
THE F-WORD
by Rodney Shaw
© 2008 Rodney Shaw

We need to be startled. We need to be shaken to our core, jolted out of our lazy
misunderstandings of organization, people, calling, and hierarchy. Our self-serving idolatry of
leadership, as some all-powerful force to which all glory, honor, and credit belong, is a worn-out
idea. This fallacy allows both followers and leaders to shirk their responsibilities. In the Western
world this error is exacerbated by ideas of individualism, entrepreneurship, and capitalism that
promote individual success and upward mobility by providing financial and social rewards for
those who move “up.” Hence, in order to be important, respected, and worthwhile, one must be a
leader. This is a ridiculous notion. It is both theologically and organizationally bogus.

We cannot bring ourselves to be followers. In fact, the term follower has a derogatory
connotation, so much so that many refuse to use it. When speaking of effective followers, the
leadership culture of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries used terms like “subordinate
leader,” “second-tier leader,” “360-degree leader,” “middle manager,” “associate,” “constituent,”
etc., but never the dreaded f-word—follower! When speaking of the work of effective followers,
terms like “leading up,” “managing up,” “360-degree leadership,” and others were the defaults,
but seldom have scholars and practitioners mustered the guts to actually say that awful and
dreaded word: followership.

Robert Kelley, who single-handedly turned the tide with his 1988 article, “In Praise of
Followers,” printed in Harvard Business Review, and his subsequent 1992 book, The Power of
Followership: How to Create Leaders People Want to Follow and Followers Who Lead
Themselves, tells how people often have challenged him to use some other word than follower to
get his point across, because the word is “socially unacceptable.” Kelley’s response is stubborn:
“I would be glad to do that as soon as we get rid of the word ‘leader.’ Once you’re ready to do
that, then we can talk.”

Though we may be uncomfortable with it, the f-word is rising in prominence in leadership
academia. (Until more progress is made, “followership” will remain a subset in “leadership”
studies and literature.) Followership has been referenced occasionally in academic papers over
the years. Studies on conformity, social movements, and whistle-blowers have also touched on
the topic. Even so, it was usually from the vantage point of leadership or with leadership as a
primary focus. As stated above, Robert Kelley’s works turned the tide. In 1995 Ira Chaleff
followed suit with an exceptional book, The Courageous Follower: Standing Up to & for Our
Leaders. These two pioneers extracted the cataracts of the leadership world.

Since then, many university leadership programs now have courses in followership, like Barbara
Kellerman’s course on followership at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, and
discussions of leadership now often include followership (at least in academia). In 2006 the
sixteenth-annual Kravis-de Roulet Leadership Conference, held at Claremont McKenna College,
was devoted to followership, the first national conference to focus on the topic. This conference
resulted in the 2008 book, The Art of Followership: How Great Followers Create Great Leaders



and Organizations (Ira Chaleff is one of the editors, and Robert Kelley wrote the opening
chapter). This book is part of the Warren Bennis Book Series—“books that disturb the present in
the service of a better future.” Also in 2008, Harvard Business Press published Barbara
Kellerman’s Followership: How Followers Are Creating Change and Changing Leaders. The
release of two books on followership by respected authors and reputable presses in a matter of
months is substantial.

But why is it now that we see all the emphasis on followers/followership? In part because it is
way past due, and it can no longer be ignored. In the ever-changing world in which we live, it is
becoming obvious that followers are equally as important as leaders. (John Maxwell is wrong.
Everything does not rise and fall on leadership.) We are culturally at a point where we can no
longer ignore followership. We also live in a world that devalues authority and the
establishment, i.e., leadership. We also live in a multicultural society that is morally relativistic.
Truth has become arbitrary. In this context all norms are challenged.

With this new cultural reality, along with the recent surge of emphasis on followership in the
academic world, we can be assured that a new wave of related books and articles will soon
follow, not only in academia but also in popular literature. This is, in part, because it is well
overdue. It is also likely to happen because most of us have read all the leadership and team
books that we care to read, and a new genre—followership—will give the market a new cash
cow. Whatever the motivation, get ready to read some new books and to learn a new talk. As
uncomfortable as it may seem, you are going to have to get familiar with the f-word. Eventually
you will wear it yourself.

So what does this have to do with the church? Everything. The church, too, has succumbed to
leadership drunkenness. In an ecclesiastical context, the notion has deep roots in Rome, and it
shoves God’s people to the margins while elevating a few. However, a word of caution is in
order: We need not rely on unchallenged secular models and the academic world to shape our
understanding of organization, leadership, and followership. There is a theological basis for the
proper role of both leaders and followers. We will explore followership from a theological
perspective in subsequent issues of The Leader’s Page. (I am now embarrassed that it is called
The “Leader’s” Page.)
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