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EXPLORING SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF FOLLOWERSHIP:
A QUALITATIVE STUDY

Abstract

This study adopts a qualitative approach to deconstruct the meaning of followership.
Interviews were conducted with employees in various industries to examine how individuals
socially construct their roles as followers and to explore followership schemas and contextual
influences that relate to these constructions. Results suggest that while some individuals socially
construct definitions around passivity, deference and obedience, others emphasize the
importance of constructively questioning and challenging their leaders. With regard to personal
qualities that are thought to make followers effective, major themes such as obedience,
expressing opinions, and taking initiative were found to be most disparate across different groups
of followers. Results also revealed that contextual factors may affect both followership
constructions and behavior in the follower role. These findings have important implications
regarding a need to examine the construct of followership in leadership research, as well as raise

interesting possibilities for advancing an “expanded” view of leadership in organizations.
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EXPLORING SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF FOLLOWERSHIP:
A QUALITATIVE STUDY

While the role of followers in the leadership equation has long been recognized (Hollander,
1992; Parker Follett, 1949) and recent work has extended follower-centered approaches to
leadership (Howell & Shamir, 2005; Meindl, 1995; Shamir, Pillai, Bligh & Uhl-Bien, 2007), an
area that has not yet been explored in leadership research is that of followership (Baker, 2007).
Followership research, consistent with Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995) description of “follower-
based” approaches (p. 223), adopts the follower as the primary focus and explores how
followership behaviors are related to organizational outcomes of interest (e.g., leadership,
performance). A followership approach differs from “follower-centric approaches to leadership”
(Meindl, 1995) in that the issue of interest is not follower perspectives of leadership but instead
follower perspectives of followership. Rather than considering how followers view their leaders
and their leaders’ behaviors, a focus on followership would consider how followers view their
own behaviors and roles when engaging with leaders (Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007).

A focus on followership helps increase our understanding of the leadership process by adding
to current typologies of leader styles and behaviors (Pearce, Sims, Cox, Ball, Schnell, Smith, &
Travino, 2003), a description of follower styles and followership behaviors. Such a perspective
helps “reverse the lens” (Shamir, 2007) in leadership research by addressing the role that
followers play in creating and maintaining effective followership and leadership outcomes.
Moreover, it addresses calls by Collinson (2006) and others (Lord & Brown, 2004) for a need to
generate a deeper understanding of follower identities and the complex ways these identities
affect leaders and the leadership process.

Given that empirical research on followership has not yet been advanced, the present study

reports the findings of an exploratory investigation into the nature of followership. Specifically,



we investigate socially constructed definitions of followership, and examine the followership
schema and contextual variables that are related to these constructions. Following suggestions of
Bresnen (1995) and others (e.g., Bryman, 1986) that “leadership can encapsulate a diverse range
of meanings and multiple frames of reference” (Bresnen, 1995, p. 496), we explore whether
socially constructed definitions of followership might also assume different meanings depending
on an individual’s underlying assumptions of what it is to be a follower (e.g., see Bresnen, 1995;
Bryman, 1986; Collinson, 2006; Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985; Smircich & Morgan, 1982).
Thus, similar to Bresnen’s (1995) method of investigating managers’ socially constructed
definitions of leadership, we adopt a qualitative methodology in an effort to achieve a more
grounded understanding of what followership means to those acting in such roles.

We begin by positioning the study of followership in the context of follower-centered
approaches to leadership and leadership theories that privilege the role of followers (e.g., shared
leadership, self-management). We show that while follower-centered research examines the
effects of follower characteristics on their interpretations of leaders, and shared leadership and
self-management expand leadership beyond the role of hierarchical leaders, these approaches
remain leader-centric in that they do not examine the cognitions or behaviors associated with
“followership” (i.e., the behaviors of individuals acting in relation to leaders). To address these
cognitions and behaviors we follow the suggestion of Uhl-Bien and Pillai (2007) and consider
the social constructions individuals make of followership. We do this by theoretically exploring
how followership schema and contextual factors may be associated with followership
constructions in organizational settings. We then use interview data gathered from individuals
acting in follower roles in various industries and across organizational levels to analyze reports

of followership schema, the types of constructions individuals hold of followership, and the



personal qualities/behaviors and contextual variables related to these constructions. We conclude
by discussing the implications of our findings for future research and practice aimed at further
developing and investigating the construct of followership.

A Focus on Followership

Research on follower-centered perspectives of leadership has explored how followers
construct leadership (Meindl, 1995), how personal characteristics of followers influence
perceptions of leadership (Schyns & Felfe, 2006), and how followers can engage in self-
leadership and shared leadership (Manz & Sims, 1980; Pearce & Conger, 2003). While this work
has advanced leadership research by exploring follower perceptions of leaders and leadership, it
offers little in the way of understanding followership. In particular, we still know very little about
how followers enact their own roles as part of the leadership equation.

To address behaviors and issues related to followership we need to have a better
understanding of what followership is and how it differs from existing research on follower-
centered perspectives. Therefore, in the sections below we review work on the follower-centered
approach to leadership and show how followership perspectives differ in their assumptions and
focus. We also explain why adopting this different perspective is important with respect to
enhancing knowledge and advancing understanding of a construct of followership.
Follower-Centered Perspectives

In the 1990s a stream of research in leadership began to emerge that constitutes a follower-
centered approach to leadership (Shamir et al., 2007). This work, initiated by Jim Meindl (1995)
and extended by others (Howell & Shamir, 2005; Lord & Brown, 2004; Pillai, Kohles, & Bligh,
2007), offers a framework for generating propositions regarding the inputs, mechanisms and

outcomes of follower constructions of leadership. Meindl’s propositions have been explored by a



number of researchers interested in understanding how follower traits, emotions, and attitudes
influence their perceptions of, or preferences for, certain types of leaders (Ehrhart & Klein, 2001,
Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 2003; also see Bligh & Schyns, 2007 for a review).

For example, several researchers have discovered that follower traits such as extraversion
(Schyns & Felfe, 2006) as well as self-efficacy and motivation (Dvir & Shamir, 2003) enhance
perceptions of transformational leadership. Similar research by Phillips and Bedeian (1994)
shows that follower extraversion is positively related to the quality of relationship they develop
with their leader. With regard to charisma, Pastor, Mayo, and Shamir (2007) concluded that
emotional arousal in followers increased perceptions of charismatic leadership. These studies
suggest that certain follower traits or emotions can bolster perceptions of effective leadership
(i.e., the halo effect). Recent findings by Bligh, Kohles, Pearce, Justin, and Stovall (2007) also
suggest that follower attitudes can have a negative effect on perceptions of leadership (i.e., the
horns effect). In particular, Bligh et al. (2007) found that follower job dissatisfaction and low
self-efficacy were related to heightened perceptions of aversive leadership.

Despite the fact that this work and the follower-centric approach in general draws much
needed attention to the role of followers in the leadership process, it is still primarily leader-
centric in its focus (Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007). This is clearly reflected in Meindl’s (1995)
descriptions of the follower-centric model. The follower-centric approach focuses on
constructions followers make with respect to (a) leadership as a way to understand and address
organizational issues and (b) the criteria or “theory-in-use” through which leaders are evaluated.
In the follower-centric model, “variations in the constructions of leadership are the immediate,

dependent variables of interest” (p. 333, emphasis added). In other words, the focus in follower-



centric work is still constructions of leadership; as a result, research has yet to advance an
understanding of follower-centered perspectives of followership.

Other research streams that are follower-centric in nature and draw attention to the behaviors
of individuals acting in non-hierarchical (“non-leadership”) positions are theories of shared
leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003) and self-leadership/self-management (Lovelace, Manz &
Alves, 2007, Manz, 1986; Manz & Sims, 1980). Both of these theories privilege the role of the
“follower” (i.e., subordinate) by recognizing that leadership behaviors can occur outside of
formal managerial roles. As described by Pearce and Manz (2005), traditional leadership models
have been narrowly focused on individuals in formal leadership positions but, given the new
realities of organizational contexts, “followers should also be included in leadership development
efforts in order to prepare them to exercise responsible self-leadership and to effectively use
shared leadership” (p. 130).

The concept of self-leadership has emerged out of the self-management and
“superleadership” work of the 1980s (Manz, 1986; Manz & Sims, 1980). Grounded in concepts
of self-control (Lovelace et al., 2007), self-management involves regulating one's behavior to
reduce discrepancies from externally set standards (Manz, 1986) by encouraging behaviors such
as self-observation, self-goal setting, incentive modification, and self-rehearsal (Manz & Sims,
1980; Neck, Neck, Manz & Godwin, 1999). At the heart of this approach is the idea that leaders
should develop skills in followers that promote their capacity to take more responsibility for their
own direction and motivation (Lovelace et al., 2007). “Self-leadership implies that leadership
can be self-imposed and thus does not require the traditional roles of leader and follower. That is,
so called followers, at least to some degree, can be their own leaders” (Lovelace et al., 2007, p.

379).



Shared leadership has emerged more recently and refers to a dynamic and interactive
influence process among members who lead one another to help reach the goals of the group or
organization (Pearce & Conger, 2003). Its focus is primarily on distributed leadership processes
that occur among members of teams (Avolio, Jung, Murry & Sivasubrimaniam, 1996; Ensley &
Pearce, 2001; Hooker, Nakamura, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Pearce, 1997; Pearce & Sims,
2002; Pearce, Yoo & Alavi, 2004; Shamir & Lapidot, 2003). Findings on shared leadership show
that in the right types of environments (e.g., shared purpose, social support and voice), team
members can demonstrate shared leadership behaviors with one another that result in enhanced
team productivity and a reduced need for external leaders (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007).
Followership Perspectives

While the above approaches do bring followers (i.e., subordinates) into the equation and can
be informative to the study of followership, they are still leadership models in that the behaviors
they focus on are leadership behaviors (e.g., shared leadership or self-leadership) and not
followership behaviors. Followership behaviors differ in that they do not address independent
activities of those occupying “subordinate” positions but behaviors of individuals acting in
relation to a leader(s). In other words, followership behaviors are not about how individuals
interact relative to their work (e.g., self-management, self-leadership) or other coworkers (e.g.,
shared leadership) but relative to those with higher status—with respect to leaders. For example,
followership behaviors can include the way followers choose to take responsibility relative to
leaders (e.g., “it’s not my job”), the way they communicate with leaders (e.g., expressing or
repressing opinions), their approaches to problem-solving with respect to leaders (e.g., proactive

problem-solving versus upward delegation), etc.



As described by Uhl-Bien and Pillai (2007), because the roles of leader and follower
necessarily involve a status differential (with leaders having higher status), prototypical
followership behaviors must involve some form of deference to the leader—as they say, once at
least some semblance of deference is gone, so is followership (see also Rost, 1995). The degree
to which followers show deference can vary, however. Some followers may construct and enact
followership in a more traditional “subordinate” sense, demonstrated by behaviors such as
reduced responsibility-taking, conformity, and reluctance to speak up, while others may
construct a more “dynamic” and “courageous” role of followership in which they see themselves
more as partners in the relationship or even co-leaders (Chaleff, 1995; Dixon & Westbrook,
2003; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007).

Despite these suggestions and possibilities, we continue to lack empirical evidence regarding
how individuals actually view followership roles in organizational settings. We know little about
socially constructed definitions of followership, or the cognitive schema and contextual variables
that are related to these constructions. Therefore, in the present study we examine the social
constructions individuals make when acting in a follower role.

Social Constructions of Followership

The social construction perspective posits that individuals create and interpret reality as they
interact with their environments (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Based on the premise that social
order is a human product, Berger and Luckmann (1966) suggest that individuals are socialized to
construct reality around institutionalized norms for thinking, feeling, and behaving. According to
Weick (1993), social constructions in organizations are best explained by the interaction between
social schema that drive perceptions and information processing and contextual attributes that

make certain information salient to the constructor. Schema and context do not operate in



isolation (Lant & Shapira, 2000); instead, generalized schemas form the foundation for
individuals to socially construct roles and relationships within a given context (Lord & Hall,
2003). With regard to followership, schema help us understand followership behavior in general.
However, context will influence constructions around specific followership behaviors that are
appropriate or acceptable in a specific environment. In this sense, both schema and context
influence how one socially constructs a definition of followership and, by extension, how they
enact the follower role. Thus when speaking about their socially constructed definitions of
leadership and followership, individuals reveal both their underlying schema and the aspects of
the context that make schematic traits and behaviors more or less appropriate (i.e., likelihood that
behaviors are enacted, or reinforced in a given context) (Weick, 1995).

With regard to social constructions of leadership, Bresnen (1995) examined the leadership
schema of construction managers and found that some leaders construct their role around
decision making and the importance of being a change agent, while others view having authority
and control over followers as essential to practicing leadership. Bresnen concluded that
leadership holds a ‘multiplicity of meaning’ by individuals who occupy the position, and that
variations in leaders’ behavior may be a product of divergent schema and context-specific
constructions. What is notable about Bresnen’s (1995) method is his examination of social
constructions among individuals acting in leadership roles and the ability to understand patterns
of relationships between schema, context, and behavior.

In the current study, we seek to take a similar approach by directly investigating followers’
social constructions of followership, and investigating the followership schema and contextual
variables that are related to these constructions. Given Bresnen’s finding that leadership holds

various meanings across different managers, we also expect to find differences in the way that
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individuals socially construct followership. These differences may depend on both individual
level followership schemas and relevant contextual variables that operate in the followers’
organizations.
Followership Schemas

Followership schemas are generalized knowledge structures that develop over time through
socialization and interaction with stimuli relative to leadership and followership (cf. Fiske &
Taylor, 1991). Louis (1980) suggests that organizations may influence these schemas by setting
norms and standards of behavior for individuals in different hierarchical roles and then
reinforcing those standards. For example, there is evidence to suggest that we are socialized to
view hierarchical systems such as organizations in terms of the status inequalities (Bacharach,
Bamburger, & Mundell, 1995; Ravlin & Thomas, 2005) and power differentials (Biggart &
Hamilton, 1984) that exist between individuals in various hierarchical positions. Indeed, research
on the social construction of leadership has demonstrated that individuals maintain a
romanticized notion of leadership where the word leader tends to activate a schema of heroism,
notoriety, and success (e.g., Meindl et al., 1985; Meindl & Ehrlich, 1987). As a corollary to the
romance of leadership, Uhl-Bien and Pillai (2007) suggest that social schema may also
contribute to the subordination of followership: the view that followers are largely ineffectual.

The image that followers are less responsible, accountable, and effectual than leaders is
reinforced by a top-down approach to leadership that is grounded in hierarchical notions that
status, power, influence, and prestige are reserved for those at the upper echelon (Courpasson &
Dany; 2003; Pearce & Manz, 2005; Wortman, 1982). Because hierarchical systems reinforce the
view that leaders have greater knowledge and expertise than followers, it is possible that

subordinates create and maintain a schema of followership that is defined by obedience,
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deference, silence, and powerlessness (Courpasson & Dany, 2003; Hirschhorn, 1990, Tyler,
1997; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007). For example, several lab studies have found evidence that
simply assigning someone the role of “follower” invokes a cognitive schema that aligns with the
notion that leaders have more knowledge and accountability than followers (Konst & Van
Breukelen, 2005) and that followers should be deferent and obedient (Gerber, 1988; Morand,
1996). Furthermore, research on upward communication in organizations suggests that followers
often refrain from transmitting negative information upward because of their vulnerability and
lack of power (see Glauser, 1984 for a review; Cohen, 1958; Kelley, 1951). This research
suggests that subordinates modify or omit information they send upward because they fear being
alienated by their leaders (Tynan, 2005), losing resources (Morrison & Milliken, 2000),
damaging relationships (Milliken, Morrison, & Hewlin 2003; Tynan, 2005), or diminishing their
mobility potential (Glauser, 1984).

Whereas these findings support the possibility that individuals maintain a schema of
followership that is passive (obedient) in nature, there is also reason to believe that followers
could hold more proactive schemas in which they believe their role is to engage more
interactively with leaders (Chaleff, 1995). Followers who hold such views may believe that
leadership is achieved through mutual influence (Greene, 1975; Lowin & Craig, 1968) rather
than authority and control, and see their role with leaders as partners (Uhl-Bien, Graen &
Scandura, 2000), co-producers of leadership (Shamir, 2007), or co-leaders (Heenen & Bennis,
1999). Research findings supporting this idea include studies showing that at least some
followers use upward influence to obtain needed resources (Allen & Porter, 1983; Kipnis,
Schmidt, Price, & Sitt, 1981), speak up with ideas or solutions to problems (Van Dyne & LePine,

1998), and challenge the status quo for the good of the organization (Morrison & Phelps, 1999).
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Overall, there is strong reason to believe that followers will report different schema of
followership, ranging from more hierarchical views of followership as subordination and
obedience (Konst & Van Breukelen, 2005) to more contemporary views that followers are
partners and co-producers of leadership outcomes (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Shamir, 2007).
However, while schema and prototypes provide the foundation for creating social constructions
of followership, it is also important to consider whether organizational variables (e.g., climate
and leadership style) influence context specific constructions and behavior (Holyoak & Gordon,
1984).

Organizational Context

According to Weick (1995), the context in which an individual operates will influence not
only how one socially constructs definitions of different roles (i.e., leader or follower), but also
how individuals enact such roles. Thus, the context created by the leader and the organization
may influence social constructions by activating followership schema that are relevant to
particular situations and influence how individuals behave in their followership roles (cf.
Bresnen, 1995).

Although there are a number of different variables that work together to create
organizational context (Porter & McLaughlin, 2006), it may be that certain elements of the
context will have more influence with respect to how one socially constructs followership. In
particular, organizational climate and leadership styles are two variables that may play an
important role in how individuals form followership constructions that are more passive or
proactive in nature.

For example, organizations that maintain a tight bureaucracy or reinforce authoritarian

leadership styles create a climate of top-down decision making that can stifle innovation and
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personal initiative taking (Blau, 1968). Such contexts reinforce the notion that leaders are more
capable and competent than followers, and provide little opportunity for followers to make a
substantial contribution to organizational processes. Individuals who maintain a passive schema
of followership might experience a high degree of fit in this type of context given their existing
belief that followers should be obedient and deferent in nature, and ascribe to the power and
status differences typically created by bureaucratic organizations (Blass, 2000; Milgram, 1965;
Ridgeway & Walker, 1995). However, followers with proactive schema might find that
bureaucratic contexts can stifle initiative taking. In such cases they may find themselves having
to socially construct their roles around the degree of proactivity that is acceptable or achievable
in their organization. For example, followers who maintain proactive schema might become
frustrated with organizations that reinforce status hierarchies and leaders who provide few
opportunities for followers to contribute to the leadership process (Berger, Ridgeway, & Zeldich,
2002). Thus, proactive followers may need to shift their definition of followership to a modified
version that involves being proactive without overstepping the role boundaries that are created
by the organization.

In contrast to climates of authority and bureaucracy, an empowering climate may blur the
lines between leaders and followers and encourage constructions of followership that are more
participative in nature (Collinson, 2006; Yun, Cox, & Sims, 2006). Pearce and Manz (2005)
contend that organizations with climates of empowerment and autonomy, as well as leaders who
allow for collaboration, will provide opportunities for followers to be proactive, get involved in
decision making, and, in some cases, engage in leadership-type behaviors (see also Spreitzer &
Doneson, 2005). Such contexts may be defined by a climate of initiative taking (Baer & Frese,

2003; Morrison & Phelps, 1999), ownership (Mayhew, Ashkanasy, Bramble, & Gardner, 2007),
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and information sharing and collective accountability (Blanchard, Carlos, & Randolph, 1999).
Research on empowerment climates, for example, suggests that organizations can positively
influence job satisfaction and performance by sharing power, knowledge, and information
among all organizational members (Seibert, Silver, & Randolph, 2004).

Empowering contexts would support proactive followership schema and influence
constructed definitions of followership that involve proactive problem solving, decision making,
and personal initiative (Roberts & O’Reilly, 1974; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007). However,
individuals with passive followership schema may resist opportunities to participate in the
leadership process and may subsequently construct followership around the passive behaviors
that are important to them even when their leaders or organizations call for more proactivity.

Leaders will likely play a large role in how followers perceive, and behave in these contexts.
Just as an empowering work climate may provoke more participative constructions of
followership (Seibert et al., 2004), it is possible that an empowering leader might encourage
followers to engage in more proactive behaviors. Empowering leaders are said to share power
with followers, thereby granting autonomy and increasing intrinsic motivation (Spreitzer &
Doneson, 2005; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). As opposed to more authoritarian leaders (Vroom
& Mann, 1960), empowering leaders are not preoccupied with demonstrating their authority or
ruling with an iron fist; rather they provide autonomy and encouragement to followers, and share
information to build efficacy and strengthen performance (Srivastava, Bartol, & Locke, 2006).

In sum, questions regarding the role that followership schema, organizational climate and
leader style play in the social construction of followership are provocative. However, given that
social constructions of followership have not been studied in the extant literature, the relationship

between schema and context in relation to social constructions and behavior remains largely
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unknown. Thus, we must begin to investigate these issues by exploring social constructions of
followership and uncovering the underlying schema and contextual influences that are related to
these constructions.
Present Study

The present study uses qualitative methodology to deconstruct how followers define their
roles in organizations. According to Bresnen (1995), the goal of deconstruction is to extract the
“multiplicity of meaning” from any construct or term. To accomplish this, we employed a
qualitative interviewing technique to uncover participant’s social constructions of followership.
This technique is said to be appropriate for exploratory theory building research as it allows
major themes to emerge from the data (Conger, 1998; Bryman, 1986; 2004; Hunter, Bedell-
Avers, & Mumford, 2007).

Followers in this study were operationalized as individuals acting in a subordinate role
(Bresnen, 1995; Bjugstad, Thach, Thompson, & Morris, 2006; Hollander & Webb, 1955). While
we understand there may be criticisms regarding this operationalization (e.g.., subordinates are
not always followers, just as managers are not always leaders; Bedeian & Hunt, 2006), we chose
to investigate how employees acting in subordinate roles socially construct a definition of
followership as a first step toward creating a more holistic understanding of followership in
organizations. Thus for the purposes of this study, we will investigate how subordinates (i.e.,
followers) socially construct a definition of followership under organizational managers (i.e.,
leaders).

Methods

Participants

16



Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 31 participants in the U.S. and Canada
working in a variety of industries and occupying a range of organizational levels. Given the early
stage of empirical work on followership we wanted to enhance the generalizability of our
findings by gathering input from a wide range of respondents. Therefore, we used a cross-
sectional qualitative sampling method, which involves sampling from diverse backgrounds,
occupations, and organizational levels in an effort to obtain a broad domain of opinions and
perspectives (Bryman, 2004). Participants represent a variety of public and private sector
organizations and industries including education, high-technology, financial services, mass
media, consulting, and health care. The average tenure among participants with their current
organizations was approximately 9 years (s.d. = 6.1) and average tenure working with their
current supervisor was 3.5 years (s.d. = 2.69).

We assessed the degree and nature of interaction between participants and their respective
leaders in several ways. First, to determine the amount of interaction respondents had with
leaders we asked them to indicate the number of hours per week they spend interacting with their
immediate manager. Interview responses showed that 60% of participants reported spending 1-
10 hours per week interacting with their leader, 17% spending between 11-20 hours per week,
and 23% spent 21-30 hours interacting per week. To assess whether respondents worked in the
same immediate location as the leader(s) they identified during the interviews, we asked about
co-location; we found that 78% reported they work in the same location as their leaders. Finally,
to obtain a general sense of amount of delegation, we asked them to indicate on a six-point scale
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (a very large extent) the extent to which the leaders they
identified engaged in delegating tasks and activities to them as followers. This resulted in an

average level of delegation of 3.98 (with a range of 1-6 and s.d. = 1.19).
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Data were gathered from individuals across non-supervisory, supervisory, and middle
management positions to increase the range of responses and information available for our
qualitative analysis (non-supervisory = 15, supervisory = 8, middle management = 8). We also
attempted to control for gender by ensuring our sample had an adequate number of men and
women (the sample was nearly evenly split among males, n = 17, and females, n=14). Because
some respondents were managers, steps were taken to ensure that participants responded to
interview questions by thinking about their role as a subordinate. Specifically, we began each
interview by asking respondents to identify the individuals to whom they report, and to think
about their role with respect to their interactions with leaders in their organizations (e.g., their
immediate supervisor, managers, directors, etc.).

Procedure

Respondents were contacted either by email or phone and invited to participate in an
interview regarding their role in their organizations. Interviews ranged from 25 minutes to an
hour in length and were based on a semi-structured protocol with 9 core questions (see Appendix
A). These questions were designed to elicit participants’ social constructions of followership,
perceptions of the benefits and/or drawbacks of being in a follower role, and the personal
qualities and behaviors they believe make followers effective. In addition, respondents were
asked general questions regarding organizational variables that facilitated or impeded success in
the follower role. The majority of contextual coding themes regarding climate and leadership
style were extracted from answers to these questions. All interviews were tape recorded and
transcribed for coding.

Prior to beginning interviews, the interview team met to talk through interviewing strategies

and the importance of not leading respondents to answer questions in a specific way. Following
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the recommendations of Lee (1999), interviewers participated in 4 hours of training where they
were instructed to (1) introduce the study to participants and explain its purpose, ensure
confidentiality, and record the interview with note-taking and tape recorders; (2) avoid leading
questions as a means of probing respondents, and (3) effectively steer the interview to keep
respondents on track without biasing their responses. The interviewers were also briefed on the
potential pitfalls in the interview process (e.g., going off topic), and how to avoid biasing the
responses (e.g., through verbal and non-verbal cues). Interviewers were instructed to interview
only one individual at a time, and to conduct the interview in a quiet place where the interviewer
and interviewee could have privacy.

Interviews were conducted until theoretical saturation was met (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), theoretical saturation is reached when the addition of
subsequent interviews fails to add new and distinct variance to the coding categories created by
previous interviews. In the present study, saturation was reached at 25 interviews. However, to
ensure that we obtained the desired range of responses, 6 additional people were interviewed to
provide balanced representation across organizational levels (non-supervisory, supervisory,
middle management).

Coding and Analysis Strategy

Qualitative coding of interview data was conducted using a method commonly referred to as
“inductive analysis” (Lee, 1999, Patton, 2002). Inductive analysis is consistent with a grounded
theory approach in that major themes are discovered “through an analyst’s interactions with the
data” (Patton, 2002, p. 453). According to Katz (1983), inductive analysis allows the researcher
to continually create and refine categories in an effort to develop a theory that explains a certain

phenomenon. Whereas this method does not allow for a comprehensive explanation of a
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phenomenon, consistent with our intent in this study, it provides a starting point from which
researchers may begin to develop hypotheses regarding the constructs discovered and how these
constructs are related to others.

Following the steps outlined by Goetz and LeCompte (1981), our inductive analysis began at
the onset of interviewing and concluded after all data were collected. Specifically, our team met
regularly to: (1) review the data that had been collected to date and identify preliminary themes
or categories that were emerging, (2) revisit categories previously devised and assess their
relevance to new data that were collected, (3) create typologies for major categories or themes
that emerged, and (4) assess the relationships that surfaced between categories (Goetz &
LeCompte, 1981).

In the first step, data reduction (Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski, 1999), the research team met at
various stages of the data collection process to identify first-order codes that were emerging in
the interview data. First-order coding involves assigning categories to naturally occurring themes
in the data; in first-order coding, “the researcher creates as many categories as needed to
organize, explain, and assign empirical data to these categories in a coherent fashion” (Lee,
1999: 48). Each researcher read and re-read the interview transcripts and assigned preliminary
summary labels to first order codes. For example, when responding regarding the personal
qualities that make followers more or less effective, participants suggested that being positive,
having a good attitude, avoiding negativity, and looking on the bright side were all
characteristics that a follower needed to be effective. The first order theme for this group of
responses was labeled “positive attitude.” This process was repeated until enough first-order
labels were obtained to sufficiently account for themes across the data (Miles & Huberman,

1994). Once summary labels were generated for all categories, these labels were subsequently
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used to code all interview data (see summary labels and definitions for first order codes in Table
1).

After devising first-order summary labels, the degree of support for each code was
gauged by calculating coding frequencies (i.e., the number of times that a particular code was
mentioned within and across interviews; Lee et al., 1999). Several researchers suggest that a
minimum frequency be determined such that any code category that has a code frequency below
the minimum is deleted from further analysis (Anderson, 2007). In this study, a code was
assumed to have sufficient support if it generated a coding frequency that was greater than six.
This process yielded a final coding scheme with 12 first order categories that describe the
personal qualities and behaviors that respondents identified as leading to follower effectiveness
and 4 first order categories that describe salient contextual influences (see Table 1).

In addition to assigning first-order codes to the data, consistent with Campbell and Martinko
(1988) and Lee et al. (1999), ratings of follower passivity/activity were also assigned case-by-
case based on the interview responses of each participant. This scoring method is conducted at
the participant level of analysis (rather than the paragraph or sentence level), and is effective in
summarizing data across a number of respondents (Lee et al., 1999). A likert-type rating scale
ranging from 1 (passive follower) to 5 (proactive follower) was assigned to each interview by
four independent coders. Cohen’s (1960) measure for inter-rater reliability was computed across
these ratings and yielded an acceptable reliability coefficient of .78.

Once agreement was reached among the research team on coding (the coding categories,

first-order summary labels, and likert-scale ratings of passivity/proactivity), the entire coding
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process was replicated by two independent coders who were not involved in inductive processes
used to create the coding scheme. The independent coders were trained to understand the
interview protocol and the coding categories, and were instructed to code at the paragraph level
of analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Coding at the paragraph level of analysis safeguards
against over-inflation of code frequencies by ensuring that repeated themes emerging from a
respondent’s answer to a single question are not coded more than once. The independent coders
met frequently with researchers to clarify the coding process and assess agreement levels. When
disagreements occurred, the coders were asked to discuss the reasons for their disagreement and
correct problems of interpretation or code definitions. Final codes were entered into Atlas/Ti, a
code-and-retrieve software program, and analyzed to obtain frequencies of major themes. Inter-
rater reliability among the coders resulted in an adequate reliability coefficient of .93.

In the results that follow, we highlight the social constructions of followership that were
revealed by our respondents. We also drill down to uncover the followership schema that lie at
the heart of these social constructions (i.e., beliefs about the personal qualities and behaviors that
make followers effective) and the contextual variables that influence followership constructions
and behavior. Throughout this discussion, we compare coding patterns across individuals with
divergent social constructions.

Results

Given that previous research has found multiplicity of meaning within social constructions of
leadership (Bresnen, 1995), we expected that individuals would also show variations in their
socially constructed definition of followership. Supporting this expectation, analysis across

participants’ responses revealed differentiation between socially constructed definitions of the
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follower role. More specifically, some followers defined their role around passivity, obedience,
and deference, while others saw their role as largely proactive and participative.
Social Constructions: Passive, Active, Proactive

Passive Constructions. Just over one-third (39%, n = 12) of the respondents revealed
socially constructed definitions that were strongly aligned with traditional, passive descriptions
of followers. For example, when asked what followership meant to them, these respondents said:

“Mostly following orders. Following through and carrying out orders. Making sure that
things get done. Basically to support the leaders and their decisions and do things that way.”
(Organizational Position: Dental Assistant)

“As a subordinate, it takes a person who is really willing to listen and follow, which is a
difficult thing. Especially since you may not be privy to all the information, so in that way, you
can’t question everything, you just have to go with it. If a leader says we have to go with that,
we go with that.” (Organizational Position: Administrative Coordinator)

This group of respondents saw the follower role as inherently more passive and identified the
importance of following through, taking orders, and doing things the “leader’s way.” In
addition, individuals with passive social constructions emphasized the relative lack of
responsibility that is associated with the follower role and placed heavy emphasis on the
importance of deferring to the leader’s knowledge and expertise. For example, when talking
about the benefits of being in a follower role, one respondent put it this way:

“I like that there is no responsibility or minimum responsibility. You don’t worry about the
job when you go home, and there’s just the freedom that comes from that lack of stress.
[Managers] have to manage the other staff, and some of them are very difficult.” (Organizational
Position: Food Server)

Active Constructions. In contrast, another group (32%, n = 10) of respondents revealed
more active social constructions of followership by emphasizing the importance of expressing

their opinions and offering input when it was solicited by their leaders. Followers with active

social constructions also suggested that leaders have greater expertise and knowledge to make
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decisions, however they placed some importance on the contribution that they make to the
leadership process. When asked what followership means to them, these respondents said the
following:

“It seems to me that many times, the knowledge that [leaders] have, working with different
ideas and different concepts, different mandates, different financial knowledge that they have; a
lot of decisions have to be made there. I would say that I’'m often times given the opportunity to
voice ideas or concerns. But when the final decision has to be made...many times I feel like I’'m
more in a follower position.” (Organizational Position: School Principal)

“I would say it’s my leader giving me direction, but also me giving him direction. I give him
updates on what we are doing...and if he sees strategic things happening in a different direction,
then | would be expected to change my plans, move around, and do whatever is necessary to
incorporate his ideas.” (Organizational Position: Editor of Financial Systems)

These quotes highlight the importance of offering opinions, but remaining loyal and steadfast
to a leader’s decisions. In contrast to followers with passive social constructions who saw
reduced responsibility as an advantage of being in a follower role, participants who viewed the
follower role as more active emphasized the advantages of being able to learn from people in
leadership positions. For example, one respondent stated:

“I think in a subordinate position, you have a chance to learn, you have a chance to see things
from a subordinate position that, sometimes when you’re on the ‘perch,” you don’t necessarily
see.” (Organizational Position: School Principal)

Proactive Constructions. A third group of respondents (29%, n = 9) revealed a more
proactive social construction characterized by taking initiative, offering feedback and advice to
leaders, and constructively challenging their leaders’ assumptions before they were asked to do
so. This group of followers talked candidly about the importance of influencing leaders’
decisions and questioning their directives. When asked what followership meant to them, these
participants responded with the following:

“To me, to be an effective follower is all about being proactive. Doing some of the detailed

thinking that your leader may not. But the other important thing of an effective follower is when
to say no. When to bring other valid information to the table that says, you know what? Let’s talk
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about what you’re trying to achieve rather than the solution you are asking me to implement. So
saying no and challenging the thinking of that person you are following.” (Organizational
Position: Insurance Manager)

“I’m more like a quiet leader. I basically let my director know that there are things that I can
make decisions on, but things that also need to be his decision. So, we had a meeting about a
month ago and we agreed that he has enough trust in me that | will make the right calls for the
right reasons. So I am going to take more of a leadership role going forward.” (Organizational
Position: IT employee)

“I am a subordinate. | have no direct reports, so | have no direct influence over anybody. So |
have to gain [my leaders’] respect, gain the power to influence them to accomplish the goals that
I feel are necessary for [my] programs. People aren’t just going to arbitrarily listen to what |
have to say.” (Organizational Position: Program Manager, Product Development)

As demonstrated above, followers with proactive social constructions emphasized the
importance of influence, challenge, and “silent leadership” when enacting the follower role. This
is in contrast to the group of passive followers who placed greater salience on deference and
doing things the “leader’s way.” Indeed, followers who saw their role as more proactive
expressed the importance of offering unsolicited feedback or advice and influencing leaders to
weigh alternative perspectives. One particularly interesting finding is that the themes identified
as a benefit for respondents with passive social constructions (e.g., reduced responsibility) were
identified as a drawback for the respondents with proactive social constructions. For example,
one participant stated:

“I like to get things done, I’m an action oriented person, and when you’re in a subordinate
role, sometimes you can’t force the action the way you want it to go...and that is probably a
drawback of being a subordinate. Most of the people who are subordinates would prefer not to
deal with the responsibility or accountability more than they would prefer to be a change agent.”
(Organizational Position: School Principal)

Summary. Overall, participants’ responses showed that followers socially constructed their
role around the levels of passivity or proactivity they believed followers should display. For

example, the responses of the more passive followers highlighted themes of reduced

responsibility and decision making, as well as a lack of stress that they frequently associated with
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the leadership role. Proactive followers, on the other hand, expressed the desire to take
ownership and accountability, and highlighted problems and frustration associated with not
always having the authority to drive an issue in the direction they perceived was best for their
department or organization. On the continuum between passive and proactive followers,
individuals who conceptualized followership as an active role wanted input in decisions, but only
expressed their opinions when given the opportunity. This emerged as a major difference
between those followers who revealed a proactive social construction and those who revealed an
active social construction.

Additional Analyses. To consider whether responses varied across organizational level or
industry, we checked for varying patterns of relationships in reports of social constructions
across these variables. No significant relationships were found in our sample. Individuals with
passive, active, and proactive social constructions appeared to be evenly dispersed across

organizational levels and industries (see Table 2).

Given that social constructions are a product of both individual schema and contextual
influences, our next step in the analysis was to understand the followership schema that underlie
passive, active, and proactive social constructions. Followers were placed into “passive,”
“active,” or “proactive” groups based on the participant-level rating that was assigned to them in
the coding process. For the purpose of exploration, and to achieve cross-category comparisons,
themes regarding prototypical follower traits and behaviors were analyzed by calculating
frequencies within each of the passive, active, and proactive follower groupings (see Table 3).

Coding of followership prototypes revealed 12 categories of personal qualities/behaviors that
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were salient to the follower role. However, an evaluation of coding frequencies across the
passive, active, and proactive follower groups revealed coding differences in only a few coding
categories. We present these results below, and provide coding frequencies and sample quotes
for all coding categories regarding personal qualities and behaviors that reportedly lead to

follower effectiveness in Table 3.

Personal Qualities and Behaviors Identified by Passive Followers

The twelve respondents who revealed a passive social construction of followership were
grouped together under the term “passive followers” and their responses were analyzed to
understand salient followership prototypes. When exploring their followership schema (i.e.,
questions about the personal qualities and behaviors that make followers effective), this group
revealed themes that strongly aligned with traditional conceptualizations of obedience and
deference. For example, passive followers highlighted personal qualities and behaviors such as
having the ability to be flexible and open to change (n = 7), having a positive attitude (n = 10),
and being obedient (n = 13) with greater frequency than the active or proactive followers (see
table 3). For example, one respondent highlighted the importance of being obedient and not
making waves:

“The more successful subordinate, you know, [it’s] a much more passive role. Non-
confrontational. Not a risk taker. A less successful subordinate is if you’re the assertive type of
person, you wanna take charge of things, you always want to be in control...Non-confrontational
people I've encountered seem to get along a lot better, be more adaptable...They go with the
flow, they are much more flexible in situations than other people.” (Organizational Position:
School Principal)

The passive behaviors identified above were very salient to this group of respondents, and

overall, it was clear they saw a successful follower as someone who did not question authority or
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actively disagree with the status-quo. Furthermore, many of the respondents mentioned that
challenging the status quo was a behavior that contributed to ineffective followership. For
example, one respondent stated the following:

“I can think back to an incident several years ago at our school...our superintendent was
having some problems with a veteran teacher here, and had come to the conclusion that this
teacher needed to make some changes or he wasn’t going to be asked back...The teacher didn’t
follow instructions that were given by the superintendent and by me and by our board of
education...actually, basically did just the opposite of what he was asked to do...and while I was
not directly involved in the observations, | did make some, and was able to corroborate with our
superintendent and, again while serving in that subordinate role, agree with what he had seen.
And | guess the successful part was that we got what we feel was a better teacher in that
position.” (Organizational Position: School Principal)

Overall, this more passive group of participants spoke very candidly about the passivity of
the follower role. Specifically, this group differed from the rest of the participants in that they
were less willing to speak out and take risks, and they were primarily interested in showing their
supervisors loyalty and support.

Personal Qualities and Behaviors Identified by Active Followers

The ten respondents who revealed an active social construction were grouped together and
classified as “active followers.” When asked about the personal qualities and behaviors that
make followers effective in their role, active followers highlighted themes regarding ownership
(n = 3), offering opinions (n= 6), and being a team player (n = 9). In addition, they placed less
emphasis on the importance of being deferent and obedient (n = 8) than individuals identified as
passive followers. For example, one respondent mentioned, “I don’t care for people who sit there
and just say, ‘I don’t know, it wasn’t my decision, I’m just following.” I don’t mind taking the
buck if I know why, and let people get angry at me if they are not happy.”

With regard to taking ownership, one participant described a situation wherein a follower

refused to take ownership for a failed banking deal, and left others to pick up the pieces:
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“A classic example is from my commercial banking days; a deal goes sideways, and the
individual washes their hands of it and says ‘it isn’t my deal.” Yeah, it’s a $10 million
transaction, but they don’t wanna take ownership for it, and then you’re left scrambling trying to
fix it...and you’ve lost the customer because they’re ticked off.” (Organizational Position:
Associate Director, Career Management Services)

In addition to taking ownership, active followers also mentioned that being able to voice their
opinions at the appropriate time and in a positive manner was essential for follower success. In
contrast to the passive followers who mentioned that they rarely voiced their opinions, active
followers mentioned that they were regularly given the opportunity to express concerns.
However, similar to passive followers, active followers also emphasized the importance of
supporting a leader’s decision regardless of whether they personally agreed with it:

“I think that our central administration does a great job of listening and letting us be heard. I
can think of a recent example with the hiring of a para-educator...I got a chance to be heard
when those decisions were made, and really were not exactly the way | wanted them to go. |
guess [ look at it this way...I can take that and I can do two things: I can accept it, I can be
respectful, I can be loyal, | can work out ways to make it work, or I can complain about it, and be
deceitful, I can say bad things about the decision...and I think that sets a tone for the whole
building.” (Organizational Position: School Principal)

Personal Qualities and Behaviors Identified by Proactive Followers

The nine respondents who revealed a proactive social construction of followership were
grouped together and classified as “proactive followers.” The personal qualities and behaviors
that lead to success in the eyes of proactive followers were similar to those identified by active
followers, only they were mentioned with greater frequency. Like active followers, proactive
followers perceived that taking ownership (n = 5), offering opinions (n= 14), and taking initiative
(n = 13) were all behaviors that made them effective in their follower role. Additionally, while

active followers mentioned obedience with less frequency than passive followers (n =8 vs. n =

13, respectively), proactive followers mentioned obedience only once. Thus, this theme of
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obedience and deference, which is commonly associated with the role of a follower, was of little
salience to proactive followers.

With regard to offering opinions and taking initiative, proactive followers were quick to
mention that they took opportunities to voice their concerns and offer solutions to problems
before being asked to do so by their leaders. These individuals also tended to go out of their way
to divert crises without the fear of reprisal from their leaders. For example, after proactively
making a decision regarding the best way to handle a student athlete with a negative attitude, one
principal elaborated on the reactions he received from his superintendent:

“The assistant principal made the decision, and I supported him. But the superintendent
wanted her to be suspended for 2 or 3 games...we didn’t feel that this really warranted that. And,
as is usually the case, the superintendent calls me in, and | explained why the decision was
made...and I told him, we had no proof that she even said those things...should I just go ahead
and suspend her right there or should I check into it and find out if its valid.” (Organizational
Position: School Principal)

Another respondent mentioned that on at least one occasion, he had confronted his leader on
her negative attitude and demeaning behavior that was exhibited in front of their team:

“I noticed that she made some comments in front of the team: ‘Geez, they shouldn’t have
done that.” So when I had a chance to meet with her, I said, ‘I don’t know if this is going to get
me fired, but I see that we have some issues with building the team, so as a result, [ don’t think
it’s a good idea for you to criticize the other team members in front of your own team...and [
understand that you feel like you are part of them, but you are managing [both teams] now and
you may need to set the right tone.”” (Organizational Position: IT employee)

Essentially, the proactive followers were demonstrating behaviors that are traditionally
associated with leadership, rather than followership. In addition, many of these respondents
condemned the blind obedience and unquestioning behaviors of others. For example, one
respondent put it this way:

“I notice that a lot of followers just tend to take little steps...they just listen to the higher up
and say, ‘whatever you say, I’ll do.” They’re trying not to rock the boat. And what I am

disappointed about is, how is that really helping the company in the long run?”” (Organizational
Position: IT employee).
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Contextual Influences on Followership Constructions and Behavior

As mentioned earlier, social constructions can be influenced by contextual variables,
including leadership style and organizational climate. Therefore, we also examined the data
relative to contextual variables of leadership and climate and their potential influences on
followership constructions and behavior.

Leadership Themes. In our data, respondents spoke about leadership style as a contextual
variable that influenced their definition of followership and the way they behaved in the follower
role (see Table 4). For example, when juxtaposing the leadership style of their current manager
with that of previous managers, several respondents spoke about the benefits or drawbacks of
working with leaders who displayed various styles:

“Before my current director, | had another director. She was a bit more supportive in the
sense that she gave you enough room to run. She allows you to understand what the goals
are...as long as you’re heading in the right direction, she was fine with that. My current

manager doesn’t do that as often. Even though he gives a lot of freedom, he tends to be a bit
more hands on...that provides a big challenge for us.” (Organizational Position: IT employee)

This quote highlights the important role that context plays in followership constructions and
behavior and suggests that social constructions may be somewhat dependent on the style of a
particular leader. Such leadership themes generally emerged around the way that authoritarian or
empowering leaders influence definitions of the follower role. For example, several respondents
spoke candidly about their leader’s authoritarian style and overall tendency to snuff followers’
attempts to take initiative or demonstrate their own leadership ability (n = 13).

“In this rural district, there are only two administrators, myself and the superintendent. We’re
in the same building...basically across the hall. So he has made it very clear that it is his
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building, his staff, his kids. And while I have a good working relationship with him, most
definitely it is apparent that he is the leader.” (Organizational Position: School Principal)

Whereas authoritarian leadership style emerged as a major contextual theme, several
respondents also spoke about their leader’s effort to share power and decision making (n = 14):

“My direct supervisor is not particularly directive in my role, although certainly he has his
opinions and he voices them and we discuss them, and then we decide where to go from that
point. But I use him more as a sounding board.” (Organizational Position: Manager of
Responsible Care)

Through the process of evaluating leadership themes across individuals with passive, active,
and proactive social constructions, it was clear that active and proactive followers found it most
difficult to work with authoritarian leaders (n = 10). For example, several respondents spoke
candidly about how leaders discouraged followers from speaking up.

“One thing that happens here a lot is that we have very vocal executives that shoot down a lot
of people when they’re speaking their minds. So, in turn, a lot of people don’t speak their minds
when they should. They’re really the follower type that just say ‘well, | better not say anything or
else I’ll have my head bitten off.” (Organizational Position: Program manager).

“I was still new...and I had some ideas about changing our administrative structure here and
started talking to people to get information. I had not been asked to change it...I did it on my
own. And a few days later, our superintendent comes up to me and says ‘I heard you were
thinking about us’...and he really didn’t care for my thought process or what I had to say. It was
a sobering experience” (Organizational Position: School Principal)

As noted above, these respondents suggested that they had to shift their definition of
followership so that their behavior was appropriate for the context. For example, one respondent
elaborated on how his followership schema is more proactive in nature, but given his leader’s
authoritarian style, he was forced to construct followership around more active (rather than
proactive) behavior:

“I’m a rather poor subordinate because I have this real drive to be that proactive person. |
would love nothing more than to propel [my company] through my own personal qualities and
personal drive. Yet, my boss has issues with strong personalities, or feels insecurities in regard

to his position. So I play the role. I can always be counted on to give high quality when asked. 1
am a reliable resource, not so much for affecting wholesale change in the company, but when my
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talents and abilities are needed, I am there to give them” (Organizational Position: Magazine
Editor).

The quote above highlights the role that both schema and context play in followership
constructions and behavior. Specifically, this respondent maintained an active construction of
followership (e.g., offering opinions when asked) because the context did not allow him to fully
engage in proactive behavior. Indeed, several respondents who were classified as proactive
followers mentioned that the context forced them to rethink followership, and as a result, many
believed that they were not successful because their schema did not match the context within
their organization:

“I like to be proactive. And sometimes in a subordinate position, that’s not the role you need
to play. | think to be a more successful subordinate, | need to learn what my role is, and just do
my role and don’t do anything more unless I’'m asked to do more. And that’s something that I
continue to struggle with. So, that’s why I think most of the time I’m probably not very
successful at being a subordinate.” (Organizational Position: School Principal).

Conversely, passive followers rarely spoke about the way that their leader’s style influenced
constructions of followership or behavior in the follower role (authoritarian leadership n = 3;
empowering leadership n = 3). There was, however, one exception to this pattern which was
revealed by a passive follower who expressed concern over working with an empowering leader:

“Our superintendent puts us in that leadership role, even though we are subordinates. He
trusts us...and feels very comfortable sharing decision making and empowering us. | have
always resisted that kind of a position, but overall, I’'m happy.” (Organizational Position: School
Principal)

Organizational Climate Themes. Respondents also mentioned how characteristics of their
organization’s climate or structure influenced their construction of followership and their
behavior in the follower role. Specifically, some respondents spoke about the difficulty they had

navigating through bureaucracy or continuing to make a contribution under hierarchies of

authority (n = 9).
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“The organization I came from prior to this was much larger. I had a lot more autonomy to
make decisions and I had signing authority for a lot higher dollars than I do in my current role...I
have zero signing authority. Everything has to go through the director. I think that’s been a
downfall of our structure. People either aren’t able to, or aren’t willing to make decisions. So we
get caught up in this loop sometimes where a decision doesn’t get made because someone needs
to defer to somebody else.” (Organizational Position: Program Manager, Product Development)

Others, commented on how an empowering climate and flatter organizational structure made
it easy for them to contribute in a meaningful way (n = 7).

“We have a fairly flat organization. So I have a lot of autonomy and the opportunity to make
decisions and decide how work gets done.” (Organizational Position: Manager of Responsible
Care)

Similar to our findings on authoritarian leadership, active and proactive followers were the
most vocal regarding the constraining effects that bureaucracy and hierarchies of authority can
have on the ability to be proactive (n = 7).

“[My manager] and I always have a good laugh about the bureaucracy...you know, the ten
signatures that are required to occasionally get things done. And because of that, you have
people saying ‘This is not my job, that is not my responsibility.” And I’ve always believed that
you may have a job description that says ‘Thou shall not do this after 4pm,’ but the reality is, we
need to get this done.” (Organizational Position: Associate Director, Career Management
Services)

Taken together, the quotes above suggest that individuals with active and proactive schema
had the most difficulty operating in bureaucratic environments or under authoritarian leaders,
and many were forced to construct their follower role around the behaviors that were appropriate
for the context. Surprisingly, passive followers rarely spoke about working in an empowering
climate or with leaders who encouraged participation (i.e., contextual themes that would not
match a passive construction). Indeed, the majority of our context coding involved statements
regarding the contextual influences that challenge active or proactive followership schema or

made it difficult to act in the way that these followers perceived they should.

Summary
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In sum, the findings of our exploratory study suggest that the follower role is more complex
and multifaceted than previously thought. Our findings revealed an important link between
followership schema, social constructions, and the role that context plays in followership
behavior. Specifically, the findings of this study suggest that:

e Participants revealed socially constructed definitions of followership that were passive,
active, or proactive in nature. For example, the responses of the more passive followers
highlighted the importance of doing things the “leader’s way,” whereas proactive
followers expressed the desire take ownership and accountability.

¢ On the continuum between passive and proactive followers, individuals who
conceptualized followership as an active role wanted input in decisions, but only
expressed their opinions when given the opportunity.

e With regard to followership schema, passive followers emphasized the importance of
obedience and deference, whereas active and proactive followers emphasized the
importance of constructively challenging their leaders and voicing ideas or concerns.
Moreover, proactive followers identified blind obedience as a behavior that was
associated with ineffective followership.

o Followers spoke about the important role that leadership styles and organizational climate
play in their ability to act in alignment with their active and proactive followership
schema. Specifically, active and proactive followers spoke about the difficulty working
with authoritarian leaders or in hierarchies of authority, whereas passive followers rarely

spoke about the impact that contextual variables had on their followership role.
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to deconstruct the meaning of followership by investigating
how individuals socially construct follower roles in organizations. We also set out to identify the
personal qualities and behaviors that individuals believe are important to success as a follower
(followership schema), and contextual variables that affect followership constructions and
behavior. In line with Shamir’s (2007) call to “reverse the lenses,” this study takes a first step
toward understanding how followers define their roles in relation to organizational leaders—i.e.,
how followers define followership.

Based on our findings, it appears that followership constructions exist along passive, active,
and proactive dimensions (Kelley, 1992). Followers who were identified as holding a passive
social construction emphasized the importance of taking and following orders, deferring to the
leader’s knowledge and expertise, and remaining loyal to and supportive of the leader’s
initiatives. This conception, which is consistent with Uhl-Bien and Pillai’s (2007) writings on the
subordination of followership, may be a product of the socialized tendency to obey authority
figures (Blass, 2000; Milgram, 1965) and attribute power and status to individuals in advanced
hierarchical positions (Berger, Ridgeway, & Zeldich, 2002; Hecksher, 1994; Morand, 1996).
Indeed, many of our respondents identified their leaders as having the required knowledge and
expertise to make decisions and chart the future direction of their company.

Respondents who possessed an active social construction defined their role in terms of
offering opinions when given the opportunity, but remaining obedient and loyal regardless of
whether they were in agreement with the actions of the leader. In line with research on mutual
influence (Greene, 1975; Lowin & Craig, 1968) respondents with active social constructions

emphasized the importance of speaking up, offering opinions, and “giving their leaders
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direction.” However, like the more passive followers, active followers expressed the importance
of remaining loyal to their leaders and always maintaining a positive attitude. They were not
willing to “push the envelope,” so to speak, or constructively challenge their leader’s actions.
This finding supports previous research suggesting that followers may refrain from overtly
challenging their leaders for fear of violating social norms (Courpasson & Dany, 2003) or
damaging relationships with their leaders (Glauser, 1984; Milliken Morrison, & Hewlin 2003;
Tynan, 2005). Overall, it appears that active followers were responsive to their leaders’ requests,
but lacked the self-initiating behavior to proactively identify a need and respond to it without a
direct request from their leader.

Finally, followers who revealed a proactive social construction identified behaviors more
aligned with partnership relationships (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000) than those based on dominance and
submission (Courpasson & Dany; 2003; Tyler, 1997; Wortman, 1982). Proactive followers saw
themselves as active participants—or co-producers (Shamir, 2007)—in the leadership process;
they viewed their role as working to advance the mission of their department or organization. In
enacting this role, they reported being “quiet leaders,” willing to constructively challenge their
managers if needed.

This finding is in line with Sorenson and Hickman’s notion of “invisible leadership”
(Hickman, 2004), in which individuals are motivated to take action by a commitment to achieve
a common purpose without regard for personal recognition, visibility or self-interest. It is also
consistent with Bennis’ (2000) suggestion that leaders can no longer be considered the most
knowledgeable or capable individuals in organizations. Followers who recognize a leader’s
flawed thinking and challenge the leader to consider alternative courses of action to prevent them

from making mistakes or harmful decisions are highly desirable in today’s organizational
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environments (Chaleff, 1995; Hirschhorn, 1990; Morrison & Phelps, 1999). In our sample,
proactive followers frequently criticized the passive, obedient behaviors that are typically
associated with the follower role. This is not to suggest that proactive followers were
disobedient. On the contrary, proactive followers spoke about the importance of constructively
questioning and challenging their leaders—rather than blindly following the directives from
above—because they were concerned with meeting the mission of the organization.

With regard to differences in follower personal qualities and behaviors, the largest disparity
across groups involved themes of obedience, expressing opinions, and taking initiative. The
strong relationship between the themes described above and the variations in socially constructed
definitions of followership reinforce the notion that constructions are heavily based on individual
schema (Weick, 1993; Meindl, 1995). These findings provide evidence that individuals maintain
followership schema regarding how they should act in relation to their leader. Given Bresnen’s
(1995) propositions regarding the relationship between social constructions and behavior, this
finding has important implications for organizations. For example, followers who feel their role
is best served by remaining silent and loyal to the leader might refrain from standing up to their
leaders’ abusive, dangerous, or even illegal behavior. Indeed, the recent ethical scandals of the
past decade point to examples where followers silently stood by while their leaders defrauded the
organization (Uhl-Bien & Carsten, 2007). On the other hand, followers who are proactive about
voicing their concerns may face negative ramifications if the organization’s culture does not
support such behavior. For example, research suggests that followers may face retaliation if they
speak out against their leaders or organizations (Near & Jensen, 1983).

The findings also provide evidence that social constructions of followership, and the ability

to act in alignment with followership schema, may be dependent on the context that is created by
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the leader and the organization. Participants spoke candidly about the effects that various
leadership styles (e.g., authoritarian or empowering) had on the way they constructed
followership and their ability to be proactive in the follower role. Several followers commented
on how strong bureaucracy diminished their ability to take initiative and move things forward,
while others commented on how an empowering climate encouraged them to offer ideas and
opinions. These findings are consistent with vast amounts of previous research showing that
leadership effectiveness is highly dependent on the organizational context (e.g., Porter &
McLaughlin, 2006). However, one particularly interesting result concerned the followers who
defined themselves as “ineffective” because their followership schema did not match the context
in which they operated. This finding suggests that, at least in some cases, followers experience
conflict between how they believe they should act (i.e., what their schemas and scripts depict as
good followership), and the behaviors that are considered acceptable by their leaders and their
organizations. This is a very interesting avenue for future research given that we know little
about the interaction between schema and context in determining followership behaviors and
their attitudes relative to these behaviors.

Based on the design of this study, we cannot draw firm conclusions regarding how passive or
proactive followers deal with organizational constraints or the strength of the interaction between
followership schema and leadership or organizational context. However, our findings do raise
interesting questions regarding these potentially interactive effects. For example, how do
individuals respond when their schema are inconsistent with the context, and what is the effect of
this response on their feelings about their work situation (e.g., stress, intentions to quit,
satisfaction/ dissatisfaction)? Are there individual differences such as proactive personality or

need for social approval that influence how individuals choose to respond? Under what
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circumstances do individuals act consistent with their beliefs about their role responsibilities
even though the context does not overtly support their actions? What are the consequences of
acting out of alignment with the social context, and are these consequences worse for individuals
with proactive schema acting in authoritarian environments than individuals with passive schema
acting in empowering climates?

Interesting questions also arise regarding the stability of followership schema in changing
contexts or environments. Given research suggesting that cognitive structures are fairly stable
(Harris, 1994), organizations that implement empowerment initiatives such as self-managed
teams might find it difficult to change followership schema that are predominantly passive and
deferent in nature®. In these circumstances, the organization may face push-back from followers,
and it may be necessary to design and implement training initiatives (Logan & Ganster, 2007).
Followers who believe that it is not their job to lead might wreak havoc on organizations
attempting to influence more proactive behaviors. Thus, organizations might consider conducting
workforce analyses to understand the steps that will need to be taken to ensure that followers
accept the empowerment initiative and engage in the desired behaviors. In addition,
organizations may need to place greater emphasis on rewarding proactive followership behavior
in an effort to shift the dominant schema that individuals may hold about passive followership.

Another area for future research involves the issue of matches and mismatches between
followers’ and leaders’ constructions of followership. While leadership research has long
considered the effect that implicit leadership theories have on follower reactions to leaders
(Eden, & Leviatan, 1975; Epitropaki, & Martin, 2005; Lord & Maher, 1991), it may also be that
leaders’ and followers’ reactions to one another are influenced by their implicit theories of

followership. We could imagine that leaders with proactive constructions of followership may

! We thank an anonymous reviewer for this comment.
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become very frustrated by followers who act consistent with passive constructions. Alternatively,
leaders with passive constructions may view proactive followers as pushy, insubordinate and
disrespectful. Passive followers may find it difficult to work with leaders who have a proactive
construction of followership. Moreover, proactive followers may find authoritarian leaders “old
school” and highly ineffective. In such cases, it would be interesting to examine whether
followers would still be proactive with their leaders and/or try to find a style that allows them to
influence leaders in an effective way, or would these types of followers subdue their natural
tendencies toward proactivity (i.e., adopt a more passive role).

Finally, our findings on proactive followership offer important insights that may have
potentially interesting implications for leadership research more broadly. Specifically, proactive
followers didn’t merely regulate their own behaviors (i.e., self-leadership, Manz, 1986), lead
other team members toward a mutual goal (i.e., shared leadership, Pearce & Conger, 2003), or
influence leaders to obtain desired resources (i.e., upward influence, Deluga & Perry, 1991).
Rather, proactive followers actively influenced their leaders through constructive challenge and
upward communication in an attempt to advance positive change in their department or
organization. While these findings are consistent with Chaleff’s (1995) conceptualization of
“courageous followership” and Kelley’s (1992) typology of “exemplary followers,” the
descriptions offered by proactive followers appear more consistent with leading than with
“following.” For example, these individuals do not follow (e.g., conform to, comply with, obey,
imitate, go along; dictionary.com); instead, they lead (e.g., influence, advance, contribute,
persuade, affect; dictionary.com).

Hence, perhaps these findings offer implications for an “expanded view” of leadership

(Hiller, Day, & Vance, 2006) that goes beyond leading “down” to a concept of leading “up”, i.e.,
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leading from a “subordinate” role. In particular, an implication of proactive constructions of
followership may be the need to broaden our views of leadership beyond top-down managerial
leadership to leadership that can also flow upward in organizations. While this type of upward
leadership would obviously be quite different from that occurring in top-down managerial roles,
it seems to still be leadership in that it involves using influence to create change toward a
common purpose (Bryman, 1996; Rost, 1995; Hickman, 2004). Therefore, just as we have
identified extensive typologies of leadership behaviors for top-down (managerial) leadership, the
findings reported here suggest that we may also want to consider typologies for leading-up
(upward leadership).
Limitations

Given our exploratory qualitative approach and small sample size, these findings should be
interpreted with caution until they have been replicated in a variety of settings and with multiple
methodologies. It is important to note that interview data are a subjective reflection of followers’
perspectives and experiences, rather than objective accounts of reality. Although this
methodology was appropriate for understanding respondents’ socially constructed definitions of
followership, future research will benefit from multi-method approaches to data collection that
examine variations in followership perceptions from individuals at various organizational levels
and across industries. Interesting avenues for future research include longitudinal analyses of
social constructions to investigate how followers are socialized into particular contexts and
whether socialization processes affect changes in followership schema over time (Lord & Hall,
2003).

Moreover, due to the qualitative method used in this study, we were not able to gather

personality measures that could help us understand how individual differences might lead
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followers to adopt more passive or active social constructions and whether or how these would
vary in different situations. Therefore, another worthwhile area for future research is examination
of how follower traits relate to followership schema and social constructions under different
contextual conditions (e.g., different leadership styles and organizational climates).

Finally, the findings are based on data gathered from a North American sample (U.S. and
Canada). It is highly likely that social constructions of followership will vary across cultures. For
example, people from individualistic cultures emphasize the benefits of autonomy, personal
freedom by way of participation in decision making, decentralized decision-making, and
employee centered incentive systems (Earley & Gibson, 1998). Thus, it could be that more
individualistic cultures may place greater value on proactive behaviors in a followership role
than collectivistic cultures. Similarly, cultures that are high in power distance will tend to have
more autocratic styles of leadership in which employees are expected to follow established
patterns of communication and be heavily dependent on supervision and the organization for
instruction (Erez & Earley, 1987; Hofstede, 1980; Rodrigues, 1990). Such cultures may socialize
individuals into a more passive schema of followership emphasizing obedience and deference.
Therefore, future research should consider whether and how aspects of cultural values play a role
in the creation of schemas of followership and the social construction of followership based on
contextual factors of the work environments.

Conclusion

In seemingly a “mirror image” of Bresnen’s (1995) findings regarding social constructions of
leadership, the findings of our study reveal that followership holds “a multiplicity of meaning”
for individuals occupying the role. Just as Bresnen found that leaders socially construct their

roles around more proactive views of being a change agent or more authoritarian views of
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control over followers, our findings show that individuals hold followership schema along a
continuum from more passive (e.g., blindly obedient) to more proactive (e.g., change agent)
views. The strength with which these schema influence social constructions in particular
workplaces, however, appears to be related to contextual variables of leadership styles
(authoritarian or supportive/empowering) and climate (bureaucratic/hierarchical or empowering).
Thus, in alignment with propositions by Meindl (1995), social constructions of followership
appear to be the product of individual schema and relevant contextual variables that operate in a
given organization.

These findings have important implications with respect to organizations’ desire for passivity
(e.g., blind obedience and deference) or proactivity (e.g., partnership or co-leadership) among
their employees and whether employees’ followership schema “fit” with the organization’s
climate. Moreover, they have implications for leadership research in that they verify the need to
“reverse the lenses” by more fully considering the other half of the leadership equation, the
enactment of followership, and perhaps even suggest a need to expand views of leadership
beyond leading down to leading up. Taken together, we believe the findings of the present study
provide strong support for advancing a call to more actively develop and explore a construct long

overlooked in the domain of leadership research: the construct of followership.
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Table 1: Coding Categories and Definitions for Major Coding Categories

Code

|

Definition

Coding Categories for Prototypical Personal Qualities and Behaviors

Team Player

Willingness to work in cooperation with others. Emphasizing collective effort and cooperation.

Positive Attitude

Individual is inclined to approve, help, or support. Emphasizing what is laudable, hopeful, or good.

Initiative / Proactive Behavior

Willingness to identify, confront, and solve problems or issues; recognize and act on initiatives
without deferring to the leader.

Expressing Opinions

Individual makes known his/her opinions and feelings to the leader and the group. Constructively
challenges leader’s ideas, decisions, initiatives, etc.

Flexibility/ Openness

Willingness to adapt to and be malleable. Open to new ideas or experiences

Obedience/ Deference

Not participating readily or actively. Not involving visible reaction or active participation. Going
along with others; Submitting without resistance.

Communication Skills

Able to exchange ideas and thoughts. Understanding audience and framing arguments accordingly.

Loyalty/ Support

Faithful adherence to the leader and support for his/her ideas.

Responsible/ Dependable

Capable of being depended on; worthy of trust; reliable

Taking Ownership

Emphasis on taking full responsibility for, and having power and influence over, any part of an
individual’s job.

Mission Conscience

Being mindful of the overarching company goals and direction. Focusing on the bigger picture and
greater purpose of the work.

Integrity

Adherence to moral and ethical principles; soundness of moral character; honesty

Coding Categories for Contex

tual Themes

Hierarchical/Bureaucratic
Work Context

Emphasize a command and control working relationships. Operate in a top-down fashion.

Empowering Work Climate

Shared perception that the organization encourages individuals to be proactive and get involved in
decision making by.

Authoritarian Leadership

Leadership characterized by an insistence on obedience and authority.

Empowering/Supportive

Provide autonomy and encouragement to followers. Share information to build efficacy and

Leadership

strengthen follower performance.

55




Table 2: Number of Participants in Various Levels and Industries by Social Construction Classification

Passive Active Proactive TOTAL
Organizational Level:
Non-Supervisory 6 6 3 15
Supervisory 4 1 3 8
Middle Management 2 3 3 8
Industry:
Education (K -12) 2 3 2 7
Education (College level) 2 4 0 6
Health Care 2 0 1 3
Hi-Technology 1 0 1 2
Consulting 1 2 0 3
Media 0 1 2 3
Financial Services 2 0 1 3
Government 1 0 2 3
Other 1 0 0 1

Note: Numbers in each cell represent the number of participants.
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Table 3: Sample Quotes and Coding Frequencies for Prototypical Personal Qualities and Behaviors

Code Sample Quote Passive | Active | Proactive | Total
Team Player “I don’t care if it’s the lowest position or the highest,
if you are not a team player, you will not be 8 9 7 24
effective.”
Positive Attitude “Subordinates who are gonna be successful are those 10 8 5 93
that enjoy what they do and have a positive attitude.”
Initiative / Proactive “I generally tend to propose something that I see 1 8 13 99
Behavior needs to be done, so it’s not solicited.”
Expressing Opinions “I raise the issue and the awareness...last year, I
raised the issue that we needed to manage global 2 6 14 22
security issues.”
Obedience/ Deference “It takes a person who is willing to listen and
follow...you may not be privy to information so you 13 8 1 22
just have to go with it.”
Flexibility/ Openness “I think you have to be flexible. I think you have to
- ” 7 5 7 19
be willing to accept change.
Communication Skills “I think the most important thing for a follower is 4 5 8 17
communication.”
Loyalty/ Support “You have to respect the people above you and be
loyal...the decision’s been made, ’'m gonna accept 3 4 2 9
it.”
Responsible/ “I have to prove that I am responsible, that I can 3 3 3 9
Dependable handle situations on my own.”
Taking Ownership “We took ownership over our different sections and
. ) - 1 3 5 9
did whatever necessary to make it work.
Mission Conscience “Good followers try to see the big picture and see
, s 2 3 3 8
what’s gonna be best for the organization.
Integrity “Honesty is right up there. I can work with a person 3 3 1 7

that says, ‘ah man, I screwed up.”
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Table 4: Sample Quotes and Coding Frequencies for Contextual Variables

Code Sample Quote Passive | Active | Proactive | Total
Empowering/Supportive | “Our superintendent wants us to take ownership and
Leadership he just feels very comfortable sharing decision 3 7 4 14
making and empowering us.”
Authoritarian Leadership | “[My manager] definitely treated us as if we didn’t
have any brains and as if we were children and 3 4 6 13
couldn’t think for ourselves. She over-managed us.”
Hierarchical/Bureaucratic | “The culture of the company is just something that’s
Work Context almost mechanical. 1 think that employees start to 9 3 4 9
lose that zest; that kind of impetus to go the extra
mile.”
Empowering Work “Our organization is pretty flat...so we have a great 5 5 3 7

Climate

deal of autonomy in decision making.”
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Appendix A

Interview Protocol for Followership Constructions

The purpose of this study is to investigate how people view their roles in organizations. When
answering the interview questions, we would like you to reflect on the hierarchy in your
organization and your role as a subordinate. Specifically, we would like you to think about how
you interact with the people in positions above you. All responses to these questions will be held
strictly confidential and you will not be identified as a participant in this study. In order to
accurately capture all of your responses, | would like to ask your permission to tape record the
interview. (start recording) Is it okay if | tape the interview? In addition, would you mind if we
used some of your quotes from the interview under an anonymous pseudonym for the purposes
of publishing papers or reports?

How would you describe your position in the organization? (position, how many
subordinates/superiors, role)

a. Thinking about your role as a subordinate, what are some of the activities you
engage in every week? What kinds of tasks do you work on with your
supervisor?

. Thinking about your role as a subordinate (i.e., working with your current supervisor), to
what extent do you see yourself engaging more in leadership or followership-type
behaviors?

a. Tell me more about the way you think about followership? What does
followership mean to you?

Do you think there are benefits of being a follower/subordinate?

a. If yes, what are they?

b. If no, why not?

Do you think there are drawbacks to being a follower/subordinate?

a. If yes, what are they?

b. If no, why not?

. Are there personal qualities AND behaviors that make followers/subordinates more or
less successful?

a. If yes, what are they?

b. What outcomes do you think are associated with these characteristics?

. Tell me about a time when you or someone you know acting as a follower/subordinate
engaged in behaviors that resulted in success? (need specifics on the position of the
person if they did not use themselves as an example)

a. What happened? (series of events, behaviors, actions, etc.)

b. What were the outcomes?

. Tell me about a time when you or someone you know acting as a follower/subordinate
engaged in behaviors that resulted in FAILURE? (need specifics on the position of the
person if they did not use themselves as an example)

a. What happened? (series of events, behaviors, actions, etc.)

b. What were the outcomes?

. Do you see yourself as a successful follower/subordinate?
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a. What makes you successful/unsuccessful?
b. What do others do to make you successful?
c. How do others prevent you from being successful?
9. Have you ever been appreciated for your contribution to your organization/team?
a. What was singled out in terms of your contribution?
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