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Two books were published in 2008 that may send a ripple throughout the leadership 

world. The significance of these two books is not only their content but the fact that they 

were published at all; they both are books on followership. In the frenzied pursuit of 



leadership, followership has been neglected. After all, no one wants to be a follower, 

which explains a lot of the strife in churches, denominations, and other institutions. The 

desire to be the leader plagued the disciples and was the prevailing description of 

Diotrephese, who “loves to be first” (III John 9). 

 

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. But in 1988 Robert Kelley single-handedly turned the tide with his 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. 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, numerous articles on followership have appeared in leadership journals, many 

university leadership programs have developed 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.  

 



The appearance of these two new books marks another milestone in the development of 

an emerging discipline. 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.  

 

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, and a new genre—followership—will give the market a new cash cow. 

Whatever the motivation, get ready to read some new books and learn a new talk. 

 

The church, too, has been guilty of neglecting followers, a practice that has deep roots in 

Rome and sometimes reflects a self-serving and broken ecclesiology. It shoves God’s 

people to the margins while elevating a few. Although we should not rely on purely 

secular sources for leadership or followership, these new books are a primer for anyone 

who is serious about leading—and following—in the twenty-first century. 
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This book is another installment in the distinguished 

Warren Bennis Book Series—“books that disturb the 

present in the service of a better future.” The book is a result of the 2006 Kravis-de 

Roulet Leadership Conference held at Claremont McKenna College, an annual 

conference devoted to the study of leadership. The 2006 conference was devoted to 

followership, the first national conference to focus on the topic. 

 

Appropriately so, Robert Kelley wrote the opening chapter, and Ira Chaleff was one of 

the editors. Kelley and Chaleff wrote the two most influential books to date on 

followership, contributions that will continue to make waves as followership is given 

more attention. 

 

The result of an academic conference, this book can be weighty and sometimes 

challenging. Some of its chapters push the limits, but it is a rewarding read, and the 

references are an invaluable resource. 
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Barbara Kellerman is a political scientist at Harvard and 

the author of several books. Her interests in followership 

became more acutely focused as she wrote Bad 

Leadership: What It Is, How It Happens, Why It Matters. 

Her conclusions in this book included the fact that it is impossible for bad leaders, like 

Adolph Hitler and Saddam Hussein, to operate without followers who will go along with 

their schemes. As is commonly pointed out, Hitler killed no one, but convinced his 

followers to do it for him. 

 

Kellerman approaches followership from a sociological and political perspective, citing 

many sociological studies. Like Robert Kelley and Ira Chaleff, she groups followers into 

different categories, noting that there are many kinds of followers, a very important fact 

for leaders to know. The book includes several case studies in followership including the 

child abuse scandals in the Catholic Church and the woes of the pharmaceutical industry. 

Although the book is not as poignant as Kelley’s and Chaleff’s, it is certainly worth 

reading. 


