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Editorial Abstract: Rather than encouraging leaders to mentor followers to “follow me” as an imitation
learning imperative, leaders may mentor to specific and objective abilities/traits to create dynamic sub-
ordinates. These dynamic follower competencies form a foundation from which follower initiative can
grow to leader initiative more naturally. The identified follower competencies help leaders focus their
mentoring efforts. This approach encourages followers to develop fully, based on their personalities,
strengths and weaknesses, and situational factors.

We have good corporals and good sergeants and some good lieutenants and cap-
tains, and those are far more important than good generals.

RE YOU A leader? A follower? The
reality is that we fulfill both roles si-
multaneously from the day we enter
military service, throughout our ca-
reer, and well into our “golden years.” We are
followers—following is a natural part of life
and an essential role we play in fulfilling our
war-fighting roles and missions. Since most in-
stitutions conform to bureaucratic or hierar-
chical organizational models, the majority of
any military institution’s members are, by defi-
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—Gen William T. Sherman

nition, followers more often than leaders. Few
professional-development programs—includ-
ing those of the US military—spend time de-
veloping effective follower cultures and skills.
Instead, commissioning sources, college busi-
ness programs, executive seminars, and pro-
fessional military education curricula focus
on developing leaders. Some people would
argue that the various military technical
schools fill the gap in follower development
for career-minded Airmen, both commissioned




and noncommissioned. This approach only
diminishes the value that followers contribute
to war fighting. If technical training and con-
tinuing education/leadership development at
the right time in a person’s career is an ac-
cepted “booster shot” for developing effective
followers, why not implement a similar strategy
to shape effective leaders? The answer is that
most of us intuitively know that such mea-
sures fall far short of the requirement to at-
tract and retain people of the caliber the Air
Force needs in the future. In other words, our
service expends most of its resources educat-
ing a fraction of its members, communicating
their value to the institution, and establishing
career paths founded on assessing selected
leadership characteristics—while seemingly
ignoring the vast majority who “merely” fol-
low. This strategy is inadequate for honing
warrior skills within the rapidly transforming
strategic environment that will prevail for the
foreseeable future.

The present formula promotes the illusion
of effectiveness, but it does not optimize insti-
tutional performance. How do we know this? A
cursory review of retention rates among Air
Force members indicates that among “follow-
ers,” instilling institutional commitment con-
tinues to be a persistent problem. For example,
according to Air Force Personnel Center sta-
tistics, the service seeks to retain 55 percent of
first-term Airmen, 75 percent of second-term
Airmen, and 95 percent of the career enlisted
force. With the exception of fiscal year 2002
when stop-loss measures prevented separation
actions, the Air Force has not met these mod-
est goals for all three noncommissioned cate-
gories since fiscal year 1996. For crucial officer
specialties, the story is not much better.

The Air Force’s rated career fields (pilots,
navigators, and air-battle managers) consis-
tently retain approximately 50-70 percent of
their officers. Active duty service commitments
and career incentive pays, however, tend to
skew retention data in the aggregate. Non-
rated operations officers (space, intelligence,
and weather) retain 48-65 percent of their
members, while mission-support officers elect
to stay in the service at an average rate of 44
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percent.? Air Force efforts to boost these
numbers tend to focus on “quality of life” is-
sues—a catchall category that includes proj-
ects such as better pay, housing, and base fa-
cilities. All of these initiatives are important
and appreciated, but they fail to address the
role individuals play in accomplishing the
unit’s mission as followers. Rather than focus-
ing on the negative aspects of worker dissatis-
faction, follower-development programs should
take advantage of opportunities to instill/
reinforce institutional values, model effective
follower roles and behaviors, and begin the
mentoring process.

Developing dynamic followership is a disci-
pline. It is jointly an art and a science requir-
ing skill and conceptualization of roles in
innovative ways—one perhaps more essential
to mission success than leader development.
Without followership, a leader at any level will
fail to produce effective institutions. Valuing
followers and their development is the first
step toward cultivating effective transforma-
tional leaders—people capable of motivating
followers to achieve mission requirements in
the absence of hygienic or transactional re-
wards (i.e., immediate payoffs for visible
products). This shift away from transactional
leadership demands that we begin develop-
ing and sustaining transformational follower-
ship to enhance transformational leadership.
A dynamic followership program should pro-
duce individuals who, when the moment ar-
rives, seamlessly transition to lead effectively
while simultaneously fulfilling their follower
roles in support of their superiors. This goal
helps us identify a strategy for follower devel-
opment. Just as studies have identified desir-
able characteristics for effective leaders, so can
we propose follower competencies upon which to
base follower development in terms of spe-
cific skills and educational programs to ad-
vance critical thinking toward sound judg-
ment. This approach demands that leaders
recognize and fulfill their responsibilities in
developing specific follower attributes or compe-
tencies within their subordinates. Leadership-
development experts have proposed models
for identifying desirable traits in leaders; simi-
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larly, followership studies can benefit from
the discipline inherent in model development.
A model that concentrates on institutional
values and follower abilities would provide a
starting point for synergistically integrating
leader-follower development programs. As
leaders capitalize on their followers’ compe-
tencies, they will equip their organizations’
members to achieve the visions they articulate
for mission effectiveness.

Revolutionizing Traditional
Leader-Follower Roles

Institutional changes in leader-follower roles
and relationships lie at the root of why the Air
Force needs to engage in dynamic follower-
ship programs to enhance its warrior culture.
These shifts mirror similar shifts in business
and industry. One researcher noted

increasing pressure on all kinds of organiza-
tions to function with reduced resources. Re-
duced resources and company downsizing have
reduced the number of managers and increased
their span of control, which in turn leaves fol-
lowers to pick up many of the functions tradi-
tionally performed by leaders. . . . Furthermore,
the nature of the problems faced by many or-
ganizations is becoming so complex and the
changes so rapid that more people are required
to solve them. . . . In general, making organiza-
tions better is a task that needs to be “owned” by
followers as well as leaders.?

Corporate downsizing, increased pressure to
deliver results, and increasing span of control
for leaders are familiar concepts to military
members. What some businesses and military
institutions have missed as these pressures ex-
erted themselves on leader-follower cultures
is that leaders have ample opportunity to learn
strategies and techniques for coping with
change in the workplace. Followers, however,
generally face two choices: (1) undergoing
on-the-job learning that levies leadership re-
sponsibilities on them without commensurate
authority or (2) entering a defensive crouch
against the increasing workload. Both choices
erode individual morale and institutional mis-
sion effectiveness—neither proves effective

for producing capable followers within our
Air Force.

According to Robert E. Kelley, a prominent
social scientist in followership studies, “What
distinguishes an effective from an ineffective
follower is enthusiastic, intelligent, and self-
reliant participation—without star billing—in
the pursuit of an organizational goal.” Zeroing
in on the task of developing followers, Kelley
argues that “understanding motivations and
perceptions is not enough.™ He focuses on
two behavioral dimensions for determining
follower effectiveness: critical thinking and
participation.

Critical thinking involves going beyond
collecting information or observing activities
passively. It implies an active mental debate with
things or events that we could otherwise
process at face value. The active, independent
mind confronts the situation and scrutinizes
it closely, as if to stand it on its head or on its
side, conducting a thorough examination of
its far-reaching implications or possibilities.
Many current, successful leaders cite critical
thinking as a behavior they expect of their
most valued followers. As for the concept of
participation, a person engaged actively and
comprehensively brings to mind an image of
someone “leaning forward” into the situation at
hand. This posture enables the person and
those he or she affects to be in a position to
anticipate requirements and plan accordingly.
Conversely, passive individuals remain trapped
in a perpetually reactive mode, placing them-
selves at the mercy of the prevailing current
rather than preparing for impending tidal
changes. In combination, critical thinking and
participation generate four follower patterns.

Kelley argues that effective followers tend
to be highly participative, critical thinkers.
This type of person courageously dissents when
necessary, shares credit, admits mistakes, and
habitually exercises superior judgment. Kelley
suggests that this follower possesses several
essential qualities: self-management, commit-
ment, competence (master skills) and focus,
and courage (credibility and honesty).> Al-
though many people would recognize these
traits as leadership competencies, according



to Kelley, they remain paramount to the sup-
porting role a follower plays. This type of fol-
lower represents the essential link between
leader and follower cultures. As leaders de-
velop and transmit the institution’s “big pic-
ture,” they naturally turn to such individuals
to help them communicate that vision to the
rest of the institution. The effective follower’s
invaluable perspective permits others to sepa-
rate the essential tasks required for mission
accomplishment from the minutiae. As the
leader leads, the follower actively participates
in task completion toward mission accom-
plishment; the leader-follower relationship
produces the dynamics necessary for the team
to accomplish the mission. Those who prove
able to follow effectively usually transition to
formal leadership positions over time. More
than any other measurable attribute, this phe-
nomenon clarifies the interactive nature of
the leader-follower relationship.

Kelley characterizes the other three follower
types (table 1) as follows:

“Sheep” are passive and uncritical, lacking in ini-
tiative and sense of responsibility. They perform
tasks given them and stop. “Yes People” are live-
lier, but remain an equally unenterprising group.
Dependent on a leader for inspiration, they can
be aggressively deferential, even servile. . . .
“Alienated Followers” are critical and indepen-
dent in their thinking, but fulfill their roles pas-
sively. Somehow, sometime, something “turned
them off,” prompting them to distance them-
selves from the organization and ownership of its
mission. Often cynical, they tend to sink gradu-
ally into disgruntled acquiescence.®

Kelley offers an important observation
with regard to some followers’ influence on
some leaders, cautioning that the latter re-
main comfortable with—or even embrace—
the “yes people” or other less effective follow-
ers. Follower development is a leader’s utmost
responsibility. Willingness to move beyond
comfort zones is fully expected of tomorrow’s
leader. Emerging security threats demand
that we do so.

Other researchers describe a somewhat
similar approach to followership studies. From
this perspective, effective followers are “intent
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Table 1. Follower types

High
Alienated Effective
Followers Followers
Critical Thinking
Sheep Yes People
Low
Passive  Participation  Active

Adapted from Robert E. Kelley, “In Praise of Followers,” in Military
Leadership: In Pursuit of Excellence, 3rd ed., ed. Robert L. Taylor
and William E. Rosenbach (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996),
137.

on high performance and recognize they
share the responsibility for the quality of the
relationship they have with their leaders. . . .
They know they cannot be fully effective unless
they work in partnerships that require both a
commitment to high performance and a com-
mitment to develop effective relationships with
partners (including their boss) whose collab-
oration is essential to success in their own
work.”” This perspective illuminates two ideal
follower-competency dimensions—“perfor-
mance initiative” and “relationship initiative.”
Within those dimensions are descriptors (or
subscales) we could call competencies. They
suggest that the ideal follower would act like
a partner in the leader-follower relationship.
Performance initiative, a commitment to the
highest levels of effort, includes the following:

e Working (effectively) with others. Followers
balance personal interests with the inter-
ests of others and discover a common
purpose. They coach, lead, mentor, and
collaborate to accomplish the mission.

e Embracing change. Followers are commit-
ted to constant improvement, reduction
of all types of waste, and leading by ex-
ample. They are change agents.

< Doing the job (competence). Followers know
what’s expected, strive to be the best, and
derive satisfaction from applying the
highest personal standards. To them,
work is integral to life.
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= Seeing one’s self as a resource (appreciating
one’s skills). Followers understand their
value to the organization and care for
themselves as assets/investments.

These competencies point to team builders
who “lean enthusiastically into the future” and
always strive to be the best.

Relationship initiative, which acknowl-
edges that followers share the responsibility
with leaders for an effective relationship and
work to increase openness and understand-
ing to increase perspective around informed
choices, includes the following:

» Building trust (core values; their word is their
bond). Followers invite honest feedback
and share plans and doubts. They are re-
liable and earn their leader’s confidence.

e Communicating courageously (honest, timely
feedback). Followers tell unpleasant truths
to serve the organization. They seek the
same from others and risk self-exposure.

e ldentifying with the leader. Followers are
loyal to their “partner in success” and
take satisfaction in the leader’s success.

e Adopting the leader’s vision (seeing the big
picture from the boss’s perspective). Followers
know the limits of personal perspective
and actively seek others’ perspectives for
greater team effectiveness. They have a
clear understanding of priorities.

Combining this dimension’s competencies sug-
gests a follower whose honest integrity earns
the leader’s confidence. This is a follower
(partner) whose loyalty creates an atmo-
sphere wherein the team members share in
the leader’s success by adopting the organiza-
tion’s vision as their very own.®

These dimensions allow us to characterize
additional follower types (table 2). The
“politician” possesses interpersonal qualities
that might be misdirected and underappreci-
ates job performance. “Subordinates” are tra-
ditional followers, content to do whatever
they are told. They might be disaffected or
simply unaware of the possibilities for greater
contribution. Lastly, “contributors” are work-

Table 2. More follower types

High
Politician Partner

Relationship
Initiative

Subordinate Contributor

Low Performance High
Initiative

Adapted from Earl H. Potter, William E. Rosenbach, and Thane S.
Pittman, “Leading the New Professional,” in Military Leadership: In
Pursuit of Excellence, 3rd ed., ed. Robert L. Taylor and William E.
Rosenbach (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996), 149.

horses and often a creative force. However,
they could maximize their inputs if they put
energy into understanding the boss’s per-
spective, gained through relationship build-
ing. It is the “partner” who blends excep-
tional work performance with perspective
gained from healthy relationships to both the
leadership and peer group.

If we summarize what these prominent re-
search approaches offer followership studies,
we might characterize effective followers in
these terms: individuals with high organiza-
tional commitment who are able to function
well in a change-oriented team environment.
Additionally, they are independent, critical
thinkers with highly developed integrity and
competency. Thus, effective followers exhibit
loyalty to the boss by endorsing organiza-
tional vision and priorities. A true-life example
illuminates these observations and makes the
point even more effectively.

In his book American Generalship, Edgar F.
Puryear Jr. interviewed Secretary of State
Colin Powell and asked him why he believed
he was selected to be chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff. Powell replied,

Beats me. | worked very hard. | was very loyal to
people who appointed me, people who were
under me, and my associates. | developed a repu-
tation as somebody you could trust. | would give
you my very, very best. | would always try to do
what | thought was right and | let the chips fall



where they might. . . . It didn’t really make a dif-
ference whether | made general in terms of my
self-respect and self-esteem. | just loved being in
the army.®

So the question becomes, How do we develop
such individuals?

The Case for Effective
Follower Development

There may well be legitimate disagreements
about which follower competencies should
have priority over others or which competen-
cies belong more to leader development versus
follower development. Nevertheless, it is useful
to talk about the prime mechanism by which fol-
lowers learn behaviors or competencies impor-
tant to their success: mentoring.

Edgar H. Schein discusses the ways that
leaders create cultures, including expected
behaviors, through six “embedding mecha-
nisms,” one of which is “deliberate role mod-
eling, teaching, and coaching.” He relates a
story that illustrates how to teach desired be-
haviors by example:

The Jones family brought back a former manager
as the CEO [chief executive officer] after several
other CEOs had failed. One of the first things
he (the former manager) did as the new presi-
dent (CEO) was to display at a large meeting his
own particular method of analyzing the perfor-
mance of the company and planning its future.
He said explicitly to the group: “Now that’s an
example of the kind of good planning and
management | want in this organization.” He
then ordered his key executives to prepare a
long-range planning process in the format in
which he had just lectured and gave them a tar-
get time to be ready to present their own plans
in the new format.

By training his immediate subordinates this
way, he taught them his level of expectation or
a level of competence for which they could
strive. This overt, public mentoring tech-
nigue—or as Schein would characterize it, “de-
liberate role modeling, teaching, and coach-
ing"—is key to developing effective followers.°

Effective leaders acknowledge that their
perspective influences their subordinates.
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Leader priorities become follower priorities.
The leader transmits those items of concern
by many means—some directly but others in-
directly or according to context. As long as
followers clearly understand the leader’s ex-
pectations and necessary levels of competence,
the actual amount of face-to-face time is gen-
erally not critical. Of paramount importance
is leaders’ awareness of how their priorities
and actions will set standards for their follow-
ers’ behaviors and values.

A mentoring culture is necessary to pass on
the obvious and subtle values, priorities, be-
haviors, and traditions in an organization. In
another interview in American Generalship,
Puryear speaks with Gen Bill Creech, credited
with revolutionizing the way Tactical Air
Command (TAC, forerunner of Air Combat
Command) went about its mission when he
served as commander from 1978 to 1984.
General Creech describes several of the 25
bosses he had during his 35-year career:

Only four of those bosses went out of their way
to provide any special mentoring . . . to those of
us who worked for them. And far and away the
best of those four was General Dave Jones,
whom | first worked for when he was the CINC
[commander in chief, known today as the re-
gional combatant commander] of the United
States Air Forces in Europe (USAFE). . .. He
painstakingly taught leadership skills, . . . draw-
ing on his own experiences over the years, and
he would take several days in doing so. . . . He
provided lots of one-on-one mentoring that
helped me greatly both then and over the years.
It was those examples that | used as a baseline
in setting up the mentoring system in TAC.1!

Essentially, General Jones established a
mentoring culture within USAFE when his
followers emulated what he modeled. Reflect-
ing upon our own experiences, we can con-
clude that not every member of our Air Force
is mentored actively by his or her leaders. We
have some evidence of efforts to establish the
importance of mentoring, but as of this writ-
ing, a visible endorsement of mentoring by
uppermost leadership remains in its infancy.
Fundamentally, the most important contribu-
tion leaders make to their units and the Air
Force is to ensure that the mission can continue
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without them. Our culture has a tendency to re-
ward individuals who publicly stand in the
limelight and to overlook those who do the
“heavy lifting” behind the scenes. For that
reason, embracing this contribution as the
baseline for mentoring and translating it to
everyday practice will remain problematic.

In this vein, one of the coauthors of this ar-
ticle tells an interesting story. As a second lieu-
tenant, she encountered great difficulty with
her supervisor, a first lieutenant, in aircraft
maintenance. Their squadron commander—
an “old school TAC” major—called them both
into her office one day and conveyed this mes-
sage: “Ollie, your job is to teach Vicki every-
thing you know. If she fails when you leave the
bomb dump, then you’ve failed. [Rast], your
job is to learn. Dismissed!” That 45-second in-
teraction, literally, was the end of that particu-
lar “mentoring” session (there would be many
others!), but it had profound effects on both
young officers in terms of the way they viewed
their roles as leaders, followers, teachers, and
mentors. Dr. Schein would suggest that this
transformation in conceptualizing the leader’s
role as one of developing followers—in
essence, working one’s way out of a job—is a
prerequisite for mentoring to take root.

Air Force Instruction (AFIl) 36-3401, Air
Force Mentoring, provides guidance to all Air
Force members. It specifically charges all su-
pervisors to serve as formal mentors to their
subordinates. There is room for robust infor-
mal mentoring once the culture formally takes
root. According to the instruction, “Air Force
mentoring covers a wide range of areas, such
as career guidance, technical and professional
development, leadership, Air Force history and
heritage, air and space power doctrine, strate-
gic vision, and contribution to joint warfight-
ing. It also includes knowledge of the ethics
of our military and civil service professions and
understanding of the Air Force’s core values
of integrity first, service before self, and ex-
cellence in all we do.”*?

In concert with General Creech’s observa-
tions, AFI 36-3401 states that mentoring is the
responsibility of leaders, requiring them—
through direct involvement in subordinate

development—to provide their followers with
realistic evaluations of their performance and
potential and to create goals to realize that
potential. Importantly, the instruction encour-
ages informal mentors: “The immediate su-
pervisor . . . is designated as the primary men-
tor. . . . This designation in no way restricts
the subordinate’s desire to seek additional
counseling and professional development ad-
vice from other sources or mentors.”3

Therefore, mentoring relationships are vital
to followers who seek to understand the sub-
stance behind their leaders’ actions. What
were the leaders’ options? Why do bosses elect
to do what they do and when they choose to
do it? Asked how one could become a decision
maker, Dwight D. Eisenhower responded, “Be
around people making decisions. Those offi-
cers who achieved the top positions of leader-
ship were around decision-makers, who served
as their mentors.™4

Hands-on Follower Development

Let’s get more specific. Discussions of leader-
ship development tend to focus on acquiring
key, separate competencies rather than imitating
a leader’s style. We suggest that followers can
develop themselves in much the same way.!®
Traditional leader styles (e.g., autocratic, bu-
reaucratic, democratic, laissez-faire, etc.) are
inadequate in dynamic, changing environ-
ments. Can any organization really afford to
have a bona fide laissez-faire manager at the
helm when the head office or major command
mandates an overnight overhaul? Developing
leadership competencies gives up-and-coming
leaders a tool kit from which to draw, no mat-
ter the situation they might encounter.

Dr. Daniel Goleman, the leading advocate
of emotional intelligence, identifies five cate-
gories of personal and social competence:
(personal) self-awareness, self-regulation, mo-
tivation, (social) empathy, and social skills.
Looking more closely into, say, empathy, one
finds specific competencies: understanding oth-
ers, developing others, acquiring service ori-
entation, leveraging diversity, and cultivating
political awareness.*® He makes the point that



each of us has areas in which we are more or
less naturally competent. Some of us are more
empathetic than others (because of early so-
cialization, emotional disposition, etc.) and
therefore more proficient in empathy’s spe-
cific competencies. But the less empathetic
individual is not a lost cause because mentor-
ing by senior leaders can enhance areas that
need improvement.

If we use our hypothetical but plausible set
of follower competencies as a template (leaders
can adjust the competencies included here to
meet their own cultural norms and values),
we can extrapolate a follower-competencies devel-
opment approach based on Goleman’s discovery
work in leader-competencies development. He
says that the follower requires behavior modifi-
cation, monitored by the mentoring leader.
Organizations must “help people break old
behavioral habits and establish new ones. That
not only takes much more time than conven-
tional training programs, it also requires an in-
dividualized approach.”” So which follower
competencies need deliberate development?

Plausible Follower Competencies
and Components

After examining a variety of research, this
article has distilled several follower compe-
tencies:

» Displays loyalty (shows deep commitment
to the organization, adheres to the boss’s
vision and priorities, disagrees agreeably,
aligns personal and organizational goals)

e Functions well in change-oriented environ-
ments (serves as a change agent, demon-
strates agility, moves fluidly between
leading and following)

« Functions well on teams (collaborates, shares
credit, acts responsibly toward others)

e Thinks independently and critically (dissents
courageously, takes the initiative, prac-
tices self-management)

» Considers integrity of paramount importance
(remains trustworthy, tells the truth,
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maintains the highest performance stan-
dards, admits mistakes)

Our research leads us to believe that follow-
ers learn most effectively by observing the ac-
tions (modeled behavior) of an organization’s
leaders. As Goleman points out, however, im-
pelling adults to adjust their behavior often re-
quires an individualized approach. Whether it’s
called coaching (skill-specific training) or men-
toring (a longerterm relationship), in order
for leaders to correct follower-competency
deficits, they must pay deliberate attention to
development opportunities for each individual.

Tracking progress can occur through both
formal and informal feedback. A mentor can
ask the follower and his or her peer group
how team-dependent things are going. How
often is the suggestion box used? Are the sug-
gestions well thought out? (Are they relevant
to things on the boss’s mind?) One can use
customer-satisfaction forms to measure some
competencies . . . and the list goes on. Cer-
tainly, the most important check is the ongo-
ing evaluation the boss makes throughout the
developmental relationship with each follower.

Conclusion

We have explored followership, the one
common denominator we all share as members
of our culture, by briefly examining plausible
competencies germane to effective following.
We determined that these competencies should
enable followers to become leaders almost ef-
fortlessly. By employing Schein’s discussion of
the establishment of cultures, we made a case
for leader involvement in the development of
subordinates. Drawing on the followership
studies by Kelley and others, we culled follower-
specific competencies along the theoretical
model of emotional intelligence suggested by
Goleman’s competencies for leaders. Most im-
portantly for further study, we established the
need for Air Force mentoring—the vehicle by
which our service can pass on its culture to new
generations.

In our look at the specifics for developing
better followers, we discovered the existence
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of many overlapping requirements between
effective leader competencies and dynamic
follower competencies. By considering these
thoughts about follower-unique opportunities to
support the mission and by naming follower-
specific traits and abilities, leaders may now
focus on deliberate development plans for
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