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Leaders and followers are equally important for organizational success. Therefore, it is essential to
educate individuals to become effective leaders and followers. In this work, a taxonomy of leadership
theories with the follower component is developed to acknowledge the presence of followers in the
leadership process. A Leader—Follower Unity model is proposed to portray an individual’s ability to act
as a leader and a follower. The importance of teaching leadership from a Leader-Follower Unity
standpoint is addressed. An implementation of a Leader—Follower course teaching both leader and
follower skills is suggested.

INTRODUCTION

The idea of leaders as heroes and symbols of power, wisdom, knowledge, and authority, and
followers as dependents prevails in the society. It is not well recognized that these characteristics are
ascribed to leaders by followers, similar to Max Weber/Robert House’s concept of charisma when
followers fervently attribute super powers (exceptional traits or qualities) to their leaders (Boone &
Bowen, 1987; Ciulla, 2004; Gardner, 1987; Hollander, 1992; Nahavandi, 2009). “Emphasizing leadership
to the exclusion of followership breeds a single-minded conformism” (Kelley, 1992, p. 9). In order to
understand why organizations fail, freeze, or succeed, it is imperative to step away from the notion of
leadership and expose follower attributes to the spotlight.

The study of followership until very recently has been largely neglected (Adair, 2008; Baker, 2007;
Bjugstad, Thach, Thompson, & Morris, 2006; Brumm & Drury, 2013; Carsten, Uhl-Bien, West, Patera, &
McGregor, 2010; Cox 111, Plagens, & Sylla, 2010; Kellerman, 2008; Kelley, 2008; Lundin & Lancaster,
1990; Sy, 2010; Tee, Paulsen, & Ashkanasy, 2013; Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014). Bligh
(2011) notes that throughout the 19-year timeframe from 1990 to 2008 only as little as 14 percent of the
articles contained the term follower in the abstract or title in The Leadership Quarterly.

A profound work on followership began in 1955 with publications by Hollander and associates,
followed by Gardner’s (1987) Leaders and Followers, Kelley’s (1988) article in Harvard Business
Review In Praise of Follower, and a seminal Joseph Rost’s (1991) book Leadership for the Twenty-First
Century. In his book The Power of Followership, Kelley (1992) posed questions: “Why... do people tend
to value leaders and undervalue followers? Why do we refuse to appreciate that follower are us [emphasis
in original]?” (p. 8).

Since then, appreciation of followership as a vital component of the leadership process has escalated
significantly (Adair, 2008; Kellerman, 2008; Riggio, Chaleff, & Lipman-Blumen, 2008). The first
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national conference on followership took place in 2006 at Claremont McKenna College and continues to
serve its academic and research purposes. Thousands of master’s theses and doctoral dissertations have
addressed followership in areas ranging from nursing, education, business, sports, hotel industry, and
others.

Although an impressive number of workshops, training sessions, and courses are offered on
cultivating leadership skills, corresponding to Gardner’s (1987) belief that 90 percent of leadership can be
taught, emphasis on teaching the followership component of the leadership process remains slim. While
the first course on followership was offered at Carnegie-Mellon University by Robert Kelley in 1985
(Kelley, 1992, p. 36), availability of such courses at other universities in the United States to this day is
limited.

In 2014, Malakyan conducted a quantitative analysis of the undergraduate residential leadership
programs (53 majors and 17 minors) in the United States to determine whether followership constitutes a
part of their curricula (Malakyan, 2014). Seventy universities (26 state, 19 private, and 25 faith-affiliated
institutions) were randomly selected out of 200 programs listed in the Directory of Leadership Programs
by the International Leadership Association. Out of 70 institutions, none had a course on followership or
had followership mentioned in the program descriptions.

TAXONOMY OF LEADERSHIP THEORIES WITH THE FOLLOWER COMPONENT

A comprehensive review of leadership theories resulted in a list of selected theories that incorporate
various aspects of followership as its integral element. These theories are presented in Table 1 and are
arranged in a historical order of leadership theory development: The Contingency Era (early 1960s to
present) and Contemporary/New Models for Leadership (1970s to present) (Boone & Bowen, 1987,
Burns, 1978; Nahavandi, 2009). The role of followers within each theory is indicated. The purpose of this
taxonomy is to reflect the presence of followers within the leadership process as acknowledged in each
leadership theory and emphasize that leadership is inconceivable without followers.

A prevailing number of existing leadership theories are based on a leader-centric approach. These
theories acknowledge the presence of followers, but do not place them in equilibrium with the leaders.
Avolio and Reichard (2008) note that parallel to authentic leadership, there is authentic followership:
“Authentic followership develops from modeling by the authentic leader and likely vice versa, depending
on the qualities and capabilities of the follower, which produces heightened levels of follower and leader
self-awareness” (p. 327). Bass and Riggio (2006) and Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, and Carsten (2014) affirm
that transformational leadership remains the most researched leadership theory as transformational leaders
focus on followers’ needs, but still fail to fully acknowledge the attributes or contribution of the
followers. Thus, a question of which theory places a bigger emphasis on the importance of followers may
still be a question of controversy and various interpretations among scholars.

After reviewing the fundamental leadership theories, the question arises whether any theories on
followership exist. In 2014 the first formal theory of followership was proposed by Uhl-Bien et al. The
theory encompasses: (a) a follower role (position of a follower in relation to leaders), (b) following
behaviors (in relation to leaders), and (c) outcomes related to the leadership process. The authors further
propose that the following dimensions could be included in the study of followership: (a) followership
characteristics, (b) followership behaviors, and (c) follower outcomes (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).

LEADER-FOLLOWER UNITY MODEL

As shown in Table 1, the leadership theories that incorporate various aspects of followership mainly
focus on the role and characteristics of the leader, leaving insignificant room for the role of followers.
Thus, textbooks and courses with a heavy emphasis on leadership breed a perception of inequality in the
roles, with leaders being exalted and followers diminished, as portrayed in Figure 1.

Extensive research supports that individuals play leader and follower roles interchangeably (Baker,
Mathis, & Stites-Doe, 2011; Chaleff, 2009, 2010; Cox III et al., 2010; Howell & Mendez, 2008;
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Kellerman, 2012; Kelley, 1988, 1992; Malakyan, 1998, 2014; Rost, 1991, 1995). Each individual acts as a
leader in one situation and a follower in another. Based on this premise, a model of Leader—Follower
Unity (LFU) is proposed to portray an individual’s ability to act as a leader or a follower, depending on
the context.
TABLE 1
TAXONOMY OF LEADERSHIP THEORIES WITH THE FOLLOWER COMPONENT

Theory Author and Year Follower Component
Contingency Models (early 1960s to Present)
Contingency Model Fred Fiedler, Followers facilitate an identification
1967 of a leader’s individual leadership
style. A proper match is desired
between a leader’s style of
interacting with followers.
Path—Goal Theory Robert House, Followers’ obstacles are reduced and
1971 they are provided with resources
necessary to achieve organizational
goals.
Situational Leadership Ken Blanchard, Leadership effectiveness depends on
Theory (SLT), Paul Hersey, the level of followers’ readiness (the
previously known as 1972 degree to which followers are able

Life-Cycle Theory
of Leadership, 1969

Normative Decision Model
(Vroom—Yetton Model)

Substitutes for Leadership
Model (SLM)

Leader—Member Exchange
Theory (LMX)

Victor Vroom,
Philip Yetton,
Arthur Jago,
1973

Steven Kerr,
John Jermier,
1978

George Graen,
Mary Uhl-Bien,
1995

and willing to accomplish a task).

Followers’ commitment plays an
important role in the process of
the leader’s decision-making.

Certain organizational or individual
variables such as followers’
training or expertise can substitute
for leadership.

Followers are divided between the
in-group (closer to the leader) and
out-group (farther from the leader).
The in-group followers benefit from
a higher level of leader’s attention,
rewards, and job satisfaction.
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TABLE 1-CONTINUED
TAXONOMY OF LEADERSHIP THEORIES WITH THE FOLLOWER COMPONENT

Theory

Author and Year

Follower Component

Contemporary/New Models for Leadership (1970s to Present)

Charismatic Leadership
Theory

Transactional Leadership
Theory

Transformational
Theory

Servant Leadership Theory

Authentic Leadership
Theory

Team Leadership

Max Weber,
1924,

Robert House,
1977,

James McGregor
Burns,

1978

James McGregor
Burns,
1978

James McGregor
Burns,
1978

Robert Greenleaf,
1978

Bill George,
2003

Susan Kogler
Hill,
2007

Followers ascribe

extraordinary qualities or abilities

to the leader. A leader is considered
charismatic solely based on the followers’
perception.

Support of followers is exchanged
for incentives, and, therefore, may
be perceived as manipulated.

Followers are inspired by their
highly moral leaders to direct
their efforts towards a common
goal for the overall good

of the organization.

Followers are being “served” by
leaders, as found in ancient
Eastern and Western beliefs.
Servant leaders lead because they
aim to serve their followers.

Followers have faith and trust in
their leaders. They find them moral,
candid, and ethical, and develop
strong bonds with the leader.

Followers constitute teams, and
teams and leadership processes
reciprocally influence each other.
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FIGURE 1
HEAVY EMPHASIS ON LEADERSHIP IN TEACHING
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Teaching from an LFU standpoint enables practitioners to embrace the criticality of both sides and
address the differences, needs, and attributes of leaders and followers. When applied to teaching
leadership—followership courses, LFU recognizes that both components are equally weighted. The
attributes, however, may not be identical for leaders and followers (the quest that has been approached
and remains an avenue for further exploration), but are overlapping. This is shown in Figure 2. While
some of them are commonly desired characteristics (attributes characteristic to both leaders and
followers) (Baker et al., 2011; Hemphill & Coons, 1950; Hollander, 1992; Kellerman, 2008; Kelley,
1988; Lundin & Lancaster, 1990; Nolan & Harty, 1984; Stogdill & Coons, 1957), the other attributes are
particular to leaders or followers to a different extent (Antelo, Henderson, & St. Clair, 2010; Antelo,
Prilipko, & Sheridan-Pereira, 2010; Baker et al., 2011; Henderson, 2008; Henderson & Antelo, 2007;
Hollander,1992; Prilipko, Antelo, & Henderson, 2011; Sy, 2010).

Leader and follower attributes need to be integrated into the course material and should be
undergirded in classical elements of theory so that when a theoretical concept is reviewed, it is
approached from the dual standpoint — that of a leader and a follower. Therefore, when applying LFU to
practice, it is important to distinguish between the attributes (a) important for leaders, (b) important for
followers, and (c) equally important for leaders and followers. Also, the depth and criticality of an
attribute of a leader or a follower would depend on the context.
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FIGURE 2
LEADER AND FOLLOWER ATTRIBUTES—NOT IDENTICAL, BUT OVERLAPPING

CONCLUSION

Followership has traditionally been neglected and understudied in the leadership literature. In this
work, the taxonomy of leadership theories with the follower component was developed to acknowledge
the presence of followers in the leadership process. The model of Leader—Follower Unity (LFU) was
proposed to portray an individual’s ability to act as a leader or a follower, depending on the context.
Teaching from an LFU standpoint enables practitioners to embrace the criticality of both sides and
address the differences, needs, and attributes of leaders and followers. When applied to teaching
leadership—followership courses, LFU recognizes that both components are equally weighted. The
attributes, however, may not be identical for leaders and followers, but are overlapping. These attributes
should be integrated into the Leader—Follower course, linked with leadership theories, and approached
from both the leader and follower standpoints.
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