as other participants noted, Luke 

also added that while the PT207 course reinforced his current style, he could not recall a 
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key course takeaway on the subject of leadership styles and he, “vaguely recall talking 

about the different styles, and the different pros and cons of each. We might've even had 

to self-identify what our individual approaches were. I just don't recall specifics.” 

Roger broke leadership styles and approaches into even more succinct categories 

when asked if the PT207 course caused him to change or refine his leadership style or 

approach:  

Maybe my approach [changed]. My style's the same, it was just the way to 

communicate stuff. Um, it's kind of like learning a different language. It's because 

let's say that, the leadership I was portraying was one language, but someone else 

or two other people on the team, um, that would be like their second or third 

language. So, me learning what say their first or their native language was, even a 

little bit, can help me, being their superior, uh, or their leader, in getting the 

mission [information] across, what my expectations were. Learning how someone 

receives that [information], if you can alter the way you deliver that [information], 

I think it speeds up the process. 

Roger believed the course helped him to better understand that people also have different 

reactions to leadership styles, and this is compounded for agents working in foreign 

countries interacting with others from diverse cultures and backgrounds. The 

Department’s diverse work force, he perceived, makes it difficult for agents to adhere to a 

specific style when it comes to supervision, especially leading in a crisis, a situation in 

which agents frequently find themselves. To Roger, crisis leadership is an example for 

leaders to be flexible in leadership approaches and/or styles. 
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Despite 12 of 13 interviewees not describing their leadership styles and/or 

approaches that fall in named categories such as transformational or authentic leadership, 

all the participants felt their approaches to leadership depended on flexibility regarding 

workplace personalities and/or situations. Further, it was observed that while the PT207 

course may not have explicitly covered leadership styles as defined by academic 

leadership theories during the participants’ attendance, the course did afford many 

opportunities for the course students to discuss leadership approaches in the class group 

breakout sessions. In addition, several participants perceived these breakout sessions as 

helpful in identifying and/or solidifying their own leadership approaches while 

comparing the examples provided by group members from employment cones or 

categories different from the special agent career field. The perception of comparing 

agent leadership styles or approaches with their PT207 peers perpetuated feelings of 

positivity towards PT207 attendance by the majority of agent participants, even among 

some who were unsure or had negative feelings about Department mid-level leadership 

training.  

Theme 5: Improving Leadership Training for All Agents 

This section will discuss the research participants’ opinions for how the 

Department and Bureau’s formal leadership development offerings may be improved. 

Specifically, the interviewees were queried on how they would change the PT207 course 

and other DS Bureau courses to be more conducive to enhancing leadership development 

and methods for DS special agents. This theme is included in the exploration of the 

participants’ formal leadership training experiences as a means to address the perceived 

supervisory shortcomings that may exist in the Department and Bureau.  
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As described in the literature review of this dissertation, traditional leadership 

development programs may not prepare developing leaders for the changing workplace, 

where familiar organizational models such as a strict hierarchy and command and control 

leadership impede creativity and collaboration (Getha-Taylor & Morse, 2013). Refined 

leadership training programs that focus on practicing and building interpersonal skills 

improves the students’ self-efficacy (Holladay & Quiñones, 2003) and students/attendees 

with higher self-efficacy also appear to gain more benefits from leadership training and 

then are more likely to use their improved people skills on the job (Dierdorff et al., 2010). 

Enhanced or focused leadership training can also improve team efficacy by bringing 

small groups together to work on problem-solving, communication, negotiation, conflict-

management, and coaching skills together while being aware of group dynamics and 

encouraging all team members to play a leadership role (Dierdorff et al., 2010). 

The interviews for this study demonstrated a frustration among the majority of 

participants in the overall lack focus on leadership development by the Department and 

the Bureau for special agents. The most poignant remarks from interviewees were the 

ones that highlighted the nature and the source of their frustration and link to their 

perceptions that the Bureau is not placing an emphasis on leadership and managerial 

skills for junior and mid-level agents. The responses exhibit an undertone of friction 

between the participants regarding what leadership development skills are necessary for 

addressing the challenges of mid-level agents, especially those on first overseas tours and 

how those skills are obtained from FSI rather than the Bureau. This friction is evident in 

many responses such as with Peter, who expressed the below when asked to supply an 

example of effective training as compared to the PT207 course: 
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DS training [compared to FSI training] courses, which were pretty good, and I 

think DS level stuff started as the same as the department level as it [DS training] 

follows the same model uh, but it does lean more towards our, our exact job 

duties, and hence does lean a little bit more towards the actual leadership. Um, but 

it's hit or miss. On a scale from one to ten, ten being the highest, [the PT207 

course] influenced me at about a two, maybe three level. 

This comment exemplifies the perceptions of almost all of the interviewees regarding the 

impact of the PT207 course on their leadership skills and perceived source of frustration, 

by many of participants who feel that the organization is not satisfactorily addressing the 

gap of leadership development. 

Many of the respondents also expressed the opinion that DS does not have 

adequate input into what FSI produces for leadership training across all levels (junior, 

mid-level, senior) and suggested that the Bureau take a more active role along with other 

Foreign Service specialist cones and Civil Service career fields. The cause of this 

predicament is because there are no DS special agents assigned within the office of LMS 

at FSI nor is there an entity within DS that is specifically responsible for leadership 

development (Porter, 2019). This lack of capacity has disadvantaged DS in shaping 

leadership development to meet its own unique needs as well as disadvantaged DS from 

providing quality assurance of FSI leadership development course curriculums from a DS 

perspective when security tradecraft traverses leadership development. Karl suggested a 

better course development relationship between FSI and DS since like many of the 

interviewees, they found the one-week PT207 course useful and does not wish for agents 

to stop attending FSI leadership training: 
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All that to say [about agents attending FSI training], though, I think there's still 

tremendous value and also interacting with our Foreign Service Officer 

counterparts. So, I wouldn't want DS to say all of a sudden, we've got this 

tremendous leadership course, that's for our folks only, forget FSI and their 

leadership training. No, I think we need to, we need to be able to integrate 

ourselves into that scenario as well. 

Karl and most of the other participants recommended that DS have a unified 

methodology to how leadership development is managed within the bureau and augment 

leadership development curriculums developed by FSI that do not meet the unique needs 

of DS agents while propagating training joint curriculums when leadership and security 

competencies intersect. 

Almost all of the participants advocated that DS engage in self-authored efforts to 

assess leadership development for agents and other Bureau employees while creating 

tailored leadership development courses specific for its DS special agents at the junior 

and middle levels. These courses are not meant to replace the FSI courses but rather the 

Bureau training would be considered specialized and/or adjunct training with agents still 

attending the mandatory Department leadership courses at FSI. Some of the interviewees 

suggested that the Bureau develop and administer surveys to assess the current state of 

leadership adherence to the Department leadership principles and/or DS leadership tenets 

and establish a dedicated leadership development course for DS special agents. Kevin 

went a step further in suggesting, “the development of a survey to be sent on an annual 

basis that measures supervisors, team leaders, and managers’ adherence to the DS 

leadership tenets.” Many of the interviewees expressed concern that DS has already 
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conducted several leadership development assessments and/or workforce surveys but the 

advancement of survey results to course/training development seems to have stalled for 

several years. This feeling of no progress in developing leadership training for agents was 

often expressed by the interviewees when the researcher contacted them for this paper. 

The retort of ‘Is this another DS leadership survey?’ was a common response when the 

participants answered the researcher’s initial email requesting their participation.  

Several of the participants have also attended the Advanced Tactics, Leadership, 

and Skills (ATLaS) course within the past five years and they held up ATLaS as a DS 

course that improved their leadership skills even in a limited sense and considered this 

course as effective or very effective for them acquiring some of the knowledge and skills 

required to carry out the leadership responsibilities in overseas locations at high threat 

assignments such as Iraq or Afghanistan but not applicable at their current domestic 

assignment as compared to the perceived impact of the PT207 course. When comparing 

the 11-week ATLaS standard course with the four-week ATLaS In-Service and RSO-In 

Service courses, Peter noted: 

ATLaS is a good example of we're [DS] doing this scenario-based training, let's 

draw on, you know, without maybe singling people out, but, but draw on how we 

as a group or individuals are employing these learned skills, as far as leadership is 

concerned. In terms of the leadership uh, and/or management blocks of instruction 

during course like ATLaS, if you want to break them down one at a time, it's fine 

as well. As mentioned, uh, you know more with the ATLaS In-Service than the 

RSO In-Service, but I think those (in service) courses have become a little of 
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check the box. Once again, leadership tactics or leadership uh, principles are 

covered [in ATLaS], especially the DS Leadership uh, Tenets. 

The recognition by several participants of the limited effectiveness is notable because 

ATLaS is a course focused on para-military skills to use during a contingency rather than 

a course strictly built around leadership development. The researcher hypothesizes that 

the interview responses reflecting ATLaS’ effectiveness in developing leadership skills 

even if the skills are meant for contingencies such as terrorist attacks or natural disasters 

that agents may find themselves in reflects an achievement in preparing DS special 

agents to respond to tactical contingencies but that the interviewed agents do not see 

those same acquired skills as universally effective or applicable to their everyday duties 

of leading the implementation of security programs at domestic assignments nor non-high 

threat overseas locations.  

Another concern among the participants is that the Bureau has a preference for 

having junior and mid-level DS special agents acquire leadership skills in non-leadership 

training courses such as the Regional Security Officer Course, obtain these skills while 

on the job, and assumes that FSI is focused on and meeting the specific needs for junior 

and mid-level DS special agents. Several of the interviewees called for specific 

leadership development education that is tailored to the tradecraft of the audience. Many 

of participants drew attention to how leadership development needs for DS special agents 

are far different from other facets of the Foreign and Civil Service professions. David 

shared a conversation he had with a Political Officer while attending PT207 about how 

agents are thrust into leadership positions much earlier in their careers: 
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He's like, ‘As soon as you guys [agents] come in, you are legally thrown into 

these leadership positions when, you know, you're running guard forces, 

surveillance techs, you know, FSNI (Foreign Service National Investigators). You 

know, dozens of people, like, immediately, right off the bat.’ And uh, he's like, 

‘As a Political Officer, I did like three or four tours where I had maybe one person 

under me. Most of the time, nobody. I was just this junior Political Officer, you 

know, nobody that I was supervising, not LES (Locally Employed Staff), none of 

that. And then, all of a sudden, I was, uh, the senior Political Officer and I had to 

supervise people.’ 

David advocated for DS to focus on small unit leadership and crisis management 

leadership for in the first years of the agents’ careers, even before junior agents attend the 

first FSI leadership course, PK245 Basic Leadership Skills so agents can grasp, “hard 

skills first” then followed by more, “emotional intelligence leadership training” like the 

PK245 and PT207 courses. 

The majority of participants discussed improving the Department’s formal 

leadership training including courses such as PT207 by offering leadership or focused 

management courses earlier in a DS special agent’s career timeline or creating another 

management course for agents just prior to their first overseas tour as an Assistant 

Regional Security Officers (ARSO) that focuses on the supervisory/managerial 

challenges encountered by first tour ARSOs. Agents usually depart for their first overseas 

ARSO tour between four and six years after being hired by DS. Peter, Karl, and Kevin 

also thought that the current DS courses such as the ATLaS and RSO training should also 

incorporate teaching to the DS Leadership Tenets since to many of the interviewees, after 
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the tenets were created in 2014, their prominence inside the Bureau has faded. Mark 

shared: 

We see them [DS Leadership Tenets] on the walls, but it's almost like wallpaper 

now, but otherwise, they just seem in the background, and nobody really pays 

attention. So maybe we should get them out there more, to make them more 

relevant, to get people to think about them more. Adding them in training would 

be a start. Maybe also making them [the tenets] part of an agent’s mid-year 

counseling would be useful. Maybe that should be part of the [counseling] form 

that says, ‘How is the employee addressing these?’ Also, having people who are 

good leaders within DS, and we definitely have some of them, uh, you know, who 

speak and kind of describe their [leadership approaches] would be better to show 

how to be a good leader. 

The fifth theme explored the participants’ perceptions of methods to improve the 

Department and Bureau’s agent leadership development process. The most salient 

opinion was that the Bureau does not dedicate the resources to provide leadership or 

management training for junior and middle level agent even though agents in the first 

years of their careers are assigned to supervisory roles much sooner than other Foreign 

Service career fields. This results in agents who are unsure of their supervisory 

responsibilities and lacking in leadership development foundational training such as 

being exposed to leadership theories or unsure where concepts such as emotional 

intelligence fits into the agents’ leadership approaches. Further, interviewees perceived 

that DS leadership training could be more effective if current DS training such as the 
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ATLaS and RSO courses used the Department leadership principles and/or Bureau 

Leadership Tenets as guides for curriculum development.  

Discussion 

The following section provides an analysis of the findings and contrasts these 

themes against the research question and sub-question. The intent of the research was to 

comprehensively answer the research question and sub-question, which guided the study 

and formed the foundation for presenting the finding and results (Roberts, 2010). Thus, 

the results reveal the perceptions of the formal Department leadership training 

experiences of mid-level DS special agents and discuss how these experiences 

contributed to their professional development.  

The study’s findings reflected five major themes discovered during the coding 

and analysis process. These themes gathered the story of the leadership training 

perceptions of the participants and assisted in explaining their lived experiences. The 

themes were: (1) PT207 mid-level leadership training description and definition, (2) 

Perception of the PT207 course and leadership styles, (3) Leadership training needs based 

on workplace experiences, (4) Perceptions of management versus leadership training, and 

(5) Improving leadership training for all agents.  

Despite the vast majority of participants sharing a positive experience while 

attending the Foreign Service Institute’s PT207 Intermediate Leadership Skills course, 

the same majority perceived the PT207 course as being inadequate for covering the 

supervisory and leadership responsibilities expected of agents especially for agents on 

their first overseas tours as Assistant Regional Security Officers. This was primarily due 

to a perceived lack of support for formal leadership development for agents at the Bureau 
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level, and the lack of Bureau input for the PT207 course. Additionally, the interviewees 

did not perceive the PT207 training as supplying sufficient instruction in leadership 

theories and did not feel they were adequately exposed to leadership styles during the 

one-week course. Many participants could articulate their own leadership approaches but 

communicated a need for additional leadership development overall with the addition of 

leadership theories and styles. 

Summary 

This phenomenological qualitative research explored the lived experiences of 13 

mid-level federal special agents employed with the Bureau of Diplomatic Security, a 

bureau within the US Department of State. Through one-on-one virtual interviews, the 

researcher collected detailed accounts of the mid-level leadership training experiences of 

the participants. The findings showed that while most participants shared a positive 

experience with the PT207 course, the same majority perceived the course as being 

inadequate for covering the supervisory and leadership responsibilities expected of 

agents. Analysis of the data suggested that creating leadership training within the Bureau 

and/or the Bureau better influencing FSI training, the application of existing Bureau 

leadership tenets and milestones, and the formulation of a leadership development 

continuum for agents and other Bureau employees were the prevalent solutions from the 

participants to foster leadership development in the Bureau. 

The final chapter of this dissertation in practice will provide suggestions that may 

be used to modify and augment the existing formal mid-level leadership training for 

special agents. Proposed solutions to this leadership dilemma will be recommended, with 

an explanation of possible stakeholders and obstacles to the solutions. Finally, the 
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research will conclude with the practical implications of the study and how future 

research may add further to the literature. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

Introduction 
 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to determine if 

mandatory Department of State leadership training for mid-level Diplomatic Security 

special agents improves leadership skills based on agent self-perceptions after receiving 

the training. It was also the purpose of this study to identify any transformational 

leadership attributes for agents who have attended formal leadership training and describe 

the application of those attributes, if any, in the agents’ work units. The final chapter of 

this dissertation in practice will describe recommendations to improve the leadership 

development experiences of DS special agents. Included will be suggestions to modify 

and augment the existing formal leadership development program to meet the needs of 

special agents, fiscal constraints affecting program change, and key stakeholder support 

required. The section will continue with methods to implement the proposed solutions 

and a description of any obstacles that may hinder application. Finally, implications for 

future research and a discussion on how the research relates to the broader study of 

leadership theory will be considered. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

perceptions of formal Department of State leadership training, specifically course PT207 

Intermediate Leadership Skills of mid-level Diplomatic Security special agents. 

 

 

 



SPECIAL AGENT LEADERSHIP TRAINING 109 
 

Research Question 

How do special agents describe their experiences after attending the mandated 

mid-level Department of State leadership training intervention at the Foreign Service 

Institute (Course Code PT207)? 

Sub-Question 

How do special agents who have attended the mandated mid-level leadership 

training intervention (PT207) describe how attendance contributed to their 

transformational leadership development? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to provide Department human resource practitioners 

and senior leaders with information regarding the effectiveness of formal leadership 

development programs for agents along with identifying weak and strong areas of current 

leadership training programs of study. Specifically, this study discovered the leadership 

training experiences of the participants, how the PT207 course assisted these leaders in 

their professional journey, and their perceptions of the importance of leadership 

development for all agents. The results of this phenomenological study may be used to 

improve existing, formal leadership development programs for special agents or expand 

leadership development modules contained within organic Bureau courses such as the 

Advanced Tactics, Leadership, and Skills (ATLaS) course offered through the Foreign 

Affairs Security Training Center (FASTC).  

Analysis of the Findings 

The majority of the interviewees shared a positive experience with the P207 

course even though some were initially reluctant to attend the training. However, the 
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majority also felt the PT207 course came too late in their career timelines and expressed 

that while the course was useful, additional leadership and managerial training is desired 

to address agents’ unique supervisory requirements especially in an overseas assignment. 

Most participants experienced personal and professional growth after attending PT207 

and were able to apply at least one takeaway from the course in their workplace and/or in 

a situation requiring supervisory skill application. Additionally, a few of participants 

expressed appreciation that the course forced them ‘outside of their comfort zone’ with 

respect to (1) interacting with other non-agent employees in the PT207 training and 

seeing leadership issues through the eyes of others and (2) being exposed to emotional 

intelligence elements that encouraged the attendees to refer to their own intuition, 

creative thinking, and determination depending on the leadership situation they found 

themselves. Additionally, some interviewees established new contacts with others in the 

PT207 course who work in other Bureaus outside of DS with these participants 

expressing an appreciation for knowing or interacting with other leaders outside of DS to 

share ideas and/or issues in an informal manner. 

However, some interviewees had negative perceptions of the emotional 

intelligence elements and group interactions within the PT207 course. Negative 

perceptions reflected both formal and informal interpretations of the course objectives. 

For example, several participants viewed the group problem solving exercises as ‘forced’ 

and shared an opinion that introverted attendees should not be made to participate in 

these discussions but stated that course facilitators and group peer pressure made non-

participation difficult. Furthermore, it was perceived by a few interviewees that covering 

emotional intelligence in the course was too ‘wishy-washy’ and doing so was 
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uncomfortable since the respondents did not understand the underlying requirement for 

covering emotional intelligence in the course. 

Analysis of the interviews supplied additional perceptions of the interviewees 

having difficulties in describing their leadership styles and/or approaches that fall in 

named categories such as transformational or authentic leadership. However, all the 

participants felt their approaches to leadership depended on flexibility regarding 

workplace personalities and/or situations. Further, it was observed that while the PT207 

course may not have explicitly covered leadership styles as defined by academic 

leadership theories during the participants’ attendance, the course did afford many 

opportunities for the course students to discuss leadership approaches in the class group 

breakout sessions. In addition, several participants perceived these breakout sessions as 

helpful in identifying and/or solidifying their own leadership approaches while 

comparing the examples provided by group members from employment cones or 

categories different from the special agent career field. The perception of comparing 

agent leadership styles or approaches with their PT207 peers perpetuated feelings of 

positivity towards PT207 attendance by the majority of agent participants, even among 

some who were unsure or had negative feelings about Department mid-level leadership 

training.  

Proposed Solutions 

Although the Department has formal leadership and management training courses, 

the majority of the interviewees had overall negative perceptions of leadership 

development opportunities for special agents at the junior and middle grade levels. While 

most participants had positive reactions to the PT207 Intermediate Leadership Skills 
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course after attendance, there were doubts about the efficacy and value of FSI only 

approach to agent leadership development throughout their careers. Further, the PT207 

course, like many formal FSI courses in the Department, was perceived as being ‘check-

in-the-box,’ exercises without Bureau input and direction. In addition, development of 

special agent leadership development was also perceived as not fully supported by senior 

organizational leaders, both in the Department and the Bureau. This perception, as well as 

a general concern for any possible development of agent leadership training or leadership 

training continuum, limited enthusiasm for FSI leadership and management courses. 

There are several proactive measures that DS can accomplish within its sphere of 

influence to address the perceived gaps in leadership development for DS special agents 

and especially for junior and mid-level agents before they serve in their first overseas or 

domestic supervisory assignment. Primarily, DS needs to envision and communicate 

special agent leadership development with an expansion to other Bureau employees to 

drive change in the organizational culture’s approach to the topic. The Department 

leadership principles and Bureau leadership tenets are good starting points for serving as 

foundational elements or goals for any employee leadership training, whether as separate 

courses or if leadership training can be incorporated into already existing DS courses.  

Create a Bureau Leadership, Management, and Innovation Office 

Analysis of the participants’ perceptions of leadership training in comparison to 

management training showed that there is no clear concept of the goals and meaning of 

leadership development for a DS special agent. The lack of an office or unit responsible 

for DS leadership development for not only special agents but for other Bureau 

employees in supervisory positions creates confusion in the workforce concerning 
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leadership goals, responsibilities, and requirements and fails to meet the needs of DS 

employees and the Bureau. Without a specific office to own leadership development 

within DS, employees assume that ‘someone’ else is working on this topic and some of 

the interviewees made the similar inquiry to the researcher, asking about the Bureau plans 

to create a leadership development plan. Other federal law enforcement agencies have 

their own in-house leadership development programs, initiatives that DS can explore 

based on already existing relationships. For comparison purposes the FBI has the 

Leadership Development Program since 2009 and in 2010, the Department of Homeland 

Security’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) Academy established the Office 

of Leadership and Career Development (OLCD) (Porter, 2019). The OLCD oversees the 

Leadership Development Center (LDC), which “provides resident, virtual and exported 

leadership and career development training to enhance the knowledge, skills and abilities 

of all employees” (US Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2021). The LDC supports 

professional development of all leader-levels of the Department of Homeland Security 

Leader Development Program framework and is an example that DS could use in 

establishing a Bureau Leadership, Management, and Innovation (LMI) office since ICE 

and DS have similar investigative missions while each respective agency employees 

more than just special agents. Failure to create a LMI office for leadership development 

in DS will result in the continued ad hoc and sporadic leadership development efforts. 

Apply Existing Bureau Leadership Tenets and Milestones 

The 2018-2022 Functional Bureau Strategy (FBS) is the strategic guide for 

directing the bureau’s ability to operate in the years ahead. The DS mission statement in 

the FBS is to, “Provide a safe and secure platform for the conduct of U.S. foreign policy 
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through the protection of life, property, and information” (US Department of State, 

2019e, p. 4). To successfully carry out the DS mission, the FBS highlights six core 

strategic goals. For the purposes of this recommendation, the implementation of the first 

and fourth goals in the FBS are assessed as the key measures of effectiveness of current 

DS leadership development for DS special agents. In order to confront the participants’ 

perceptions that the organization is not addressing nor meeting the needs of its agent 

workforce, DS needs to reconcile how it is handling and making informed strategic 

decisions regarding how to proceed with its own internal FBS objectives pertaining to 

developing the next leaders within the bureau. 

As previously discussed, the leadership and management principles for the 

Department are to model integrity, plan strategically, be decisive and take responsibility, 

communicate, learn and innovate constantly, be self-aware, collaborate, value and 

develop people, manage conflict, and foster resilience (US Department of State, 2018). 

The Bureau developed their own adapted leadership tenets in 2014 to specifically address 

their employees’ unique missions and focus areas and codified in the Department’s 

Foreign Affairs Manual (FAM) in 2015 (US Department of State, 2019a). Both the 

Department and Bureau has devoted substantial time and resources to create these 

principles and tenets but according to the interviewees, both the Department principles 

and DS tenets seem little used in mid-level leadership training. Coupled with the FBS 

milestones, the Bureau already has leadership goals in the form of the tenets to serve as 

benchmarks in the development of standalone agent leadership training or modifying 

existing DS agent training courses to include leadership blocks of instruction. 
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Develop a DS Leadership Development Continuum 
 
  Based on the participant responses, it is advantageous for DS to participate more 

actively in agent leadership development grounded in the Bureau’s unique tradecraft, 

exploring the best features from other leadership development programs that have a 

nexus to DS in conjunction with existing FSI leadership training. The Bureau needs to 

have larger contributions with the direction it wants to take leadership development for 

its special agents and other Bureau employees regardless of the training venue or 

platform. As such, there are two significant resources that can provide expertise on how 

to develop a tailored leadership development continuum, one source internal to the 

Department and the other external that has an existing connection to DS.  

First, the Bureau of Consular Affairs is an example of how another Department of 

State (internal) bureau recognized their unique leadership development requirements, 

partnered with FSI to develop a customized supplemental leadership development course 

for consular officers, and provides this training under in the form of improving consular 

tradecraft and leadership. The course, PC108 Consular Leadership Development, 

provides continuing leadership training and skills development to prepare consular 

officers for positions of increasing responsibility (American Academy of Diplomacy, 

2015).  

Secondly, ICE’s OLCD has developed a Supervisory Leadership Training 

Program and the external correlation to DS is that that the Federal Law Enforcement 

Training Accreditation (FLETA) office at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center 

(FLETC), through which many of DS’ special agent training courses are accredited, has 

recognized ICE’s Supervisory Leadership Training Program as a FLETA-accredited 
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course (Porter, 2019). DS could use the nexus of FLETA and FLETC to collaborate with 

ICE to explore their leadership training continuums and as basis for any DS leadership 

training frameworks. 

Evidence that Supports the Solutions 

As mentioned previously, the 2018-2022 Functional Bureau Strategy (FBS) is 

DS’s strategic guide to direct the Bureau’s ability to operate in the years ahead to make a 

secure environment for the conduct of diplomacy around the world. Most offices and 

directorates within the Bureau are required to provide quarterly reports that measure how 

well the office or directorate met the FBS goals that apply to their specific mission. The 

first FBS goal pertains to securing US foreign affairs activities, both domestically and 

internationally, in order to promote US foreign policy. To meet the first goal of securing 

US foreign affairs activities, the FBS connects several priorities, implied tasks, and 

specific objectives (Porter, 2019). The leading priority pertinent to the goal of securing 

US foreign affairs activities is DS’s core capability and focus to continue and manage, 

“…comprehensive overseas security programs for US embassies and other diplomatic 

posts” (US Department of State, 2019e, p. 3). Interconnected to this goal is DS FBS 

objective 1.1, which is the ability to “Enhance, enact, and enforce security standards to 

protect personnel, property, and information worldwide” (US Department of State, 

2019e, p. 5). The interviews conducted for this paper demonstrated the critical role that 

DS special agents have in leading and managing the full spectrum of security programs at 

US diplomatic facilities abroad and how a lack of leadership development leading up to 

this role jeopardizes the bureau’s ability to succeed in accomplishing its primary strategic 

goal. 
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The fourth goal in the FBS is directly related to the topic of leadership 

development within DS and affects the ability to conduct all the other strategic goals 

outlined in the FBS. The fourth goal is to “invest in a skilled, dedicated, trusted, diverse, 

and inclusive workforce to realize the mission of DS more effectively” (US Department 

of State, 2019e, p. 6). Interconnected to this goal is DS FBS objective 4.1 and the ability 

to “Cultivate effective leaders and managers who are trained for excellence and get the 

best results from their staff” (US Department of State, 2019e, p. 6). Responses from the 

interviewees displayed how DS is considered deficient by mid-level agents in carrying 

out training and/or development in order to meet the fourth FBS strategic goal. 

The strategic plans of DS along with the plans of dozens of other Department 

bureaus and offices contribute to the Department of State and USAID Joint Strategic Plan 

Fiscal Years 2018-2022 (US Agency for International Development, 2018). The pertinent 

strategic objective for improving DS’ leadership development for special agents is found 

in Strategic Objective 4.3 “Enhance workforce performance, leadership, engagement, and 

accountability to execute our mission efficiently and effectively” (US Agency for 

International Development, 2018, p. 63). According to Objective 4.3: 

The Department and USAID will emphasize professional development and 

empower leadership at all levels. Our approach will promote diversity and 

inclusion and will help increase employee wellness. Increasing leadership and 

diversity classes will contribute to these outcomes. To ensure greater employee 

and management accountability, we will better align performance objectives to 

measurable criteria, and we will enforce mandatory training requirements. The 
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Department and USAID will identify promising leaders and invest in their 

growth. (p. 64) 

As reviewed in the literature, successful leadership development requires 

dedicated support from senior leaders, sufficient funding for curriculum development and 

training execution, and an established charter and objectives (Scaduto et al., 2008).  

Volumes of literature exist on the concept of leadership, and some researchers find that 

leadership development can make a difference if the training or development 

interventions are based on or aligned with the proper motivations, influences, and 

leader/follower relationships (Kang & Stewart, 2007). To prevent the Bureau’s formal 

program from being perceived as a superficial option for employee development, the 

Bureau must dedicate personnel and funding to create an office to serve as the DS center 

of gravity for leadership development for Bureau personnel.  

Evidence that Challenges the Solutions 

Several barriers may exist which could be obstacles preventing implementation of 

the proposed solutions. Lack of funding for a new DS Leadership, Management, and 

Innovation (LMI) office or the refusal by DS personnel and/or senior leadership to 

cooperate with FSI or outside agencies such as FLETA, FLETC, and ICE are 

possibilities. However, the most likely obstacle is organizational resistance to change at 

any employee level or supervisors and/or staff members refusing to participate. Failure 

among global organizations implementing change has been reported between 40-70%, 

with employee recalcitrance found as the most likely cause of failure (McKay et al., 

2013). 

Despite the noted failure rate of change initiatives among organizations, adding 
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the new LMI office and affecting the change required to implement the Bureau’s formal 

leadership or tradecraft development programs can be achieved through positive change 

management. As most plans fail due to employee resistance, the change agent (LMI 

office personnel) must understand the social and human relationships which constitute 

the organizational culture (Lawrence, 1969). Organizational gatekeepers, such as the DS 

Bureau Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary (PDAS), DS Training Directorate 

leadership, and DS Executive Directorate, should be consulted for their institutional 

knowledge as well as select Bureau opinion leaders, those individuals who exert 

significant influence of peers and subordinates (Rogers, 2003). Through the gatekeepers’ 

support and positive reinforcement, the DS LMI office may establish and direct the 

formal Bureau leadership development program for all DS employees using the key 

elements of the Department and Bureau’s goals (FBS), directives, and tenets as the 

foundation for the program. 

Factors, Policies, and Stakeholders Related to the Solutions 

Substantial time and resources have already been applied to supply mandatory 

leadership training for DS special agents through FSI courses and the Department’s 

mandatory leadership training continuum. These courses are detailed in the Foreign 

Affairs Manual (FAM) as mandatory supervisory leadership and management training for 

supervisors as the move through their career timelines i.e., new, middle, and senior levels 

(US Department of State, 2019b). Per 5 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 412.202, all 

Title 5 first-time and/or promoted Civil Service supervisors (GS-12 through GS-15) must 

complete a total of 46 hours of supervisory training within one year of appointment. 

Though 5 CFR 412.202 only applies to Civil Service employees, the Department 
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mandates that all Foreign Service and Civil Service supervisors complete the training 

outlined in the FAM to bolster supervisory skills and reinforce the spirit of "one mission, 

one team" through training together (US Department of State, 2019b). 

The creation of the Bureau Leadership, Management, and Innovation (LMI) office 

may be done several ways, and DS senior leadership has options to implement the 

proposed solutions through this newly established leadership development center of 

gravity. DS senior leaders may opt to stand up the LMI office within the Bureau’s 

Training Directorate using current labor or the hiring of additional new staff with the 

recommendation that at least one staff member have substantial experience in leadership 

development training. The Bureau could also make the office/unit directly reportable to 

the DS Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary (PDAS) using current staff members 

transferred over from the DS Training Directorate or the hiring of additional new staff. 

Having the new LMI office reportable to the DS PDAS would lend importance and 

legitimacy to the proposed solutions and keeping the office on par with the Bureau of 

Consular Affairs’ (CA) similar 1CA initiative. 1CA is CA’s endeavor to utilize a shared 

approach to leadership, management, and tradecraft across the CA Bureau by promoting 

and sustaining a culture of improved skills and methods to excel in an environment of 

budgetary austerity and increasing demand for consular services (US Department of 

State, 2020c). 

Additional staff positions for the LMI requires the allocation of funds to pay for 

the new civil servant and/or contract subject matter experts. Although the DS budget has 

increased in recent years, justification for the new billet would require detailed 

explanation. As Bureau budgets are completed in four-year cycles, funds would not 
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already have been allocated for these new employees, requiring the funds be redistributed 

from another previously agreed upon DS source. While it does not take away the burden 

of choosing which office to assign the LMI office to reallocate funding, senior leaders 

may request the billets be temporary under a contracting mechanism, meaning that 

funding for the new contract employees may cease after a pre-determined date unless 

certain objectives or goals are met. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solutions 

Initially, the key stakeholder for implementation of the proposed solutions is the 

DS Deputy Assistant Secretary in charge of the Bureau’s Training Directorate (T/DAS), 

with critical support from the Bureau’s Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary (PDAS – the 

Bureau’s second senior most official), as well as the DAS of the Bureau’s Executive 

Directorate (DS/EX), which is the home of the Bureau’s Human Resources and Budget 

personnel (Porter, 2019). Further backing from the next higher in the DS chain of 

command, the Bureau’s Assistant Secretary (the Bureau’s senior most official), may be 

required if DS is to seek approval in setting up a leadership/tradecraft initiative similar to 

1CA in coordination with FSI. The first step, however, will be gaining concurrence from 

DS/EX in creating a Leadership, Management, and Innovation (LMI) office in either 

DS/T or attached to the PDAS’ office. 

Guided by the FAM, FBS, and Department leadership principles and Bureau 

leadership tenets, the LMI director’s overarching objective would be to make leadership 

development a continuous part of all DS employees’ daily routine even for DS staff 

members who are not formal supervisors. This would be accomplished through an 

amalgamation of formal (structured) interventions such as adding blocks of leadership 
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training to already existing DS courses and regular leadership learning initiatives through 

self-paced virtual courses, leadership reading lists, and/or leadership hints/ideas delivered 

through regular messages from the LMI office. 

High impact learning organizations are realizing the definitions of employee 

development have changed and organizations should take the next step in their approach 

to leadership development and how they define learning in the workplace by taking a 

whole person approach (Wright et al., 2009). Leading private and public-sector 

organizations practice a continuous approach to learning and leadership development 

with the continuous part implying frequent and ongoing engagement, some of which is 

integrated with the work employees are already doing (Holten et al., 2015). Ongoing 

engagement with DS leadership development initiatives will require the participation of 

employees, supervisors, and the support of DS senior leaders with classroom-based 

interventions providing the core interference with learning supplemented through 

informal workshops, peer led reflection, online interactive sessions, coaching, mentoring, 

and independent or self-directed activities. Informal and formal partnerships by the LMI 

with FSI, 1CA, and outside agencies to train and support leadership mentors and coaches 

may also allow more frequent communication and knowledge transfer about leadership 

development between the parties, cultivating close rapport both within and outside of 

formal training programs. As Lyons and Pastore (2016) note about coaching and 

mentorship: 

Regardless, though, of whether coaches are mentored in a formal or informal 

setting or program, the process can potentially lead to the procurement of personal 

fulfillment and professional evolution for both parties involved. In this mutually 
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beneficial bidirectional relationship, scholars have noted that mentees have 

someone to invest in their total growth as professionals (Jones et al., 2009) and 

that mentors are rewarded with personal satisfaction that comes with helping 

another person in the vocation (Pastore, 2003).  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solutions 

Besides the support of the T/DAS, PDAS, and DS/EX, the special agents and 

other Bureau supervisors play a critical role in the implementation of the solutions. These 

employees, who have been proactively requesting leadership development beyond the 

FSI courses since they have self-identified shortcomings and managerial gaps, especially 

early in the agents’ careers. Purposeful perseverance has made most of these agents 

resilient with an ability to recover from self-described setbacks and address issues as they 

were encountered even when they did not possess refined leadership skills. These self-

identified ad-hoc leadership styles still produced leaders who implemented theory into 

practice, advocated for sometimes unpopular solutions to problems, and transformed not 

only their business units but are also attempting to influence the entire organization by 

seeking leadership development (Huchting & Bickett, 2013). 

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementing the Solutions 

Evaluation of a dedicated DS Office of Leadership, Management, and Innovation 

(LMI) will determine if the new LMI positions remain funded and part of the Bureau’s 

table of organization. Additionally, positive feedback from DS employees and leaders in 

the rollout of DS-LMI initiatives may provide justification to create one dedicated LMI 

position for each DS directorate if the LMI is attached to the PDAS office meaning the 

following directorates Countermeasures (DS/C), International Programs (DS/IP), High 
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Threat Programs (DS/HTP), Domestic Operations (DS/DO), Training (DS/T), Threat 

Investigations and Analysis (DS/TIA), Security Infrastructure (DS/SI), and Cyber and 

Technology Security (DS/CTS). 

The initial LMI assessment period would last 12 months. Feedback concerning 

the efficacy of the program should be solicited from participating DS employees and their 

supervisors while also seeking individuals who choose to not take part in any new DS 

leadership or tradecraft training. Assessment would be conducted via mixed methods 

research, through a combination of one-on-one, open-ended interviews, and the survey 

method. The researcher may solicit participation from the original study’s participants, 

however, data from DS employees actively engaged in any LMI initiatives and/or who 

have attended LMI training sessions would provide the most accurate assessment of the 

program’s direction. 

Inquiry/evaluation may be conducted by an external research agency or through 

the LMI director, though the latter option may defeat the purpose of a dedicated program 

director (due to the time required to conduct a meaningful study). Once the evaluation 

results are published, the LMI staff would affect change as required to meet the needs of 

the program participants as identified through the research. After another 12-month 

period, the LMI program would undergo a final evaluation to ascertain its effectiveness. 

Measuring some of the intangible yet critical benefits of leadership development is 

difficult, yet an accurate assessment may be reached by analyzing the qualitative and 

quantitative data collected through the assessment studies. 
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Implications 

Practical Implications 

This research explored the perceptions of the PT207 Intermediate Leadership 

Skills course of 13 mid-level DS special agents, and it is these perceptions, particularly 

the negative ones, which guide the proposed solutions. Successful, formal leadership 

development programs benefit the supervisor, the supervisor’s work unit, and the 

organization through increased workforce engagement, employee retention, productivity, 

and morale (Aragón-Sánchez et al., 2003). However, many of the study’s participants 

perceived senior leaders as unwilling to support focused, Bureau guided leadership 

development for agents or other Bureau employees and many viewed the PT207 course 

as one of many such Department initiatives that appears “great on paper” but does not 

enhance the leadership skills of agents, especially the specialized leadership skills needed 

by agents. Thus, a DS Leadership, Management, and Innovation office supervised by a 

dedicated program director may have a direct impact on developing DS leaders to meet 

the demands of future assignments by enhancing the Bureau’s workforce and its ability to 

meet the security and law enforcement needs of the Department. 

External Implications for the Department and Bureau 

The significance of leadership development within DS is critical to the 

organization now and in the future. In the FBS, DS has acknowledged that the Bureau 

must, “demonstrate strong and effective leadership and management of DS to provide the 

foundation for an agile, proactive, and flexible security organization” (US Department of 

State, 2019e, p. 4). Statistics from private industry regarding the importance of leadership 

development emphasize the criticality of these skills for an organization. According to a 
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2017 study conducted by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), “nearly 

two out of five HR professionals (39%) said that developing the next generation of 

organizational leaders would be their greatest human capital challenge in the next 10 

years” (p. 2). Another SHRM study illustrates that leadership development is essential 

due to four overarching challenges including the rapid, radical, and discontinuous 

changes to organizations which are mitigated by shared leadership within the 

organization; the complexities of challenges faced by organizations are ever-increasing; 

the expanding leadership accountability at lower levels; and the recruitment and retention 

of employees is incentivized by having opportunities within the organization to 

participate in leadership development (Society for Human Resource Management, 

2017a).   

The assignment of a dedicated LMI office staffed with subject matter experts to 

the Bureau may have global implications for the Department, an agency which prides 

itself in creating leaders in the international affairs arena. A successful LMI program 

director at the PDAS level may show the value of creating dedicated LMI program 

managers for each DS directorate and beyond. Further, the Bureau may create a model 

leadership development program adaptable to non-governmental private or public 

institutions, further showcasing the Department’s dedication to making leaders and caring 

for its members, while influencing potential employees to work for the federal 

government. 

Implications for Future Research 

To the researcher’s knowledge, no previous studies have been conducted on the 

formal leadership development experiences of mid-level (FP-2, FP-3) special agents 
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working for the Department and Bureau. The findings of this research add to the 

Department and Bureau’s knowledge of the efficacy of its mid-level leadership 

development training at FSI and in a few of the DS courses such as ATLaS and BRSO. 

Future studies may increase the sample size to include agents in grades above (senior 

level) and below (junior level) the studied mid-level grades of FP-2 and FP-3, perhaps 

using mixed methods to incorporate both quantitative and qualitative methodologies. 

Studying the leadership development perceptions of junior and senior agents may identify 

challenges and professional development areas unique to individuals beginning and 

approaching the end of their careers. 

In addition, future studies should include the leadership development experiences 

of non-agents such as fellow DS Foreign Service Specialists in the Security Engineer and 

Diplomatic Courier career fields and Bureau Civil Servants who are not agents. Data 

from non-agent participants could compare and contrast perceptions of leadership 

development that were identified in this dissertation’s results. For example, data 

reflecting negative perceptions by Security Engineers and Diplomatic Couriers of the 

formal leadership development courses at FSI (PK245, PT207, PT210) at FSI could 

complement the need to change the existing programs to better meet the professional and 

specialized needs of the participants. Conversely, positive leadership development 

experiences by DS Civil Servants could highlight the key leadership training takeaways 

by several of this research’s sample members. If the proposed solutions are applied to the 

professional dilemma, the most salient future study, however, would be the initial review 

of the DS-LMI and the LMI’s programs after the preliminary 12-month assessment 

period along with measuring the effectiveness (if any) of using Department leadership 
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principles and Bureau leadership tenets in leadership training. Results of the initial 12-

month period and the final 24-month assessment would determine if the LMI unit would 

continue to receive funding and assess the feasibility of the LMI expanding into each DS 

directorate to coordinate leadership / tradecraft training for all DS employees. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

The agent leader can have numerous duties: confidant, role model, teacher, 

advisor, technical expert, supervisor, sponsor, monitor, manager (Cullen, 2019). Perhaps 

the most critical task for the mid-level agent leader, however, is cultivating future DS 

leaders so that the organization and the federal government may sustain its missions. The 

findings in this study coincide with the results of past research concerning the importance 

of formal training in a leader’s personal and professional development. Further, these 

results reinforce the broader application of transformational leadership as a method to 

enhance an organization’s workforce. 

Transformational leaders are characterized as possessing a “deep sense of self,” 

changing an organization and its followers through a positive vision and having a genuine 

concern for the needs of peers and subordinates (Avolio & Gardner, 2005, p. 330). An 

effective leader is transformative by acting as a positive role model for others, inspiring 

followers to have pride and enthusiasm in themselves and their work products 

(Kotlyar & Karakowsky, 2007). It is through the transformational leader’s strength of 

will and devotion that followers and peers can develop an innate sense of who they are 

and aspire to develop their personal and professional attributes. 
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Summary of the Dissertation in Practice 

This dissertation in practice employed the phenomenological qualitative method 

to explore the perceptions of mid-level special agents employed with the Bureau of 

Diplomatic Security after they attended the Department of State’s formal mid-level 

leadership training course (PT207 Intermediate Leadership Skills). Thirteen one-on-one 

interviews were conducted with mid-level special agents in the grades FP-2 to FP-3, 

equivalent to the Civil Service grades GS-12 to GS-14. The aim of the research was to 

provide Department human resource practitioners and senior leaders with information 

regarding the effectiveness of formal leadership development programs for agents along 

with identifying weak and strong areas of current leadership training programs of study. 

Specifically, this study discovered the leadership training experiences of the participants, 

how the PT207 course assisted these leaders in their professional journey, and their 

perceptions of the importance of leadership development for all agents and other Bureau 

employees.  

Despite the vast majority of participants sharing a positive experience after 

attending the Foreign Service Institute PT207 Intermediate Leadership Skills course, the 

same majority perceived the PT207 course as being inadequate for covering the 

supervisory and leadership responsibilities expected of agents, especially for agents on 

their first overseas tours as Assistant Regional Security Officers. This was primarily due 

to a perceived lack of support for formal leadership development for agents at the Bureau 

level, and the lack of Bureau input for the PT207 course. Additionally, the interviewees 

did not perceive the PT207 training as providing sufficient instruction in leadership 

theories and did not feel they were exposed to leadership styles during the one-week 
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course. Many participants could articulate their own leadership approaches but 

communicated a need for additional leadership development overall with the addition of 

leadership theories and styles.  

The proposed solutions for these professional dilemmas are the creation of a 

Bureau Leadership, Management, and Innovation (DS-LMI) office either attached to the 

PDAS or T/DAS office, the application of existing Bureau leadership tenets and 

milestones through the Functional Bureau Strategy (FBS), and the formulation of a DS 

leadership development continuum for agents and other Bureau employees. Although the 

creation of new positions and leadership development initiatives in and by the LMI will 

likely result in a short-term decrease in another directorate’s workforce, the responsibility 

to cultivate future leadership through formal training programs is critical for continued 

mission success. 

An initial assessment of the LMI office would occur 12 months after designation, 

and a final assessment would be conducted at the 24-month period. The intent of these 

assessments would be to analyze participation in any leadership development initiatives 

and to discover methods to further improve the LMI office. The goals and initiatives of 

the LMI office could also be formulated and communicated in the FBS along with the 

drafting and refinement of any DS leadership development continuums.  

The benefits of leadership development, both formal and informal, are well-

documented in antiquity and the research literature. This study contributes to past 

research through an analysis of a formal leadership development course that is well-

designed for most Department employees but does not provide enough exposure to 

leadership skills, theories, or styles for mid-level special agents at this stage of their 
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careers, reinforcing the need for formal leadership development to be managed by DS in 

partnership with FSI, properly funded, and have support from Bureau senior executives. 

Through intentional and nurturing Bureau initiatives, leadership development may 

increase the career and psychosocial functions of the participants and the organization. 

Using transformational leadership theory as a guide for leadership development not only 

can create long-term value and positive employee retention, but also develop employees 

to be good workers and compassionate, confident citizens. 
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Appendix B 

Recruitment Email 

The below will be included in an email to solicit voluntary participation for the 

proposed study. Included attachments will be the informed consent form and Participant 

Bill of Rights.  

Dear [participant],   

I am a Special Agent assigned to the Foreign Affairs Security Training Center and 

currently enrolled in Creighton University’s Doctor of Education in Interdisciplinary 

Leadership program. I am researching the experiences of mid-level special agents at the 

FP-2 and FP-3 grades who have attended the Foreign Service Institute’s Intermediate 

Leadership Skills course (PT207) in the last four years part of the requirements for 

graduation. Additionally, this study seeks to learn how PT207 affected your professional 

leadership development.  

I am looking for volunteers to participate in one-on-one interviews lasting no 

more than 60 minutes. The interviews will be conducted during off-duty hours, and there 

is no cost to you if you choose to participate. Will you consider participating in the 

research? If so, the interviews can be conducted at any location most convenient for you 

including by video conference such as Zoom, Teams, or WebEx.  

Attached is a copy of Creighton University’s Information Letter containing the 

Participant Informed Consent Form and Participant Bill of Rights. If you desire to be a 

part of the research, please contact me by replying to this email or by telephone, and we 

can schedule a time that works for your schedule. You may also contact my faculty 
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advisor, Dr. Scott Liebertz, with any questions. I appreciate your time and understanding 

and hope to hear from you soon.  

Respectfully,  

Ben Sides         Scott Liebertz, Ph.D.  

703-###-####        203-###-#### 
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent Form 
 
Date: 
 
Dear Participant,  
 
You are being asked to join a research study because you are a mid-level Diplomatic 
Security special agent who has attended the Foreign Service Institute’s Intermediate 
Leadership Skills course (code PT207) at some point since 2016. You do not have to 
participate in this research study. The main purpose of this research is to collect 
experiences and examples of professional leadership development after your attendance 
of PT207 to create new knowledge for the benefit of other special agents and society in 
general. Research studies may or may not benefit the people who participate.  
 
Research is voluntary, and you may stop being in the study at any time. There will be no 
penalty to you if you decide not to participate or if you start the study and decide to stop 
early. This consent form explains what you have to do if you are in the study. Please read 
the form carefully and ask as many questions as you need to before deciding about this 
research. About 12-15 people will participate in the study.  
 
This research study is part of the degree completion requirements for Creighton 
University’s Doctorate of Education in Interdisciplinary Leadership program. Benjamin 
Sides is the researcher. The purpose of this study is to determine if mandatory 
Department of State leadership training for mid-level Diplomatic Security special agents 
improves leadership skills based on agent self-perceptions after receiving the training. 
Mid-level special agents for this study are defined as equivalent to GS-12 to GS-14 on 
the U.S. Government's General Schedule (GS) pay scale for federal employees. In this 
study, results from in-depth qualitative interviews will explore how the Department’s 
leadership development interventions are perceived and utilized by mid-level special 
agents who attended Department training. 
 
If you decide to participate in this study, your participation will last approximately 60 
minutes during a one-on-one interview with the researcher conducted via a video 
conferencing platform of the participant’s choice e.g., Zoom, WebEx, Skype Video, etc. 
With your permission, the interview will be digitally recorded for professional 
transcription to aid in the data analysis portion of the research. All research notes and 
transcripts will remain confidential, and no identifying information will be presented in 
the research report.  
 
Please know that there are no anticipated physical or psychological risks by assisting in 
this study. There is no cost for being in the study, however, the interview will be 
conducted during off-duty hours. There is also no payment for participation. 
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The researcher and Creighton University will protect your information, as required by 
law. The researcher may publish the results of the study. If so, pseudonyms will be used 
to identify study participants and no personal participant identifying information will be 
used. Your name will not be used in any publication or presentation about the study.  
 
Dr. Scott Liebertz, Benjamin Sides’ Dissertation Chair, can answer any of your questions. 
He can be reached at 203-###-####. If you have any questions about your rights as a 
research subject, or if you want to talk with someone who is not involved in the study, 
you may call Creighton University’s Research Compliance Office at 402-280- 2126.  
 
Sincerely, 
Benjamin W. Sides 
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Appendix D 
 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right:  
 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

 
2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 

begin the study.  
 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study.  

 
4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study.  

 
5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study.  

 
6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 

whether you will be compensated for participating in the study.  
 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected.  

 
8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-

related injury, and about your rights as a research subject.  
 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy:  
 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have.  
 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment. 
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Appendix E 
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol 

Interviewee:            Date and interview time:  

Interviewee title and place of work:  

Interviewee pseudonym:        Location:  

Introduction:  

 Thank you for volunteering to discuss your perceptions of leadership skills you use in 

your work unit after attending the FSI course PT207 Intermediate Leadership Skills. This 

research seeks to understand the leadership experiences of Diplomatic Security Special 

Agents in the grades FP-3 to FP-2. Additionally, this study seeks to learn your 

perceptions of how formal courses such as PT207, if at all, contributed to your leadership 

development. I am conducting the research as part of the degree requirements for 

Creighton University’s Doctorate of Education in Interdisciplinary Leadership program. 

All your comments will remain confidential, meaning that only my two dissertation 

committee members and I will have access to my interview notes. A pseudonym will be 

used in lieu of your name. I anticipate the interview taking between 55 to 60 minutes to 

complete. Were you able to read the consent form and Participant Bill of Rights I 

provided in my email? If not, please take a moment to read these forms. We can pause or 

stop the interview at any time for any reason.  

 

May I use a digital recorder to record our conversation today? Yes___ or No ___  
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Interview Questions 

Topic – Demographics and impressions of the training environment. 

1. Please provide an overview of the most recent Department and/or DS leadership 

training you attended in terms of location, number in attendance, number of 

agents in attendance (if known), and overall impression of the training. 

2. Whether or not those in attendance were from a diverse group of employees e.g., 

Foreign Service Officers, other Foreign Service Specialists/agents, etc. 

3. What parts (during or after) of your leadership training afforded you opportunities 

to strengthen your network of contacts as a work unit leader? 

Topic - Identifying areas of leadership training needs through feedback.  

1. Describe the course subject matter and its relevance to your present assignment 

and/or role as a supervisor. Describe course subject matters that are irrelevant to 

your present assignment and/or role as a supervisor. 

2. Overall, did the course help you improve your leadership, management, and/or 

work skills? Describe how you used what you learned in the course in your 

subsequent work. Can you provide an example?  

3. Can you give an example of a situation in which you feel this training prepared 

you to serve as a small unit leader? 

4. How has your attendance in the training impacted your role as a work unit leader 

or supervisor? 

Topic - Developing conceptual and interpersonal leadership skills through training.  

1. How have your perceptions changed about formal leadership training from the 

time you completed your course? 
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2. Describe how the training influences your present decision-making process 

because of your course attendance. 

3. What skill or knowledge do you wish that you had received in your leadership 

training that was not covered? 

Topic - Incorporating and acknowledging leadership style(s) into leadership 

development.  

1. As an agent, explain and describe your own leadership style. Can you give me an 

example of a time you used this particular style and what were the outcomes? 

2. What type of assistance did this training provide you in improving self-awareness, 

motivating others, and/or building teams? 

3. If you were in charge of course development, explain to me how you would 

incorporate leadership styles into the leadership training you recently completed. 

Would the approach you just described assist you in understanding and further 

developing your own style? 

4. How has your training attendance inhibited or degraded your performance as a 

leader? Put another way, are you now consciously changing parts of your 

personality or altering a previous leadership style to conform to the advice given 

in the mid-level course? 

Conclusion: 

 Thank-you so much for your patience and attention!  

 Do you have any questions for me? 

 May I contact you again if I have further questions? 
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 If desired, I can provide you with a copy of the final dissertation I submit to 

Creighton University.  




