
The Story Told in Documents

Curated by Ira Chaleff 
from his personal papers

A Celebration of 
Courageous Followership

and the
Followership Community







��������	
������
��
The Courageous Follower: Standing Up To and For Our Leaders  

Third edition (1995, 2003, 2009)

The Limits of Violence: Lessons of a Revolutionary Life (2001, 2014) 

The Art of Followership:  
How Great Followers Create Great Leaders and Organizations (2008)  

Editors: Ronald E. Riggio, Ira Chaleff, and Jean Lipman-Blumen

Intelligent Disobedience: Doing Right When What You’re Told To Do Is Wrong (2015)

Intelligent Disobedience for Children (2018)

IraChaleff.com

Copyright © 2021 Ira Chaleff, All Rights Reserved. 
This work cannot be distributed, remixed, or otherwise used 

without author’s express consent.

Printed in the United States of America 
First edition published 2021

Book design by Mary Carnahan 
Cover design Mary Carnahan, typewriter image Pixabay.com



����
��������
���
 

INTRODUCTION i

VOLUME I    1983–1993 1 

THE ROAD TO FOLLOWERSHIP: Congress, the White House  
and the Private Sector 

VOLUME II    1993 - 2001 25 

THE COURAGEOUS FOLLOWER: The Book, the Video,  
and Nigerian Knockoffs

VOLUME III    2002–2004 57 

THE COURAGEOUS FOLLOWER: Second Edition, A Silver Award,  
and Lessons for Revolutionaries

VOLUME IV    2005–2006 87 

FOLLOWERSHIP REIMAGINED: The Conference at Claremont,  
The Tour of India and Interest from Educators to Ethicists

VOLUME V    2006–2007 123 

THE ART OF FOLLOWERSHIP: Bennis and Burns:  
Leadership Icons Tribute to Followership

VOLUME VI    2008 153 

FOLLOWERSHIP IN MANY LANGUAGES: The Concept Across Cultures

VOLUME VII    2009 181 

FOLLOWERSHIP EVERYWHERE: From the Church to the Chiefs of Staff,  
From the Lunchroom to the Military

VOLUME VIII    2010–2011 209 

THE COURAGEOUS FOLLOWER, THIRD EDITION: Georgetown,  
National Parks, Servant Leadership, and The Tragedy of the Commons



VOLUME IX    2012–2014 239 

YEARS OF RECOGNITION: Elevating Followership at the State Department,  
the Naval Academy, the Federal Executive Institute, and Beyond

VOLUME X    2015–2016 273 

INTELLIGENT DISOBEDIENCE: The Ethics of Followership: Milgram,  
Zimbardo, Corporate America, Asian Educators and Chinese Censors

VOLUME XI    2017–2020 313 

TEACH THE YOUNG AND OLD: Intelligent Disobedience for Children  
and the Military; Training Courageous Follower Educators

VOLUME XIIA     347 

THE INTERNATIONAL LEADERSHIP ASSOCIATION:  
Uncovering Its Forgotten Followership DNA

VOLUME XIIB 395 

A FUTURE HOME: The Inseparability and Equal Importance  
of Leadership and Followership

APPENDIX 439 

Keynote Address, Global Followership Conference 
University of Waterloo, Ontario, Canada  

INDEX 449 

����
��������
�����continued







i

TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AGO, when The Courageous Follower’s first edition was published, it is safe to say there 

were no university level courses that focused on followership, nor was followership part of organizational de-

velopment programs. Today, a number of universities offer followership courses and most contain material on 

followership in their leadership curriculum. Likewise, many leadership development programs in the military, 

government, for profit and non-profit sectors offer followership workshops or followership modules. 

The researchers, educators, practitioners, trainers and coaches who are engaged with the subject of fol-

lowership are a highly motivated group that understand the power of the subject to change the way leadership 

is done and to improve its results. Nevertheless, when you talk with them, there is also a sense that much of 

the world still doesn’t know about followership or sufficiently value it. There is truth in this statement. But 

it is not the entire truth. 

The purpose of this volume is to anecdotally document how many places in our world the subject of 

followership, and in particular courageous followership, has made an impact. Understanding this will bolster 

the commitment of the followership community for researching, teaching, and finding better ways to develop 

the role of the ethical follower in society, a manifestly crucial need. In that sense, this is a love letter to the 

followership community and an inscription on the baton I am passing to them.

Background

A dozen years ago I joined The International Leadership Association and founded its Followership Learning 

Community. In that time, I became known as “Mr. Followership” to many board members, staff and hun-

dreds of ILA members. This is noteworthy, as the preponderance of ILA members hold, or are close to being 

awarded their doctorate degrees, while my own academic credentials stop at a Bachelor of Arts in Applied 

Behavioral Science. The story behind this provides context for my commitment to the subject of followership 

and deserves a few paragraphs to put the remainder of this volume in perspective.

Those who have seen my keynote speech at the 2019 Global Followership Conference in Waterloo, 

Ontario in Canada (see full text in Appendix), know the story of how I learned about the holocaust in Nazi 

Germany through personal family experience and how deeply the question embedded itself as to why people 

follow genocidal leaders. The introduction to The Courageous Follower touches on this material, on my expe-

riences with predatory leadership in my Jewish youth congregation, and on the range of leadership qualities 

I encountered in the civil rights and student activist movements of the 1960s. What was not revealed in that 

introduction was the subsequent fifteen years I spent in what I now understand to be a cult. I feared public 



knowledge of that association would preclude my ability to work at the high levels of industry and government 

that became the next chapter of my life. Yet, it was that deep immersion in the extremes of charismatic lead-

ership and unquestioning followership that contributed to my ability to write about the dynamics of power 

running amok and options for follower responses.

In the thirty five years since I freed myself from the sway of the cult, I charted a path in Washington, DC, 

through the inner workings of the offices of members of the US Congress, into private sector Fortune 500 com-

panies, with military and civilian US agencies, in small and large non-profits, and to a modest degree globally 

with governments on every continent. These engagements began as providing general management training, 

organization development and personal efficiency programs. Those grounded me in the workings of the various 

engines of society and served as a springboard from which to write about and teach the dynamics of leaders and 

followers in a wide range of settings. 

As I pursued this new path in my life, I began to generate a document trail. This was not a systematic meth-

od of keeping track of developments in my field, but rather a self-validating interest in the evidence concerning 

my work and achievements. Initially these were largely thank you letters from clients, conference program ap-

pearances and copies of articles that appeared in print journals. As the internet and search engines proliferated, 

they afforded the capacity to search for mentions otherwise unbeknownst to me, and print them for storage, 

typically in black and white. 

Now, in 2020, in the extra time afforded so many of us by the stay at home, social distancing required by 

the COVID-19 pandemic, I have completed organizing twelve volumes of these documents, each containing 

perhaps 150 items. It is my hope that these volumes, along with boxes of annotated readings that informed 

my writing and teaching, find their way into a yet-to-be-established library documenting the broader field of 

followership research and practice, and into a preserved digitized form. This remains an uncertainty. In any 

case, only the most dedicated scholar is likely to pour through that material in detail. Therefore, it occurred to 

me to create a one-volume representation of the full collection that can be made available more easily to the 

broader followership field.

Curatorial choices

The criteria were loose for which documents to include as samples of the broader impact of courageous follow-

ership. The documents range from those written by individuals in positions of prominence, to those from an 

assistant professor or parent who experienced the material changing lives; from those that appeared in promi-

nent journals to those from little known blogs that capture something fresh and important. At times they are 

chosen for their visual appeal to keep the presentation attractive enough to encourage page turning, or because 

the attribution is placed prominently in the document. 

The early documents, largely from volume one, predate publication of my book The Courageous Follower, 

but show the background of my experience on which the work of followership is grounded. These range from 

a letter of recommendation that I used to bridge the gap between my cult years and my new life, through 

the early years working with the US Congress and its particular leader-follower dynamics, through the years 

conducting efficiency programs in industries ranging from transportation to manufacturing, food produc-

tion, finance, telecommunications and pharmaceuticals. Each of these provided context for the moment 
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the light bulb turned on, that my calling lay in exploration of the crucial and largely unstudied dynamics of  

followership.

My intent is to largely let the documents speak for themselves. I have crafted an introduction to the period 

covered in each of the volumes, at times referencing reverberations that will appear in later volumes. These 

introductions will attempt to provide linkages to other works on followership beyond my own. They are not a 

substitute for existing and future scholarship on the development of the field, but are better regarded as a form 

of oral history from a player in the evolution of this body of work.

Request for reader tolerance

I need to ask the reader for tolerance in several dimensions. Visually, the documents often lack polish and 

crispness or may have scribbles in the margins; in the decades they were collected I did not anticipate this pre-

sentation. If I had, I would have at least acquired a color printer years ago. 

I am also walking a fine line between egocentricity and lifting up the field. The great cultural anthro-

pologist, Ernst Becker, observed that humans do not as much fear death as we fear not leaving a trace of our 

existence; I must own that this project is another way of leaving my trace. This record is not intended to ex-

plain either my own model of followership, nor those of my colleagues, nor to systematically provide a deeply 

researched history of followership thought. Rather, it is to tell a story, through documents and brief narratives, 

of the breadth and type of impact these are having, and of my own involvement with this impact. Occasionally, 

I include a story just because it is a good story that keeps the read colorful, rather than because of its historic 

importance.

My curatorial choices are likely to create some frustration. The documents included represent perhaps fif-

teen percent of those in the twelve binder volumes that sit on my shelf. They are arranged roughly, but not pre-

cisely in chronological order as originally collected. At times I have intentionally grouped items together that are 

related to a similar segment of society, such as the military or education, even if this breaks the strict chronol-

ogy. But generally, the flow of the chapters, each representing a volume of the binder collection, demonstrates 

the evolution of my work in the field and the increasing societal acceptance of the importance of followership. 

Adding to potential for frustration, in some cases, a document is several pages long and I only present one 

or two of the pages that most clearly focus on courageous followership. Readers are likely to just scan the title 

or nature of a document and turn the page. Some documents will attract deeper interest and they will be read 

more carefully, or in their entirety. The primary intention is to give the reader the panoramic sense of the reach 

of followership and encourage their own contribution to its continuance. A cluster of documents may spark an 

idea for their own research and writing, or support work in which they are already engaged. 

Where I have chosen to include e-mail exchanges with other prominent followership advocates, the e-mails 

may be incomplete or in reverse sequence to the dialogue. I have purposely named many individuals who have 

aided the advance of the followership field but have left out others by oversight or in order to let the selected 

documents tell the story as much as possible. Please forgive omissions. 

The final chapter of this book that represents Volume XII of my collection, is divided into two parts 

and breaks the overall chronological organization of the book. It reports on the special relationship between  
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followership and the International Leadership Association (ILA), referenced at the beginning of the “Back-

ground” section above. The chapter is laid out in a way that uncovers the deep and generally forgotten and 

intertwined roots of followership studies and the ILA. It is both a love letter to the ILA and a plea for it to pay 

greater attention to the health of the marriage, that it may last and be greatly enriched. 

My hope

My general hope for this book is that it exists as a resource in leadership and followership classes and programs, 

so that those who are seeking for their own niche in the field may find interesting threads to explore that would 

otherwise be lost or overlooked. It should also help make the case of the wide relevance and acceptance of fol-

lowership in every segment where leadership is studied and applied. If this helps more professors get approval 

for followership classes, and more organizational training designers to include followership in their programs, 

this collection will have served its purpose.
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THIS VOLUME BEGINS WITH A REFERENCE LETTER from my life in England prior to returning to the 

United States and locating in Washington, DC. The letter is from Arthur Lewis, Member of Parliament, to his 

colleague in the U.S. House of Representatives, Jack Kemp, a former professional football quarterback and a 

republican fiscal conservative who was later a vice-presidential candidate (1-1).

Based on this letter, I met with Kemp for whom I had great admiration, not least because of his commit-

ment to urban enterprise zones to lift up impoverished minority neighborhoods. This was one of the letters 

that impressed the director of the non-profit, non-partisan Congressional Management Foundation (CMF) 

who became my supervisor and mentor. 

At the time, CMF was out of funds. I began as an unpaid intern with the understanding that I would 

use my marketing skills to restore its fortunes, while the executive director, Gary Serota, would teach me how 

Congress worked. Within a few months, a survey I conducted of congressional staff was reported by the New 

York Times (1-2). 

In 1984, Deborah Szekely, the founder of two premier health resorts, ran in a congressional primary and 

lost. She decided to come to Washington anyway to see how she would be oriented to her job had she won. She 

found a serious vacuum and gave a grant to the American University to develop a handbook for newly elected 

members. The AU research team soon discovered that we at CMF had the most hands-on experience to help 

with this project. They subcontracted with us to write the chapters on managing congressional offices. The 

book was popular with incumbent offices and essential for the newly elected. This was my first major publishing 

credit, Setting Course: A Congressional Management Guide. It is now in its 16th edition, updated and enhanced by 

many authors (1-3). Reviews followed of this new and very practical resource (1-4, 1-5). A letter from a member 

of Congress, Jim Kolbe, is typical of the reception Setting Course receives from congressional offices (1-6).

Based on our knowledge of the workings of congressional offices, we were hired by organizations to de-

sign and facilitate programs for visiting legislators and other congressionally oriented institutions, often from 

emerging democracies (1-7, 1-8). This, along with Setting Course, created a cash flow that allowed me to be hired 

as staff, to be promoted to deputy director, and eventually to executive director. I have chosen a sample of the 

letters of appreciation we received from embassy staff and visiting legislators (1-9, 1-10) and from former distin-

guished US Senator, Howard Baker, then senior advisor to the Dirksen Congressional Center (1-11).

In 1987, the House of Representatives cut its operating budget. I was completing my degree in Applied Be-

havior Science and chose the subject of how to respond to these cuts as the basis of my final thesis. This resulted 

in CMF publishing my manual for congressional offices on Cutback Management (1-12, 1-13).



Throughout this period, we conducted seminars for senior congressional staff and performed individual 

management reviews for congressional offices (1-14). 

The letter of appreciation from then congressman Dan Mica of Florida (1-15) was a forerunner of our long 

professional relationship. When Dan left Congress, he went on to a series of significant positions, including 

Chairman of the Broadcasting Board of Governors that oversaw Radio Free Europe, and to being the longest 

serving president of the Credit Union National Association. I served as his external management consultant in 

these and other roles, and eventually recruited Dan to succeed me as chairman of CMF.

Though surveys show that Congress as a body is held in low regard by a large percentage of its citizenry, it 

has always been interesting that these same surveys show a generally high regard for constituents’ own member. 

Except in occasional “wave election” years, more members of Congress retire or leave to run for higher office 

than are voted out of their congressional seats. This is largely due to the attention they pay to the needs of their 

home district, which allows them to understand issues of importance to their constituents (1-16). 

Most germane to the subject of followership, the years I spent working closely with congressional offices 

gave me a living laboratory for observing the dynamics between members of congress and their staff. Most 

staff are in their 20’s or 30’s, yet often earn the trust of the usually older elected leader, which enables them to 

influence their decision making. Many of the examples I would later use in The Courageous Follower reflect this 

experience.

In the nature of political careers, a few of the most ambitious and/or talented rose to higher levels of politi-

cal success. Through CMF, I worked a number of times with Al Gore, Jr, both as a U.S. Representative and Sen-

ator. Gore went on to become Bill Clinton’s Vice President. At the end of this volume, letters from the office of 

the Vice President and the White House reflect a degree of connection I had with his staff (1-17, 1-18, 1-19). My 

work with Gore and his senior advisors were the basis of his endorsement of the first edition of The Courageous 

Follower. 

While I loved my work with Congress, I was cautious about staying too long in a highly specialized niche. 

After identifying a successor to assume the executive director role at CMF (Rick Shapiro, who held the position 

for the next 18 years) I formed a partnership with former colleagues that conducted the proprietary Personal Ef-

ficiency Program (PEP). PEP is an international, white-collar efficiency program, conceived by an old colleague 

of mine, Kerry Gleeson. It is conducted at the client’s site, combining short classroom seminars with hands-on 

coaching. The coaching and follow up visits make it particularly effective and a favorite for media coverage 

(1-20, 1-21, 1-22). 

Participants in the Personal Efficiency Program ranged from administrative assistants to CEOs and every-

thing in between. The great virtue of this affiliation was giving me entrée to Fortune 500 companies in a large 

range of industries, physically in the offices or at the work stations of many hundreds of participants. This 

afforded me a significant body of experience with the reality of leader-follower dynamics in commercial settings, 

complementing my public sector experience. 

The stage was set for me to begin thinking and writing about courageous followership as it applies to a wide 

spectrum of human activity. 
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BY 1992, I WAS IMMERSED IN CONDUCTING PERSONAL EFFICIENCY PROGRAMS in corporate 

America and federal agencies, though I continued a close involvement with CMF for nearly three decades as 

a board member, and as a facilitator for about a hundred  planning and team building retreats for members 

of Congress and their staffs. These off-the-record retreats gave me a “fly on the wall” view of the range of 

relational styles between elected leaders and their staffs.

During this time, I had not lost the deeper question of why, on the world stage, did people so often follow 

destructive leaders who caused untold human suffering? With this question in mind, I read M. Scott Peck’s 

book, People of the Lie, which is an exploration of evil and its causes. As part of his psychological investigation, 

he used the My Lai massacre in the Vietnam war and asked the question “how could several hundred Ameri-

can citizens engage in the killing and cover up of hundreds of civilians?” He observed that something seems to 

happen when individuals view themselves in the follower role: they can displace their own accountability onto 

the leader. I wrote in the margin of that page “It sounds like a book on a new way of following is needed.”

That summer I rented what was then considered a portable computer (about the size of heavy sewing ma-

chine) and began writing ideas down on what I knew about following. This produced a first draft that was at 

best embryonic. I asked one of the congressional chiefs of staff with whom I was close to read it. His feedback 

was encouraging. I repeated this process through several iterations until I felt I had a semblance of a book. 

With great naivete, I sent it and a cover letter to Berrett-Koehler, the relatively new publisher whose books 

I was consuming. Several weeks later, the publisher himself, Steven Piersanti, called me. He explained that 

the book needed considerable work before he would offer a contract, but was highly supportive of the focus 

on followership. I have included an early exchange between me and Steve Piersanti as it is fair to say that his 

recognition of the importance of the topic changed my life and was a crucial contribution to the emergence 

of the field of followership (2-1, 2-2).

Followership aficionados will know there was one significant book on followership published prior to 

mine. That is Robert Kelley’s The Power of Followership. Lacking the discipline of academic research, I had not 

discovered Robert’s book until Steven Piersanti brought it to my attention. While somewhat embarrassing, 

I am glad not to have known of it as my ignorance avoided the possibility of my book being derivative of 

Robert’s treatment of the subject.

The Power of Followership had been published in 1992 but was already unavailable in book stores and, 

pre-internet, hard to find. When I finally obtained and read a copy, I called Robert to ask him why was such 

an important book missing in action? He prophetically said he thought it was ahead of its time. Unfortunate-



ly, Robert lost ownership of the copyright and the book remains out of print to this day, though I venture to 

guess it is the most cited work on followership.

Happily, Berrett-Koehler’s relationship with authors is highly respectful of authors’ rights to their intellec-

tual property, and is collaborative in all aspects of producing the finished book. Its editorial process includes 

assigning four readers of their choice to review the author’s manuscript and give the author written feedback. 

This was so helpful that, atypically, I asked for a second round of readers after having made the substantive and 

stylistic changes the feedback warranted. Early drafts and reader feedback are preserved in storage boxes that 

may at some point be of interest to researchers documenting the evolution of followership literature.

When the book was launched, Berrett-Koehler did a good job of getting it pre-reviewed. They co-funded 

the services of a publicist that was recommended to me. I have included a sampling of the extensive press the 

book enjoyed in that period (2-3, 2-4, 2-5, 2-6, 2-7, 2-8, 2-9, 2-10). A robust launch like this makes all the differ-

ence to the life span of a book as it seeks the attention of the audience it is trying to reach. Twenty five years 

ago this was a challenge, but not nearly as challenging as it is to launch a new book today with the plethora of 

publishing channels.

Once the book began circulating, it was an interesting experience to see the kind of letters it generated (yes, 

letters, as the general use of email was still in its early stages) (2-11, 2-12). Speaking requests soon followed and 

the original hardback run of ten thousand copies sold out. It was quickly followed by a high-quality paperback 

version. 

Most “business” authors spend several years developing and conducting their workshops and then write 

a book based on their experiences with clients. Not considering myself a business author, and having been 

motivated to write the book for non-commercial reasons, I had taken the opposite route and only now became 

aware of the opportunities that workshops presented for further disseminating the concepts and tools of coura-

geous followership (2-13). I enlisted the services of an instructional designer to develop and test early versions of 

interactive classroom learning. They were pretty rudimentary. It took a couple of years to develop the ancillary 

materials that brought the workshop alive, including an in-class followership styles self-assessment (which is now 

available online through Berrett-Koehler), hypothetical exercises and a range of video clips. What happened 

next gave the workshops a boost.

In that era, corporate training videos were state of the art. CRM Learning contracted with us to produce a 

training video package called Courageous Followers, Courageous Leaders: New Relationships for Changing Times (2-14). 

CRM took pride in high production values and, to their credit, the actors were richly ethnically diverse. Women 

were shown in strong roles. They consulted me on the script and used professional Equity actors in each sce-

nario. When I reviewed the video prior to finalizing it, I was taken aback that the leader in each scenario was 

portrayed as disagreeable. It is not the intention of courageous followership to demonize leaders. Based on this 

feedback, they were able to soften the images with some clever “voice overs.” Because of their very high invest-

ment in the production, I had to commit to not allowing myself to be videoed on the subject of followership 

without their written permission. This proved to be a limiter on getting the book’s message out. Later, as we 

entered the age of YouTube, I advised them that this constraint was working against their own interest in devel-

oping awareness of the topic and, unless I heard otherwise, I would allow myself to be videod in presentations 

that were not competitive commercial products.
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For the followership aficionados reading this, I will say two more things about the video. First, it contains 

four of the five behaviors of courageous following. I did not feel sufficient command of the material at that time 

to advise on a scenario for “the courage to participate in transformation.” Second, because the video is based on 

the first edition, the fifth behavior is “the courage to leave.” It made the video a tougher sell to organizations try-

ing to retain their employees. Based on Gene Dixon’s work described in the next paragraph, this was changed 

to “the courage to take moral action”, with “leaving” being one of a range of ethical choices. We don’t know if 

that change would have been better received, but I believe it would have.

The next document is titled Exploration of the Effects of Organizational Level on Attributions of Followership 

(2-15). This is the abstract of the dissertation submitted by Eugene N. Dixon to satisfy the requirements of his 

doctoral degree, which was awarded by The University of Alabama in Huntsville. Gene was an engineer. He 

developed a robust research instrument to test his hypotheses regarding the five core behaviors of courageous 

followers. His dissertation proved to be the first of a series by doctoral candidates that asked other questions 

about courageous followership, often using the research instrument Gene generously shared.

In 1998, I was asked by Professor Jeff Fishel, who had come to know me and my work through a 

variety of channels, to take over a 5 credit course he had been teaching at American University on Political 

and Organizational Leadership (2-16). I built on the curriculum Jeff had been using, weaving in more material 

on followership and from my work with the US Congress, as well as organization efficiency. There were 20 

undergrads in the course, one night a week for five hours! I wove in plenty of interactive exercises and field 

work to help these young working adults stay alert. I loved teaching this course and it gave me a hands on feel 

for university teaching, which would be central to the lives of many of my colleagues in the near future. But, 

for the energy it took to prepare well and to meaningfully engage with students on their field work and written 

assignments, at $2000 as an honorarium for the semester, I nearly went broke. I gladly turned the class back to 

Jeff for following semesters.

I also began teaching at Georgetown University (2-17) not on an academic track but rather for their in-ser-

vice management development program. They paid about the same for a one day workshop as AU paid adjuncts 

for a semester, so I wound up doing that for many years. Having a financial base for doing work of the heart is 

essential and appreciated.

Interest in the somewhat “exotic” topic of followership kept growing. At times the topic 

was covered for its relevance to current events such as in the article concerning then President Bill Clinton and 

whether his aides should have done more to curtail behavior that nearly cost him the presidency (2-18). I was 

particularly pleased to see coverage in Black Enterprise magazine (2-19). I believe it was in this period that Ber-

rett-Koehler advised me that the east coast chapter of the largest Black sorority had purchased several hundred 

copies of The Courageous Follower to give to its members at their annual conference. I suspect that this was for a 

similar reason as to why the US Air Force Academy purchased several hundred books for the women in one of 

its incoming classes: to better prepare them to find and use their voice in cultures that did not make it easy for 

women, and even more so for those of color, to be heard.
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It is always a boost when a syndicated columnist covers your work. In this case Bob Rosner’s column (The 

Working Wounded) appeared in scores of smaller newspapers around the US. I have included only one page of 

the many examples a clipping service sent us (2-20).  The article in HR Briefing, “How Come The CEO Doesn’t 

Know?” speaks directly to the blind spots that courageous followers can help to minimize (2-20). Senior exec-

utives who come to understand what courageous followership is, recognize how it is in their self interest to 

create a supportive culture of candor. The e-mail from Chuck McConnell of the National Telecommunications 

Educational Association (2-22) is a window into how excited at least a segment of the population can become 

about followership.

Meanwhile, the global footprint of followership expanded. A letter from the Taipei Eco-

nomic and Cultural Office acknowledges the Chinese translation copy I sent them of The Courageous Follower 

(2-23). It should be noted that this edition was in complex characters not widely used on the mainland. How-

ever, it was a start.

In 2001, based on my work with the US Congress, I was asked by the National Democratic Institute (NDI) 

to go to Nigeria to facilitate a retreat for the party leaders of the national Senate. The objective was helping 

them build the legislative capacity needed for the newly restored democracy to succeed. While there, the head 

of the NDI mission, Wayne Probst, purchased copies of The Courageous Follower and organized a seminar with 

senior staff of the National Assembly. The retreat was considered a strong success by all the concerned parties. 

One of the Senators who participated in the retreat wrote me a personal letter regarding its impact (2-24). Miss-

ing from the retreat was the Senate president who, from our encounters with him, used power arrogantly and 

in highly questionable ways. The Senator who wrote me of the impact the retreat had on him, resigned later 

that year in protest of this Senate president’s authoritarian behavior. I have included both documents (2-25).

While I have no direct proof of the relationship of the retreat and The Courageous Follower to this act of 

conscience, I am inclined to believe there is some connection.  However, there is no doubt of the follow up to 

this experience. I was invited back to Nigeria in 2004 as part of a larger NDI team to facilitate a retreat for the 

entire Senate. A senator who headed the communications committee shared with me that President Obasanjo, 

The President of Nigeria, beginning his second term in office, had given him a copy of The Courageous Follower 

with a long personal inscription, and gave another to the head of Personnel. The Senator innocently shared 

with me that he had made many copies for his friends! Later, at the end of his second term, President Obasanjo 

tried to nullify the two-term constitutional limit on office, but stood down after vigorous challenge by Senators 

whom I would like to think were operating as courageous followers.
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THIS VOLUME BEGINS WITH A DOCUMENT with the title of another book I have written called The 

Limits of Violence: Lessons of a Revolutionary Life (3-1 3-2). The story of this book directly relates to the underlying 

purpose of courageous followership to counter the abuse of power. 

It was 2001 when I read about rebels in Sierra Leone who were chopping off the arms of hundreds of 

children. I broke down sobbing. How could anyone think this was a legitimate act regardless of injustices, real 

or imagined? I began writing a book not about revolutionaries, but rather to revolutionaries. I showed the 

initial 60 pages or so to Steven Piersanti. He was enthralled but asked an incisive question: Who was I to write 

a book to revolutionaries? At that moment, it occurred to me to write the book as the testament being told to 

me of a hundred year old revolutionary who had partaken in most of the major upheavals of the 20th century.

The book required a lot of research to place the revolutionary in the contexts that would also be recog-

nizable to contemporary, would-be revolutionaries. My personal archives contain the annotated texts that 

support this story. The book examines legitimate historic anger and differentiates this from wanton violence. 

It explores leadership and followership in the extreme conditions of revolution, further explicating the respon-

sibilities of each role and its ethical imperatives. 

Many years later, based on my experiences in Nigeria, I was asked to co-facilitate a retreat with Ken 

Nnamani, a former president of the Nigerian Senate, for the post-civil war parliamentary leadership of Sierra 

Leone. It was a form of closure for me.

In subsequent years, with the assistance of my collaborator, Dario Orlando Fernandez of Argentina, the 

book was translated into Spanish and, much later, Arabic. While it has not to date drawn a fraction of the 

attention of The Courageous Follower, I occasionally encounter a professor who uses the book in a class exploring 

the problems of political violence. 

Meanwhile, The Courageous Follower continued to build its audience and found its relevance 

to major events of the early 21st century. You will see published editorials relating to followership attempts and 

failures to prevent the high-profile corporate scandals in iconic companies like the energy giant Enron and its 

auditor, Arthur Andersen, and the attempt and failure of highly placed followers to prevent the disastrous US 

second Iraq war (3-3, 3-4).

As a direct result of the catastrophic failures of leaders to listen to courageous followers, I agreed to Ber-

rett-Koehler’s request for a second edition of The Courageous Follower (3-5, 3-6). In addition to polishing the 

model based on my experience, I modified one of the courageous follower behaviors from “the courage to 

leave” to “the courage to take a moral stand” based on Gene Dixon’s recommendation. Most importantly, 



I added a chapter on “The Courage to Listen to Followers.” This has become an important element of most 

courageous follower workshops since then. You will notice email exchanges about this edition between me and 

Professor Warren Bennis, who was in the top tier of leadership thinkers and educators. In the next volume we 

will see the increasing role he played in elevating followership (3-7, 3-8).

You will also see handwritten acknowledgments. One is from Brent Uken, who introduced courageous 

followership into his firm, Ernst & Young, one of the Big Five left after the demise of Arthur Andersen. The 

other is from Kevin Klose for whom I provided management consulting and coaching when, as president of 

Radio Free Europe, he lead its move from Munich to Prague after the fall of the Berlin wall, and again when he 

assumed the leadership of National Public Radio. It was in Munich that I shared with Kevin the galleys of the 

second edition as it prepared to go to press (3-9).

The footprint of organizations requesting courageous follower seminars and workshops, and writing 

about followership, grew in this period. I have selected samples from the renowned Brookings Institution, a 

prominent Washington, DC think tank (3-10), and the US Department of the Interior (3-11), one of the first 

of dozens of Federal agencies who have hosted workshops or had their executives attend them. Several others 

are included here (3-12, 3-13, 3-14, 3-15).

You will also begin to see references about The Courageous Follower in church sermons and scholarship 

appearing in Christian universities (3-16, 3-17). In most other fields there was, and to some degree is, a need 

to overcome the cultural biases against being considered a follower. In the church, it is a given that one is a 

follower. Attention was piqued by how to be a courageous follower, in part due to scandals that rocked some 

denominations, most especially the Catholic Church.

You will also see one of the first of many law enforcement curriculums that include The Courageous Fol-

lower in their reading lists, coursework and proficiency standards (3-18). Following that I have included a whis-

tleblower protection article related to the recently passed Sarbanes-Oxley Act by the US Congress to address 

the integrity of financial reporting. It refers to the culture of candor between leaders and followers that reduces 

the need for whistleblowing, a topic I and others in the leadership/followership field address at greater length 

elsewhere (3-19).

Each year, my publisher, Berrett-Koehler, at its discretion submits certain books for award consid-

eration. The 2nd edition of The Courageous Follower was the silver winner in the “Business and Economics” 

category of ForeWord Magazine, which serves the independent publishing world (3-20).

The letter from Berrett-Koehler is informing me that the Spanish translation rights to 

The Courageous Follower were purchased in Madrid (3-21). This was the first of over half a dozen foreign language 

editions. Unfortunately, the Spanish edition was a travesty. It changed the book title to How To Survive Your 

Boss’s Errors Without Losing Your Job. Once their 7 year term ran out, we canceled their rights. My collaborator, 

Dario Orlando Fernandez, did a meticulously thoughtful Spanish translation for Latin America (3-22). 

I have also chosen to select for this volume, a CD of Songs and Speeches of the UC Berkeley Free Speech Move-

ment (FSM) commemorating its 40th anniversary in 2004. The CD contains a song I wrote and recorded called 
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“We Stood Up and Sat Down” (3-23).The FSM was a seminal exposure for me to political leadership and fol-

lowership, its power and its limitations. The song celebrates the courage of those of us who were willing to be 

arrested in non-violent protest of an abrogation of 1st amendment rights, largely in support of the civil rights 

movement. “Eight hundred strong, we stood up to wrong, as we sat down while carried away.” As we see by contempo-

rary events, and around the globe, constructive and effective followership activism is another arena calling out 

for more research and hands on developmental programs.

The second edition of The Courageous Follower generated fresh interest in the subject. We will see in the next 

volume what was built on this foundation. 
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THIS VOLUME CONTAINS AN EXPANDING RANGE OF VENUES where followership is being taught 

and written about. I began discovering more of these as the internet became widely used and searchable. One 

distortion this creates in the documentation is that often the date at the bottom is the date it was download-

ed; the document itself may have been created years prior to that date.

The first two documents are presentation slides from a consultancy group called HeartofAfrica.com 

for a group called Mothers United and Mobilised. While I know nothing more about these groups, this is 

the wonderful grass roots spread of followership concepts that can make a difference in the world (4-1, 4-2). 

A third document was found in BusinessinAfrica online, titled Leading Through Followership in Africa 

(4-3, 4-4). What’s noteworthy about this is a number of paragraphs lifted from The Courageous Follower with-

out attribution. This is by no means a particularly egregious example; I have seen whole chapters lifted and 

published under another name. I include this not to bemoan the lack of respect for intellectual property, 

though that is surely the case, but rather to show how ideas spread. Ultimately, it is the idea, contextualized 

for the culture that is of primary importance. In that sense, I am gratified when I see even this way of dissem-

inating new ways of thinking about followers and their responsibilities.

Perhaps more fundamentally, in this volume we begin to see how the concepts of followership begin to 

permeate the education world at all levels. The K-12 Principal Pre-Assessment from the University of Min-

nesota includes The Courageous Follower under Readings/Personal Study (4-5). The Deputy Superintendent 

of Memphis City Schools cites The Courageous Follower in reflections on embracing their staff (4-6). I’ve also 

included the curriculum from the University of Kentucky incorporating The Courageous Follower, an increas-

ing occurrence in higher education (4-7).

While most courageous follower education finds its way into what we might call elite 

curriculum, it is important that there are exceptions. I have included a thank you letter for a presentation 

I gave to Resident Leaders of the Housing Authority of Baltimore City. These were salt of the earth folk. 

The only change I made in my teaching approach was to filter out as much academic jargon as I could. The 

participants themselves provided all of the relevant case examples that we needed to ground the principles of 

courageous followership in their own experience. As a field, it is my belief that we fail if we do not transmit 

new ways of following at every level of society and its organizations (4-8).

The internet allows me to see where The Courageous Follower as a book, or its principles, have 

found their way into additional cultures and languages. I have included an article in what I assume is one of 



the main Indonesian languages (4-9). I have also included the imperfect English translation that accompanied 

the article. It is a fairly good representation of both Robert Kelley’s and my models, applying them to the up-

coming Presidential election at that time (4-10). I have since found articles on followership in many languages 

and offer this as a representation of these. My publisher had negotiated the translation rights for an Indo-

nesian edition of The Courageous Follower but we never found evidence that a translated book was published 

there. Nevertheless, once again in the unchoreographed way that ideas seep into and flow through cultures, 

years later I met an extraordinary followership “activist” spreading the concepts of courageous followership in 

culturally sensitive ways in Indonesia. We will meet him again later in these volumes.

A significant event of 2005 was a workshop tour of India. A fellow author, who has since become 

a dear friend, Anil Bhatnagar, encountered The Courageous Follower and persuaded the company that arranged 

his training events to do so for me. Not understanding the realities of internal travel in India at that time 

(and possibly still) I erred in setting back to back training programs in different cities with no buffer day for 

travel. Typically, I tend toward an introvert’s preferences and would go to my hotel room at the end of a day. 

But here I was the honored guest, so dinners and toasts followed long training days and were themselves fol-

lowed by rushed trips to the airport or train station. I needed to be plied with endless cups of tea to keep me 

going the next day. I have included some of the promotion and press that preceded and surrounded the tour 

(4-11, 4-12, 4-13). Concurrently, my publisher arranged with Tata-McGraw Hill to produce an Indian copy of 

The Courageous Follower, which, though identical to the 2nd edition of the US publication, permitted it to be 

sold at a lower price, making it more accessible.

Teaching courageous followership in a highly stratified society like India is daunting. Especially “the cour-

age to challenge.” Nevertheless, we found culturally appropriate examples of doing so, though one reminder 

of the perniciousness of colonialism and racism struck me hard. A former executive from the national steel 

company joined the speaking tour. He was Kshatriya, the warrior and governing class, which is the second 

highest caste (below Brahmin). He was an older, tall, distinguished, light skinned gentleman, always dressed 

in pinstripes, and providing shop floor examples of leader-follower dynamics to our workshop participants. 

After I had done a few days of training, he expressed interest in teaching courageous follower workshops, but 

confided in me his belief that he would not be listened to like me, “because he was not white.” Though I 

was stunned and dismayed, it was a lesson of yet one more barrier that must be navigated in leader-follower 

dynamics. The times we now find ourselves in certainly call for research on the intersection of bias and lead-

er-follower relationships, and for tools to surface, manage and mitigate its effect.

The most important development of this period took place in the US at the highly regarded 

Claremont University, in Southern California. With the advent of search engines, I spent time seeing who 

was using The Courageous Follower. I discovered two very high-profile professors. One was Barbara Keller-

man at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard, who was pairing her book on Bad Leadership with 

The Courageous Follower, in perhaps the first university class on followership. As we will see in later volumes, 

Barbara became a staunch ally and a very important voice on followership. Years later, when she wrote her 
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own book, Followership, it naturally became the text for the class she continues to teach at Harvard, while still 

using excerpts from The Courageous Follower in the course materials pack.

The other brilliant professor I found using The Courageous Follower was Jean Lipman Blumen at the 

Peter Drucker and Masatoshi Ito Graduate School of Management at Claremont Graduate University. Jean 

was pairing The Courageous Follower with her book, The Allure of Toxic Leaders, which examines why we follow 

them and how we can survive them. As was my custom then, I reached out to Jean to thank her. I also asked 

her a key question: Had she ever thought of hosting a conference on followership? This piqued her interest 

and teaming up with professor Ron Riggio, director of the Kravis Leadership Institute at McKenna College, 

the three of us hosted the first national conference on followership titled Rethinking Followership (4-14). I 

am including my initial email to Jean and an email from Ron to Gene Dixon, who became one of our many 

presenters (4-15, 4-16).

The Claremont University conference was a watershed moment in the followership story. Virtually all 

major voices on followership participated, including Robert Kelley as the keynote speaker and Barbara Kell-

erman who had yet to publish her own book on followership. Other contributors have gone on to make 

significant research contributions to the field. Personally, it plugged me into this network of senior academics 

who, as will be seen in subsequent volumes, became a bridge to the important, if imperfect home, I found for 

followership at the International Leadership Association (ILA). More on that later.

The one serious omission at this conference was the failure to invite Professor Edwin P. Hollander. A 

review of his CV shows he was writing about followership as early as 1995. I was unaware of his work and I 

do not know why he seems to have fallen off the radar of Jean Lipman Blumen and Ron Riggio. Years later, 

at an ILA event where he was given a lifetime achievement award, Ed confided in me how hurt he was to have 

not received an invitation to participate in our conference. I assured him it was an oversight. I do not wish to 

compound that omission by failing to mention it here. Ed went on to write a number of strong papers and 

chapters on followership in the years since that conversation. We will see more of his contribution later in 

this book.

Meanwhile, I stayed involved at senior levels of national and global politics. In the US, I continued to 

facilitate retreats for members of congress, getting to see some of the best, and the not-so-best, on both sides of 

the aisle. I have included a nearly indecipherable hand written letter from a senior member from the progres-

sive wing of the Democratic party, Rosa DeLauro of Connecticut (4-17). Rosa had been a chief of staff herself, 

before being elected to Congress. She put great value on annual planning with her Washington, Connecticut 

and committee staff. Some twenty years later, she is still doing this. I have been the facilitator for at least a 

half dozen of these retreats. Rosa has exceptional strengths and, like all good leaders, is willing for her well 

informed and dedicated staff to push back when needed, mainly to tell her when she was pushing herself or 

themselves too hard to be sustainable. 

These close up encounters, on both sides of the political aisle in Congress, continued to give me granu-

lar experience with the dynamics of leadership and followership in a political context. I am including email 

from the Chiefs of Staff for two other Members, both of whom happen to be Democrats. I chose these as the 

first, from Jim Clarke shows how seriously a number of Chiefs took the counsel provided in The Courageous 

Follower; the second from Michael Collins the long serving senior aide to congressman John Lewis, recently 

laid to rest (4-18).
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Two more documents focus on interactions with Chiefs of Staff. Periodically, I gave a two hour lunch 

time seminar to congressional chiefs. These were hosted by the Congressional Management Foundation 

and the House Chiefs of Staff Association and were robustly bi-partisan. A typical invitation began with a 

problematic scenario that a chief might well encounter and invited them to participate in the discussion and 

exercises to prepare for those challenging interactions with the elected Member (4-19). 

The next document is an email from a special colleague, Steven Bosacker. Steven was a US Presidential 

Intern at the Congressional Management Foundation. From there he became Chief of Staff to US Represen-

tative Tim Penny. Steven was the first person with whom I shared the first draft of The Courageous Follower. 

When Tim Penny left Congress, Steven returned to Minnesota and, among other positions in which coura-

geous follower skills were required, he became chief of staff to Governor Jesse Ventura, who was the quite 

famous former professional wrestler (4-20). 

Applying courageous followership in Congress was for me an important political venue. 

Then the ball game moved to a whole other level. Based on my work facilitating retreats for the National Dem-

ocratic Institute in Africa and in their own DC headquarters, I was recommended to design and facilitate 

a retreat for The Club of Madrid. You, like I, may never have heard of this group. The membership turned 

out to be dizzyingly exclusive: at the time about 85 members, all of whom had been Head of Government or 

Head of State. Per the Club of Madrid charter, 80% of members were to come from countries that had made 

the transition to democracy since 1975. In practice, this meant that most members were from Central and 

South America or Eastern Europe. The Club’s headquarters were sensibly in Madrid, to bridge these worlds.

My client was the Secretary General of the Club of Madrid, the Honorable Kim Campbell, who had 

been a prime minister of Canada. She and her staff were easy to work with in designing the retreat. The 

retreat itself was held in Prague, hosted by Vaclav Havel, the former renowned playwright, dissident and Presi-

dent of the Czech Republic. About a third of the club’s members participated in the two day roundtable (4-21, 

4-22). It turned out it was more or less impossible to facilitate political leaders at this level, most of whom felt 

the need to vocalize their agenda. Using four of their own, we just managed to get on the table the strategic 

questions we had identified. For me, it was a reality check on working with the level of political leadership 

where I felt courageous followership was most crucial. This is another arena crying for more research and skill 

development. Nevertheless, relationships formed in this experience created further bridges for introducing 

these concepts internationally.

Back in the US, courageous followership was reaching another crucial segment of society: law enforce-

ment. Though I never discovered who or what brought the subject to this community, I was thrilled to learn 

the different levels where the material was being valued and taught. I learned that The Courageous Follower was 

one of the books read in the 8 month training program for sergeants as part of the California Peace Officer 

Standards of Training (POST) curriculum (4-23). I later was told that some 26 former police lieutenants 

teach this course. There is some evidence that this migrated to police training programs in other parts of the 

country (4-24). One piece of evidence I found particularly encouraging was the Departmental Promotional 
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Examination for Sergeant from the City of Vallejo. It lists the weight that will be given on the exam to different 

subjects and listed The Courageous Follower as weighing 10% of the final score (4-25).

This is probably a good place to acknowledge in the midst of these successes, the limits of a book to change 

a culture. Most readers are aware of continuing challenges in law enforcement between police and communi-

ties of color. As we demonstrate support for law enforcement leadership that is attempting to transform their 

cultures, we must simultaneously continue to challenge mindsets and behavior that must be changed. Both 

responsibilities are inherent in courageous followership. Those studying and teaching followership must recog-

nize that cultural change is a multi-generational project and sustain their belief in the value of that work. This 

is equally true in every profession and culture represented in this volume in which courageous followership has 

established a toehold. Having said that, it could be fruitful for research to be done in how knowledge of cou-

rageous followership was applied in California police departments at different levels of government and what 

would make it more effective.

Demonstrating the range of professions where courageous followership was receiving a hearing 

is a final set of documents regarding the traditional professions of law and accounting. The first is an article I 

wrote for Law Practice Today in which I had a bit of fun with the proverbial Dickens quote referring to conditions 

in which “the law is an ass” (4-26, 4-27). 

On a more staid note, there is a thank you letter from the Department of Accounting at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison (4-28). Clearly, finance and accounting are areas requiring high ethical standards. A viola-

tion of standards had been discovered in the UW Business School. As part of the remediation, it was mandated 

that every year the faculty and student body were to participate in a day long review of ethical principles with 

multiple break out groups to work through hypothetical cases that tested those principles. I was invited to speak 

at the first of these symposiums and design the cases requiring courageous followership. 

The breakout groups reported their approaches and a panel of senior partners from major accounting 

firms and a representative of the Wisconsin Legislative Audit Bureau commented. This is the senior level com-

mitment needed to catalyze and sustain cultural transformation. The program has continued ever since and 

I was invited back ten years later to discuss the application of my more recent book, Intelligent Disobedience, to 

holding an ethical line.
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THIS VOLUME OPENS WITH A REPRINT OF AN ARTICLE I wrote that was published in Roll Call, a 

premier Capitol Hill newspaper. The Chief of Staff to Mark Foley, a Member of the United States Congress, 

was concerned about the Member’s inappropriate communications with a young male intern. The Chief found 

himself at a classic followership juncture regarding loyalty. To whom did he owe loyalty? His boss (the Member of 

Congress), the young intern in their care, the reputation of the Republican party to which they belonged, the gay 

community of which  he was part? He needed to be clear about the hierarchy of loyalties and act accordingly. To 

its credit, Roll Call published the lengthy analysis in full. A colleague later told me that the Chief of Staff found 

the article an accurate analysis of the difficult decision-making process he went through (5-1, 5-2). 

I have included what I find to be a fascinating document from Microsoft. Perhaps because of my Washing-

ton, DC orientation, The Courageous Follower has been more successful gaining traction in government agencies 

than in the private sector. This is a small, but instructive exception. Microsoft had a sophisticated staff devel-

opment matrix that described the characteristics of behavior and skill for a range of professional competencies. 

For each dimension it describes four levels: 1. Basic, 2. Intermediate, 3. Advanced, 4. Expert. This document 

examines “Comfort Around Authority” (5-3, 5-4). The higher levels of proficiency would relate well to The 

Partner Style of followership as discussed in The Courageous Follower and, indeed,  it is one of the books on the 

recommended reading list. Nevertheless, the field is wide open for greater penetration of followership in the 

business world.

Those of us in the followership field, from time to time find our work having an impact in unex-

pected places. I have included a heart tugging story of a school in Tennessee in which a student shot the prin-

cipal and mortally wounded an assistant principal (5-5). As part of the healing process, a director of the school 

district bought copies of The Courageous Follower for county principals and staff. I would like to have partaken 

in that dialogue.

In this period, followership is increasingly seen as being indispensable to and having parity with leadership. 

We see a representation of this in a student paper titled, Followership: A Literature Review of a Rising Power Beyond 

Leadership (5-6).

Also during this period, Executive Excellence Magazine became a reliable outlet for my articles on followership 

and related topics. The magazine popularized ideas in ways that academic journals could not. This is an import-

ant bridge between research and cultural adoption. This article, “Creating Partners: Stop Having Subordinates” 



(5-7, 5-8), focuses on ways of asking questions, receiving answers and talking with those at other levels of the 

hierarchy. “Voice” is a recurring theme in courageous follower and courageous leader development.

This article is followed by a sampling of followership references in documents from a range of fields as 

varied as Investor Relations Officers (5-9), Non-Profit Executives (5-10), Librarians (5-11), Public Administration 

courses (5-12), a Community Toolbox (5-13) and Nursing (5-14).

Healthy modes of followership are particularly critical in highly hierarchical organizations and especially 

those  in which the public invest the discretion to use armed force. A range of documents recognize this im-

portance in law enforcement. In the California Commission on Peace Officer Standards and Training Basic 

Course we see a module on Leader as Follower (5-15). What is particularly noteworthy here is the hierarchy of 

allegiance: 

• First to the US Constitution

• Then to the people

• Then to their profession

• Then to the agency that employs them

The spread of The Courageous Follower in the California Law Enforcement community is further evidenced 

by the e-mail exchange with a curriculum designer in the Los Angeles County Deputy Leadership Institute 

confirming it is required reading in the eight month program (5-16). 

A significant amount of 2007 was absorbed in editing a book based on the Rethinking Follower-

ship Conference. The Kravis Leadership Institute’s funding called for it to publish a book based on the prior 

year’s conference. Once again, I am grateful to Ron Riggio and Jean Lipman Blumen for making me a full 

partner in the resulting book, The Art of Followership. Though its publication date is 2008, I am including it in 

this volume when the lion’s share of editing was done (5-17).

Jean reached out to Warren Bennis, distinguished professor and chair of The Leadership Institute of the 

University of Southern California (USC). He responded by inviting us to include the book in The Warren 

Bennis Signature Series, which is described as “books that disturb the present in service of a better future.” 

Jean also reached out to James MacGregor Burns, who is credited with establishing the field of leadership 

with his seminal tome of that name, inviting him to write the foreword. I have included Ron Riggio’s email 

to Jean and me that carried this foreword (5-18). The importance of Burns’ involvement with this project is 

captured in his perspective on followership based on a professional lifetime of study:

“Thirty years ago I wrote that ‘one of the most serious failures in the study of leadership has been the bi-

furcation between the literature of leadership and the literature on followership… I know of no work that faces 

this challenge so well as The Art of Followership.” 

It is fair to say that this book, with Warren’s introduction, Burns’ foreword, and two dozen essays by re-

spected academics and practitioners, marks the beginning of followership as a widely recognized academic field 

of inquiry.

As co-editors, Ron and I worked particularly closely on this project. He graciously sent me a thank you 

gift for my participation (5-19). The conference and book precipitated Ron’s own increasing engagement with 

followership to the benefit of the field.
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While Barbara Kellerman participated as a panelist at the conference, she declined to include 

a chapter in The Art of Followership as her own book Followership was due to be released shortly. Given her pres-

tigious position at Harvard, and her strong and provocative publishing record leading up to this (including Bad 

Leadership, which was her first salvo aimed at the “leadership industry”) this was a major event in bringing fol-

lowership to a wider high-level audience. She wrote a major article in the Harvard Business Review, “What Every 

Leader Needs to Know About Followers” (5-20, 5-21). The article generously acknowledged mine and Robert 

Kelley’s works on followership as “pioneering”, for our focus on followers and challenging the prevailing think-

ing of leaders as “all-powerful and all-important.” As we will see, Barbara has continued to be a major voice in 

the followership movement.

The Courageous Follower found its way in a variety of military organizations. I got a particular 

thrill out of a presentation I was asked to do for the Society of American Military Engineers (SAME) at their 

conference in Philadelphia (5-22). I proudly display the engraved Liberty Bell memento of the event in my home 

office. SAME purchased 200 copies of The Courageous Follower so each participant received one. They provided 

a table at which I could sit after the presentation to autograph books. The line snaked around the perimeter 

of the room. As I signed books, I asked each military engineer where they were stationed? Though critics of 

empire might rightfully rue this reality, the responses completely spanned the globe! I felt like a seed pod that 

was exploding and sending the courageous follower message around the world.

Another noteworthy event is marked by the IC Leadership Day brochure — IC meaning Intelligence 

Community, not Ira Chaleff (5-23). After 9-11, most of the 16 US Intelligence Agencies were brought together 

under the newly formed Department of Homeland Security. This was an attempt to create better cross fertil-

ization of information, analysis and communication between agencies to counter the siloing that contributed 

to the intelligence failure of 9-11. Establishing another management layer above these agencies was insufficient 

to break down old patterns and habits. The Director of National Intelligence (DNI) began holding monthly 

programs at which 20 mid and senior level representatives from each agency could get to know each other. I was 

asked to speak at the June, 2007 program.

Frankly, I did not approach this invitation with complete comfort. I asked for a prior meeting to make 

sure they understood what I would be presenting. My request was granted. I explained the courageous follower 

model and that my briefing would include the courage to take a moral stand. Somewhat to my surprise and 

relief, I was told there was no problem with this. And so, on June 21, 2007, because the proceedings were be-

ing videoed, I watched 400 intelligence officers all remove their identification badges and I, along with other 

speakers, gave our presentations. Years later, I gave a talk on Intelligent Disobedience (more on that subject 

later) at a High Holiday service at a friend’s synagogue. A woman approached me afterwards and told me she 

was a training designer at the Central Intelligence Agency and made use of the copy of The Courageous Follower 

she kept in her office.
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EARLY IN 2008, MY PUBLISHER SENT ME COPIES OF THE ITALIAN TRANSLATION of 

The Courageous Follower (6-1). The title of this book is noteworthy: Il Follower Coraggioso (6-2). You will note that 

“follower” is not an Italian word that trips off an Italian speaker’s tongue. Italian translations of the word “fol-

lower” were problematic, as they are in other languages where the political or religious overtones make the word 

even more difficult for the reader than “follower” is sometimes thought to be in English. Italians had already 

confronted this dilemma with the word “leader”, which in Italian is “il duce”, the title used by the fascist dic-

tator, Mussolini. They solved it by appropriating the English word, which became “il leader”. So, the publisher 

used the same strategy for follower, and carefully explained the word in a special preface for the Italian edition. 

While to date, there is no German edition of The Courageous Follower, the Germans had to solve a similar prob-

lem in their books on leadership since their word for leader is Fuhrer. Enough said.

As my work on The Art of Followership concluded, I realized I had a dilemma. Where did 

I go from there with followership? It needed a home. I brought my dilemma to Ron Riggio and Jean Lipman 

Blumen’s attention. They were both on the board of the International Leadership Association, which at the 

time was a program under the Burns Academy of Leadership, housed at the University of Maryland. They sug-

gested that I draft a proposal to establish a Followership Learning Community under the ILA, and so I did. It 

was accepted and I joined the ILA as the first chair of the new followership community. The ILA became such 

an important part of the global expansion of the field of followership that I have chosen to tell its story, along 

with its documents, separately in Volume XII of this book. 

Meanwhile, domestic media outlets continued to demonstrate interest in the followership mes-

sage. For a couple of years in this period I had a working relationship with the editorial page editor of the Balti-

more Sun, a respectable regional paper. I have included one of the columns published there on bullying, based in 

part on what we learned from Lorna Blumen’s chapter in The Art of Followership (6-3). Bullying is no peripheral 

issue to courageous followership. In the column I cite the work of Barbara Colorosa’s book Extraordinary Evil, 

in which she helps us understand that atrocities like genocide are acts of bullying with the power of the State 

behind them. While understanding and proofing up children against school yard or online bullying seems a far 

cry from genocide, it is in fact where we should begin inoculating societies against their scourge.



In those years, the monthly magazine Leadership Excellence continued to be a welcoming place for 800 to 

1000 word articles on topics related to followership. While missing the heft and scholarly citations of profes-

sional journals, magazines like this have their place in disseminating ideas to the wider culture in digestible 

packets. In addition to one of my own articles (6-4, 6-5), I am including one by Warren Bennis on followership 

(6-6). Today blogs or podcasts fill this role, but there is still a need for one or two market leaders that reach 

deeply into private and public sector organization cultures.

In March of 2008, I received an email from Marty Krovetz, an author on educational lead-

ership (6-7). This was to prove the beginning of an important relationship. In this email he describes what 

became known as “The Chaleff assignment.” I chortle at this small claim to fame. Marty’s championing of 

The Courageous Follower in his own books helped it find its way to many school assistant principals (“follow-

ers”), principals and district administrators. Through collaboration with Marty, I participated in a middle 

school program in which an under-served immigrant minority community used the principles of courageous 

followership as part of their effort to acquire equipment for their computer lab on par with those of schools 

in more affluent parts of their district (6-8). But the most significant contribution Marty made to my work will 

come later when we get to my book Intelligent Disobedience.

The Conference Board article I include is a condensed nugget of followership history (6-9). The Conference 

Board is a well regarded membership organization of public and private sector corporations. They ran an 

article by Barbara Kellerman and included a sidebar by Robert Kelley, from our book, The Art of Followership. 

In the sidebar you can read Robert’s retort to the common complaint “Why don’t you use another word 

than follower?” Within the leadership community, and at times within the followership community, there is 

a subset that is irked by treating followership as a distinct, though inter-related subject. Even our comrade-in-

arms, Jean Lipman Blumen, prefers the word “constituent” to follower. I personally think Robert’s response 

in this article lays to rest the argument against “follower.” Today, more than a decade later, the discomfort with 

“follower” can still be heard but the main body of academics and practitioners has accepted it, and along with 

social media, has almost (not quite) made it mainstream. 

The Courageous Follower continued to appear in translation, particularly in Asian countries 

(6-10, 6-11, 6-12). This is the advantage of working with a publisher like Berrett-Koehler that invests resources 

going to the major annual book fairs and interesting other language publishers in acquiring, translating and 

publishing their authors’ books. Of course, it is rare that the author knows how faithfully or not their concepts 

have been conveyed in other languages and cultures. It is interesting that authors who place so much stock in 

the precision of language, need to have an element of faith that their concepts suffer minimum distortion in 

translation.

To my knowledge, The Courageous Follower is only available in English in Singapore. Nevertheless (perhaps 

for the better given the vulnerabilities of translation) it early on found its way into the National Library and 

other significant institutions. Possibly as a result of this influence, years ago I discovered a video made by the 

Singapore Defence Force, to graphically instill in their personnel the duty to disobey orders to harm or kill ci-

vilians. When I first discovered it, the title was Followership. For reasons unknown to me, more recently I could 
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only find it under the title A Journey Into The Heart of Darkness with “Singapore Defence Force – Followership” 

briefly appearing as a tag line in an early few frames. 

Given the impressiveness of this video, when I met Elijah Wee Xun Ming, a lieutenant in the Singapore 

Defence Force, I thought perhaps he had a hand in influencing the production of this video. He disclaimed 

knowledge, which makes it all the more interesting how that video came to be, as it should be a model for 

all militaries. Elijah was working on an advanced degree at the University of Maryland, where the ILA at the 

time had its offices. I met with him because of the tremendous article he wrote on Dynamic Followership. I have 

included the first two pages of this article and have taken the additional step of including his diagrams of 

Dynamic Followership (6-13, 6-14, 6-15, 6-16). Frankly, I felt they went a step beyond the diagrammatic models 

I use and should be better known to the field. I had hoped Elijah would pursue his focus on followership, but 

he indicated an interest in moving into other areas. It’s my belief that the field would benefit from more tal-

ented scholars and practitioners who keep followership central to their focus rather than moving to other pas-

tures. There is so much work to do to lift up positive followership as well as to plumb “the heart of darkness.”

Sometimes life can present an unexpected opportunity that ties into your values and work. 

We have already seen how the carnage in Sierra Leone was the inspiration for my book The Limits of Violence: 

Lessons of a Revolutionary Life. On very short notice, NDI, The National Democratic Institute that had brought 

me to Nigeria, asked me to make a quick trip to Sierra Leone to co-facilitate a capacity building retreat for its 

nascent parliament that was being formed as the UN was winding down its peace keeping mission (6-17). I 

co-facilitated the retreat with Senator Ken Nnamani, a former president of the Nigerian Senate. Due to flight 

delays that threatened the entire mission, I arrived at the retreat site after the first evening’s proceedings had 

begun. While we were thoroughly unrehearsed, Senator Nnamani and I proved to be a natural team. I’m 

including a picture of us signing our respective books for the participants (6-18).

Bringing the focus back to the US, I have selected a few more documents to complete this chap-

ter. The Art of Followership gave an additional boost to interest in followership seminars and workshops. I was 

invited to speak at the Environmental Protection Agency’s Transformational Leadership Conversation (6-19). 

I made a number of visits to Sandia National Laboratories to conduct workshops under the auspices of the 

Ombuds office. This lead to an invitation to give a lunchtime talk to the executive leadership of Sandia (6-20). 

The national laboratories are awesome institutions. I was told that between Sandia and nearby Los Alamos 

there were at that time 4000 Ph.D’s working on projects concerning national and global security!  

Followership also continued to be a topic of great interest among divinity students A paper by ILA mem-

ber, Rusty Ricketson, The Intrinsic Leadership of Courageous Followers (6-21) formed part of the thinking that 

lead to his book: FollowerFirst: Rethinking Leading in the Church that argues for the primacy of followership in 

Church systems (6-22). It does an excellent job of relating both my and Robert Kelley’s models to Church life. 

It is my sense that the more scholars and practitioners adapt models of ethical followership to specific cultural 

contexts, the better they will integrate with the underlying DNA and manifest in the behaviors needed to 

bring out the best in leadership.  
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TO OPEN THIS CHAPTER, I’VE SELECTED AN INVITATION to speak on Followership from the Tobias 

Center for Leadership Excellence at Indiana University. They have strong ties to the International Leadership 

Association and put on a high quality annual Multi-Sector Forum. Indiana Wesleyan University, up the road 

a bit, was a regular contributor to both the Tobias Center and the ILA and itself had a strong contingent of 

followership scholars (7-1).

The challenges of ethical followership of course thread through the current events of the day 

in any age. In 2009 the United States’ ill-advised invasion of Iraq, which continues to painfully reverberate 

throughout the region, was a hot button issue. I am including the response from a reader to an essay in News-

week Magazine titled “Dilemma of Dissent,” which explores the difficult ethical choice facing a White House of-

ficial on whether to resign in protest to ill conceived policies or to stay and try to improve the Administration’s 

policy making. It is a classic dilemma for ethical followers – whether to stay aboard to mitigate wrong doing or 

to resign in protest and lose the insider’s potential to influence decision making. The individual posting the 

response likens the issue to “a case study from The Courageous Follower” (7-2). Indeed it could be. 

You will see an article by Ron Riggio who had become a contributing writer to the magazine 

Psychology Today.  He writes on an impressive range of social psychology issues for them. Increasingly, his essays 

pertain to followership, as does the one I have included here: “Want to be a Great Leader? Learn to Follow” 

(7-3). Ron continues to this day to increase his focus on many aspects of followership and has become an im-

portant voice in the field.

In 2009, we see more books added to the small shelf of works on followership. The most important 

was Followership: How Followers are Creating Change and Changing Leaders by Barbara Kellerman. This has become 

a classic (7-4). From this point, all her books have included a focus on followership, viewing it as one of the legs 

of the leader-follower-context construct with which to analyze leadership and followership behavior. 

A translation of the 17th century French classic, Treatise on the Court, caught my attention because of its 

similarity to my reference to Baldesar Castiglione’s 16th century Book of the Courtier in the frontispiece of The 

Courageous Follower,  discussing the responsibility to keep the prince virtuous. The translator of the treatise sent 

a letter referencing my work and asking for thoughts on further research in this area (7-5). Focusing on ethical 

followership in inner circles of political power is perhaps the most important aspect of followership studies.

We see a clever book, Be The Horse or the Jockey, by Jeanne Gulbranson, examining the fluidity of leading 

and following in the context of the horse and its rider (7-6). I applaud all efforts to bring concepts of follower-



ship into the world beyond academia. I particularly appreciate the use of a strong, intelligent animal in exam-

ining the leader-follower dynamic. These are needed to counter and replace the tiresome and worrisome image 

of followers as sheep or lemmings. Perhaps the most successful of these to date are the image of migrating geese 

that rotate the lead position, which encounters the strongest headwinds.  

The author of Be The Horse or the Jockey, Jeanne Gulbranson, was active in discussions on how to increase 

the acceptance to followership classes and workshops. Most of the courageous follower seminars and workshops 

I conducted were modules in leadership development programs, so participants weren’t faced with deciding 

whether or not to enroll for a followership class. Jeanne heard me report that when I conducted a stand-alone 

workshop, I needed to frame the topic differently in order to attract enrollments. For example, on occasion 

I used titles such as this for my workshop: Courageous Leaders, Courageous Followers: Transforming Hier-

archical Relationships into Powerful Partnerships. Jeanne posted a comment on LinkedIn “If Ira Chaleff is 

challenged to attract participants to a followership seminar…then it bodes ill for the rest of us!” (7-7). In the 

best fighting spirit she goes on to say what she was planning to do to increase the acceptance of followership 

on its own terms.

I am also including a LinkedIn message from a recently retired Air Force officer who was interested in 

writing a book on followership for the Department of Defense to introduce new recruits to the subject (7-8). 

He reports that he spent about two hours of the course he taught at Airmen Leadership School on the subject 

of followership and that the Air Force recently included followership in its performance reports. Note, that in 

most cases in which we see followership entering a curriculum, the students are exposed to both Robert Kelley 

and my models and often to Barbara Kellerman’s as well. Diversity in exploring the subject and activating posi-

tive, ethical followership behavior serves the field well and undoubtedly will expand in coming years.

My work with the US Congress and my work on followership had a natural intersection. Motiva-

tionally, I was drawn to both from my desire to see power, particularly political power, used more beneficially 

for the benefit of others. So, it was not surprising to be invited to conduct a seminar for the US Senate Chiefs 

of Staff, sponsored by the Pew Foundation, and held at Monticello, the famed home of Thomas Jefferson.  

I called the session “The Prince and the Courtier: The Art of Providing Guidance and Feedback to  

Senators.” (7-9)

Chiefs of Staff from about 50 of the 100 Senate offices participated, with Republicans and Democrats 

fairly equally represented. The idea behind the retreat was to give these senior staff, who often exert significant 

influence on their Senator’s decision making, a chance to know each other better in a non-partisan setting. It 

is these types of relationships that can make a crucial difference when the time comes for working out compro-

mises needed to pass legislation.

Given my familiarity with the world in which they worked, the talk went well. There was, however, one 

moment that remains indelibly printed on me. I was not aware that the Chief of Staff to Senator Bernie 

Sanders was a self-appointed poet to his Senate colleagues. Apparently, each week he sent them a poem that in 

his estimation would be of interest. I forget the exact point I was making, but presumably it was about author-

ity. Without so much as a “by your leave” he interjected into the room the line from E.E.Cummings poem I 

Sing of Olaf which, in language fitting the rawness of the poem, said “I  will not kiss your fucking flag.”  I was 
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momentarily stunned as I had little question that the Chiefs from conservative offices would be mortified by 

this polarizing statement. While there are very few poems from which I can quote a line from memory, given 

the power of this poem about a conscientious objector brutalized for his beliefs, I was able to respond, saying 

that I was surprised he chose that line and not “there is some shit I will not eat.”  This was an equally powerful 

line without the polarizing overtones.  I felt my retort break the tension and we carried on the seminar without 

further reference to this interjection that quite literally came from left field.

One of the goals of this book is to help followership practitioners perceive how broadly the subject of 

followership is making an imprint. The next documents are further evidence of this. I am particularly pleased 

by the NASA solicitation for proposals for leader-follower workshops (7-10). Studies of famous NASA launch 

disasters showed that culture was a prime factor. Robert Kelley used the Challenger disaster as a case in point 

in his book The Power of Followership. A culture that supports candor and respect for dissenting voices is inextri-

cable to a culture of safety and success. 

Another crucial institution in the US is the Smithsonian Institution. While people planning a visit to 

Washington think it is a single museum, in fact it is 19 museums, 21 libraries and 9 research centers, one of 

which is two miles from my home in rural Virginia. As a prime engine of cultural and natural history it is staffed 

with a broad diversity of highly educated researchers and thousands of facilities personnel to maintain and 

secure its properties and collections. For several years I conducted courageous follower workshops that drew 

participants from all of these units, as well as conducting workshops for individual museums. I have included a 

message from Sue Tillotson, one of the Smithsonian program coordinators (7-11). 

I am also including an email from a retired Assistant Police Chief working on a course curriculum for the 

International Association of Chiefs of Police (7-12). It’s a request to use the Meditation on Followership found 

at the back of The Courageous Follower. This twenty point meditation, unusual for an otherwise expository book, 

has at times drawn unexpected interest. The University of La Verne in Southern California, with programs 

designed for mid-career adults, punches above its weight in the caliber of guest speakers (many more promi-

nent than me) it was able to draw to its leadership classes. On one of my visits there, after my talk and class 

discussion, I was asked to stand in the middle of the room. Twenty of the students stood up and distributed 

themselves on the perimeter of the room. Each, in turn, recited one of the meditations. It was extraordinarily 

moving. Years later, my great Argentine collaborator, Dario Orlando Fernandez, made these meditations into a 

deck of cards, each with an action photo from a different international sport (7-13, 7-14). 

Based on courageous follower workshops I taught through the auspices of the Ombuds office 

at Sandia National Laboratories, I was invited to give a talk on courageous followership at a conference held 

by three Ombuds associations in Montreal, Canada (7-15). “Ombudsman” is a Scandinavian word. It is not 

gendered, but in English it sounds as though it is, so contemporary practice is often to shorten it to “Ombuds”.  

Many large organizations have an Ombuds office. It is a safe place for individual employees to bring concerns 

they may not be sure rise to a Human Resource matter or ethical violation, or which they do not know how 

to address. As such, it is a good fit for courageous followership, which tries to use both the individual and the 

organization’s resources to address wrongs before they compound to a level where whistleblowing is considered. 
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My nephew, Adam Chaleff, himself a political activist, was a student in Montreal at the time and was able to 

join me. I appreciated this as there are few opportunities for family members to see what one does in the course 

of a life’s work.

Another program I am including in this chapter contains highlights from a conference of the 

School Nutrition Association, where I was invited to give the closing keynote address (7-16). I am doing this 

for a specific reason. It’s great that followership is increasingly found in university level curriculum and in the 

education programs of major national and international institutions. But to make a difference in the world, 

it needs to come out of academia and elite institutions and move into the many arenas of life in which leader-

ship and followership interweave, especially in their ethical dimensions. Imagine, for example, school cafeteria 

workers who come under budgetary pressure to use food after the refrigerators where the food was stored went 

out during a power outage. Health and, in extreme cases, even lives depend on the ability to hold their ground 

in the face of authority. On a similar note, a grocery stock clerk once reported they were pressured to place 

eggs in new cartons when they were past the expiration date on the original carton. The attitudes and skills of 

courageous followership are germane at every level of society.

While we see many examples of followership models being discussed and taught in major public in-

stitutions, it is important not to lose sight of the private sector drivers in a free market economy. After the great 

recession of 2008, the US automobile industry faced the prospect of collapse. With the controversial interven-

tion of the federal government, all the major automobile manufacturers survived. Nevertheless, the stresses on 

their work forces were significant. Theresa Rich was responsible for the difficult task of employee engagement 

during those trying times. She was also familiar with and an advocate for courageous followership. She wrote a 

powerful memo that authentically spelled out the challenges facing her, and all her fellow GM employees, and 

titled it: “Courageous Followers in the New GM” (7-17). 

The Courageous Follower takes pains to balance the virtues of excellent support for leaders’ 

trying their best to serve the group’s mission, and a willingness to speak up constructively when the same 

leaders are overlooking or creating danger to the group’s mission and the well being of its stakeholders. As one 

example of the latter, I wrote in the introduction to the book: “A priest must be willing to tell the bishop that 

moral turpitude is being covered up in his see.” Tragically, we know how widespread was the failure to give and 

receive that message.

Possibly because of this, I was not prepared for how much engagement there has been from Christian com-

munities of faith for the principles of courageous followership. A considerable amount of followership research 

has emerged from institutions like Regent University, and those of different denominations. In some ways my 

favorite example is the document you will see from Sisters of the Incarnate Word and Blessed Sacrament in 

Victoria, Texas, announcing they have ordered copies of The Courageous Follower for each of their Governance 

Core Group. They conclude their announcement with these lovely words: “When we finish scooping out the 

gems, we will pass on the books to anyone interested in exploring this idea” (7-18).
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Providing one more example of courageous followership in a different denominational setting, I have 

included an email from Elisabeth Null who at the time was my research assistant. Elisabeth is a highly revered 

traditional ballads singer, and a prodigious intellect and social activist. She reports giving The Courageous Follow-

er to a former Baptist minister from Georgia who was buying one of her musical instruments and recounts the 

story of how he applied it to correct unethical behavior in the company where he then worked. The experience 

was transformative and, per Elisabeth, was a factor in him returning to the cloth and forming a new congrega-

tion (7-19). 

I think you can sense the deep appreciation I feel at followership finding resonance in the 

gamut of fields from the military and law enforcement, to major institutions and corporate behemoths, to a 

range of religious denominations. Of course, a characteristic that binds these disparate groups together is the 

seriousness given to hierarchical structure, and thus the need to balance that with a sense of personal responsi-

bility and the tools to speak up when needed.
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IN THIS VOLUME WE SEE THE CONTINUED SPREAD OF INTEREST in followership by a range of 

opinion makers reaching somewhat further into the for-profit sector of the economy. Frances Hesselbein, a 

former CEO of Girl Scouts USA and founder of the Frances Hesselbein Leadership Institute, ran a prominent 

article in her upscale Leader to Leader magazine (8-1, 8-2). Robert Morris is a seasoned business book reviewer 

and interviewer who has covered my work on followership from the beginning. He wrote an in-depth review 

of The Art of Followership that appeared in various syndicated columns, citing the contributions of many of its 

contributors (8-3, 8-4, 8-5). Leadership Excellence magazine included me in its list of the hundred best leadership 

thinkers, though well below Warren Bennis who ranked 2nd and Barbara Kellerman who was placed 15th (8-6).

While the private sector still lags behind the military and public agencies in incorporating followership 

into its professional development, exceptions have emerged. One of the successful digital age startups, Con-

stant Contact, had me work with their staff and management team introducing followership concepts into 

the culture. I found myself dealing with a well-respected leader who had a classic blind spot that almost sunk 

the initiative. At a briefing of her managers before I began my seminar, she “sold” her plans for organizational 

change too hard, and then asked if there was any feedback. Few wanted to dampen her enthusiasm. We needed 

to use break out groups to process the plans they had heard, then report out the concerns they saw and possible 

alternatives for more effective change. This was a living learning moment that demonstrated how even good 

leaders can inadvertently quash the candor needed for robust decision making. The results of this effort proved 

to be quite positive (8-7).

The public sector continued to also be a strong conduit for raising awareness of followership, such as the 

law-enforcement magazine PoliceChief (8-8) and the Civil Air Patrol’s introductory course on followership that 

tightly links critical thinking ability to the follower role (8-9, 8-10). 

Ideas pick up unsung champions as they move through a culture. Linda Hopper is such a cham-

pion. For years she ran the staff Professional Management Certificate Program at Georgetown University in 

Washington, DC. Linda made The Courageous Follower one of the five classes in the core curriculum, the rest 

being electives. Like other institutions that have integrated followership modules into their leadership devel-

opment programs, this is another instance in which hundreds of participants were exposed to the principles 

of courageous followership by me, and later by trainers I trained. It sustains me and my colleagues knowing 



that some at least have used the material to make a difference in the spheres in which they operate. The 2011 

graduation announcement at which I spoke is included here (8-11, 8-12). 

I am often asked, is there a relationship between Courageous Followership and Servant Leadership? 

The short answer is yes. The Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership carried The Courageous Follower in its 

catalogue almost from the beginning. I have spoken at a Servant Leadership conference, though I suspect 

there are others more qualified than I to richly draw the relationships. I have enclosed an article in this vein 

published by the Servant Leadership Institute with commentary on its application at a private sector commu-

nications technology firm (8-13).

In 2010 The Journal of Leadership Studies published a fair and critical review of the third edition of 

The Courageous Follower (8-14, 8-15, 8-16). Berrett-Koehler had asked me to do a third edition of the book. Af-

ter an initial hesitation I realized that readers would be well served with an additional chapter on speaking to 

the hierarchy. The first two editions were based on the predicate that followers could form a relationship with 

their leaders. In large organizations, orders might come from three or more levels higher, making it unlikely 

to form relationships. I added a chapter on strategies for this situation. 

The review is largely laudatory and understands what I was trying to do. However, it raises concerns that 

I may be underestimating the professional and personal risks I am suggesting followers consider taking. This 

is not an isolated criticism. Barbara Kellerman has voiced similar concern when we have participated together 

on panels. It is true that, having spent many years as a largely independent consultant, I notice I can become 

insufficiently sensitive to the risks people who depend on others for their livelihood are taking when they call 

out problematic thinking or behavior. You will find in my books an acknowledgment of those risks but, for 

some, better ways of addressing them still need to be explored. This is not a peripheral issue in follower-leader 

dynamics. If we cannot find ways to raise the virtue of speaking truth to power so it is embraced by both those 

in follower and in leader roles, we will repeatedly endure the failures and abuses of power that have plagued 

our history.

While my work tends to focus on my native country, the USA, I am continuously looking for 

opportunities to transmit the ideas of followership and courageous followership into other cultures. If leader-

ship exists and is needed in all cultures, so is followership.  

After Berrett-Koehler published the 3rd edition of The Courageous Follower, rather than remainder the 

balance of  the 2nd edition, or consign them to a recycling center, if I recall correctly, they offered them to me 

at their print cost, which was about $2 per copy. I bought these and, in turn, used them as giveaways to de-

serving groups. I had noticed that the head of the African YMCA headquartered in Kenya had given a speech 

on the importance of followership. I offered to provide 50 copies for the next graduating cohort of young 

African leaders, which was accepted and arranged (8-17). Most of the rest of these books were distributed to 

groups visiting the National Democratic Institute as part of their programs to support new and emerging 

democracies (8-18). 
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Back in my role vis a vis Congress, I became convinced that the Congressional Management Founda-

tion needed a higher profile Board Chair. I recruited my colleague, former congressman Dan Mica (8-19). 

Dan is a Democrat who represented a district in Florida, and is often confused with his brother, John Mica, 

a Republican who also served in Congress. 

In turning over the chair, I wrote an Op-Ed which, with a little networking help from CMF President 

Brad Fitch, was published in The Washington Post, titled “Congress’ Tragedy of the Commons” (8-20). I used 

an economics teaching story to bring attention to the self-defeating behavior of members on both sides of 

the aisle who continuously rail against the institution, accelerating its dysfunction and the loss of trust by 

the citizenry. The Op-Ed attracted considerable attention within and outside of Congress. The Woodrow 

Wilson Legacy Foundation called on its supporters to study my work (8-21, 8-22). As you may have guessed, 

this Op-Ed did not miraculously alter the behavior of most members, and certainly not of the congressional 

leadership. Nevertheless, those of us committed to better leadership and followership need to engage in these 

types of arenas where the consequences of misusing power, or undermining its legitimate uses, have poten-

tially grave consequences.

It is apparently easier to influence the US Military than it is the US Congress. I was invited to give 

a presentation on courageous followership to the Navy Public Affairs Symposium (8-23). As evidenced by 

Admiral Moynihan’s thank you letter, it was well received (8-24). For me what was most memorable about the 

event was the panel that discussed the Navy’s response to the cataclysmic earthquake and tsunami that killed 

a quarter of a million people in Southeast Asia. We heard from US Pacific fleet officers who were stationed in 

the region at that time about the complexities of offering help to foreign governments in a devastating crisis, 

and the mixture of both urgency and protocol required to effectively contribute. These are the unforgettable 

stories that make the work of developing judgment and skill in leadership and followership professionally 

engaging and at times invaluable.
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I OPEN THIS CHAPTER WITH A BLOG ON COURAGEOUS FOLLOWER DAY (9-1). There are several 

collections of annual celebration days, weeks and months. I created, and for many years renewed, the entry for 

Courageous Follower Day in one of these whose name eludes me. This was one of the myriad ways I attempted 

to raise the profile of followership. During these years, I would notice references to Courageous Follower Day 

in random places such as this “Self Care Girl” blog. I didn’t have evidence of any significant impact. Perhaps 

it even trivialized the subject so I discontinued the practice several years ago. If a followership advocacy group 

picks up the idea again, it would be better served by making it a Followership Week, with a range of online 

activities planned to showcase the applications of active and ethical followership in its many forms.

I am including yet another example of courageous followership and the California Peace Officer 

Standards of Training (POST) program (9-2). The gentleman writing me is a professor at the POST Instructor 

Development Institute in which public safety trainers are taught to be more effective in their teaching. He is 

requesting permission to adapt my materials to his class to overcome what he assesses as accumulated bad hab-

its. I appreciate the respectfulness of seeking my consent, though I have never considered it necessary as long 

as the underlying materials are properly credited, which they usually are. I am particularly supportive of this 

request, given how helpful courageous follower behaviors would be to transforming the culture of “a wall of 

silence” that has existed in too many law enforcement organizations when fellow officers misuse their author-

ity. As California POST appears to have incorporated The Courageous Follower more than other police training 

programs, I hope a future researcher can mine the data to determine if the California policing record on the 

use of excessive force is statistically better than the national average and, if so, what aspects of Courageous 

Follower training and practice may have contributed to the difference. 

In June of 2012, the well respected columnist David Brooks wrote an Op-Ed in the New York Times 

called “The Follower Problem” (9-3, 9-4). I include it here because, to my recollection, it was the first time I 

saw a major media outlet frame an issue in terms of the role of followers instead of leaders. While the column 

might seem to be calling for acquiescent followership, in fact Brooks is making an important point. When I 

began writing The Courageous Follower, my intention was to equip people to stand up to misuses of leadership 

authority. I soon found that there was too much cynicism about leaders in groups where I was conducting 

workshops. I needed to place equal emphasis on supporting leaders when they were making tough calls in 

ambiguous situations. Unless one balances the courage to challenge with the courage to support, you cannot 



create a partnership. Without that sense of partnership, leaders won’t pay attention when you do need to 

challenge their thinking or behavior.

At the encouragement and with the help of another one of my erstwhile advocates, Frank Gregorsky, a 

former staffer for Newt Gingrich, I reached out to Brooks’ assistant who agreed that he would be interested 

in The Courageous Follower. As often happens, some other major news story diverted Brooks’ attention. Other 

than a brief thank you that has been lost somewhere in my files, I did not hear further from him. Neverthe-

less, the role of followers was entering the cultural lexicon.

In keeping with the dissemination of courageous follower concepts in military cultures I have 

included several more germane documents. We see at the US Marine Corps, Master Sergeant level, The 

Courageous Follower included in a relatively short list of books, most of which are battle oriented (9-6). On the 

international front, I have included a blog from the Voices of NATO, in which the leader-follower reciprocal 

relationship is explored through Ed Hollander’s work, and the subsequent exchange between me and the 

blogger, who is also conversant with The Courageous Follower (9-7).

Another significant contributor to introducing concepts of followership in the military is Lieutenant 

Colonel Paul Berg. I am including the email question he sent asking about my model of courageous follow-

ership (9-8) and my response (9-9), as it is a succinct analysis of how the five dimensions of the model work 

in concert. This is followed by a subsequent e-mail exchange on his students’ applications to ethical failures 

among senior officers, including former General David Petraeus who later resigned as Director of the Central 

Intelligence Agency after his ethical lapses became public (9-10). This is exactly the preparation needed in 

developing an officer corps.

Lt. Colonel Berg was teaching a pilot course in followership at the US Army Command and General 

Staff College. My International Leadership Association colleague, Ted Thomas, was responsible for instruc-

tional design at this level. Through his and Paul Berg’s work, that course became part of the standard curric-

ulum, introducing officers to both mine and Robert Kelley’s models (9-11).

Berg went on to publish a major article on Teaching Followership that he wrote for the Military Review 

(9-12).

As familiarity with followership concepts circulated in military leadership development programs, I was 

invited to speak at the James B. Stockdale Center for Ethical Leadership at the United States Naval Academy 

(9-13). Participants were each of the top students in their group cohort at the Academy. The Stockdale Center 

carries the video on its website. It is a rapid review of courageous followership that those who are interested 

may find valuable to access.  

In December of that year, you will see the invitation I received to be a panelist the following January at 

the Naval Academy for their 2014 Leadership Conference, whose theme would be Followership: The Evolu-

tion of a Leader (9-14, 9-15). Of course, I was thrilled by the conference theme and asked the coordinator how 

it had come to be chosen. She told me that the midshipmen themselves had chosen it, so I presume it was 

a result of the Stockdale Center talk. The conference took place in June of the following year. Barbara Kell-

erman also participated on another of the panels exploring aspects of followership. In addition to the entire 
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brigade being invited, so were representatives from dozens of other institutions. The panels were hard hitting, 

not avoiding the uncomfortable topics of questioning problematic orders in a military context.

There were a couple of unanticipated and noteworthy occurrences at the event. In the news that morning 

I learned that one of my heroes, Pete Seeger, the tireless folksinger and activist, had passed away. Several mem-

bers of my family were very close to Pete, so this touched me in a personal way as well. Unscripted, I opened 

my panel presentation (available on my website) acknowledging his passing and commending to the audience 

his song “Waist Deep In The Big Muddy.” It is about a military officer too foolish to listen to his courageous 

sergeant who warned against fording a river at the spot the officer had chosen. As a result, the officer kept 

wading into the deepening water and drowned. The sergeant then lead the troops to another point on the 

river where everyone safely crossed. It was a classic example of failing to listen to a courageous follower, so it 

seemed apt for the conference theme. I failed to realize that the song, written by Pete in 1967, was considered 

to be a metaphor against following the foolish leadership of President Lyndon Johnson into the swamp of the 

Vietnam War. I am not aware that anyone in the audience realized this, but it brought a mischievous smile to 

my face when I did.

The other occurrence involved the keynote speaker, former Vice President Dick Cheney. For a number 

of years, when he was in office and somewhat afterwards, people would stop me in Washington and in other 

parts of the country and ask me if I were Dick Cheney! I must say this was somewhat to my horror. I felt and 

continue to feel that he was a chief architect of the disastrous decision to invade Iraq under the pretense 

of “weapons of mass destruction” that were never found to exist. Filing into the hall where he was to speak 

that evening, I was wearing a typical Washington, DC long black wool coat and scarf. I noticed Dick Cheney 

come in similarly dressed. The Naval Academy had assigned a plebe to facilitate each speaker’s movements. I 

handed my phone to the plebe and had him catch a few photos of me next to Cheney – my first and probably 

only experience at photo bombing. Cheney never looked up. But the photo proved that any resemblance was 

superficial (hopefully in every respect) (9-16). 

In keeping with the conference theme, Cheney could have given a compelling speech about followership. 

He had been a White House Chief of Staff in the 1970s and Vice President to George W. Bush – two preemi-

nent follower roles. Instead he used the entire speech to justify his horribly flawed policy decisions. We were in 

the basketball arena, with the seats entirely filled by the full Naval Academy brigade. At the end of his speech, 

the entire stadium, except for me and the fellow next to me who had also been a panelist, rose in a standing 

ovation. I was glad this chap stayed seated with me, neither of us clapping, as even in relative anonymity it was 

uncomfortable silently dissenting. Roll forward five years and, without meaning to inflate the importance of 

this gesture, I can get a slight taste of what it was like for principled National Football League athletes who 

took a knee against racism in the full glare of national television. In any case, I received a letter and personal 

note of thank you from the Academy (9-17).

An important part of the story of the dissemination of Followership awareness and training in the 

US Federal Government revolves around the leadership development programs offered by OPM, the Office 

of Personnel Management. OPM maintained two training sites for mid-level managers in Colorado and in 

Harpers Ferry, West Virginia. As often happens, someone I knew told someone they knew about my work on 
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followership and she invited me to teach a one day workshop at the Eastern Management Development Center 

(EMDC) in Virginia. When she moved back into the private sector, her successor, Anne Teresa, continued to 

include me in the curriculum. This proved to be an important developmental opportunity for me. The skill 

set of an author and that of an interpersonal relationship trainer are not the same. I was a better author than a 

trainer. The evaluations I was given by mid-career professionals were generally good, but my training style and 

approach fell flat for a significant minority of participants. As I put my soul into this work, the incidence of 

poor receptivity bothered me considerably. I asked Anne Teresa for feedback to help increase my effectiveness 

as a trainer. Over the course of a year or so, I improved appreciably, as did the evaluations. Writing is still my 

stronger suit, but as a change agent it has been important to cultivate both skill sets.

My work at EMDC came to the attention of the Federal Executive Institute (FEI) in Charlottesville, Vir-

ginia (9-18). FEI conducts its four week, signature program, Leadership for a Democratic Society, for higher 

level civilian careerists, who often are working to join the elite rank of the Senior Executive Service. My course, 

Courageous Followers, Courageous Leaders: Creating Powerful Mission Centric Partnerships, became a one week elective 

in the four week program (9-19, 9-20). The program draws participants from 15 or 20 federal agencies, including 

military facilities with a mixed military-civilian work force. A typical class would consist of managers, often with 

hundreds of employees reporting to them, from Agriculture, Commerce, Defense, the Environmental Protec-

tion Agency, Interior, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, Labor, Justice, the National Institutes 

of Health, Treasury, Veterans Affairs, and others. I focused the course on all aspects of the follower-leader 

relationship, and included a specially designed module on political savvy that was part of the draw for choosing 

this elective and a critical followership skill set at higher organizational levels. The course ran for five half days 

and was able to go beyond what could be covered and practiced in a one-day workshop. 

I’ve included a sample evaluation that reflects my growth as a course instructor (9-21). While this was 

strictly a no-marketing affair, I soon experienced that some of these participants went back to their agencies and 

said “we need to teach courageous followership here” and established their own programs to do so, whether 

in house or using outside trainers. For several years I spent up to ten weeks a year at FEI, so it became another 

significant pollinator for followership ideas across a range of agencies. This suggests a tactic for further dissem-

inating followership: identify institutions that train personnel from many organizations and make followership 

part of those curriculums.

One government agency that does not send participants to the Federal Executive Institute is the US 

Department of State. The reason is they have their own extensive campus for training their employees, The 

Foreign Service Institute (FSI). Once again, followership found a champion there in the form of a careerist, 

Don Jacobson, at the Consular Affairs Division. With support from his own managers, Don brought me in to 

present courageous followership to FSI’s trainers and training designers. They were then able to incorporate 

elements of the material into their leadership development programs. 

This contributed to a very special outcome. Don was part of an initiative to develop ten leadership tenets 

that would serve as the values guiding the Bureau of Consular Affairs, for which about half of the State De-

partments works. Using a bottoms up process, the Consular Affairs community took apart the original values 

  244



draft and created a substantially amended set of tenets. The eighth of these was “Follow Courageously”. I have 

included the tenets and the explanation of the Follow Courageously tenet in this chapter (9-22). Each year, all 

300 Consular Affairs offices around the world “stand down” for a day to review their operations, using one 

of the tenets as a focal point. In 2012, the tenet used was “Follow Courageously”. I was invited to the State 

Department to deliver a talk on the tenet that was seen live by hundreds of employees, recorded and placed 

on their internal resource drive (it is also available on my own website). Later that year, every consular office 

around the world spent a day reviewing their operations and watched the video to stimulate their conversation 

on this tenet (9-23, 9-24)

The Diplomatic side of the State Department did not explicitly adopt Follow Courageously as one of its 

tenets, but the concept circulated there, too, through the FSI leadership curriculum. The concept of “con-

structive dissent” was already part of the culture of State — annual awards are given for this — so courageous 

follower materials would build on the existing values. Periodically, we see principled resignations of career 

officers that are a visible manifestation of this culture.

This chapter’s selections have been top heavy with examples of the penetration of followership con-

cepts in the US military and civilian agencies. To provide some balance to these, I have chosen two additional 

documents from this volume. The first is a letter of thank you from the Women’s Vision Foundation. I gave 

several talks on the courageous follower model at the Women’s Success Forum in Denver (9-25). There is little 

question that the skill sets of courageous following and leading are germane to correcting the remaining gap 

in the career trajectories and compensation for many talented women. 

The other document is the cover sheet of the thesis exploring the relationship of Courageous Followership 

and Work Performance in a university in Cambodia and a second one in Thailand. I have no idea how the re-

searchers learned about followership, which makes it all the more heartening that the concept is finding its 

way into so many cultures (9-26)
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MY PRIMARY PUBLISHER, BERRETT-KOEHLER, IS ONE OF A KIND. Its motto is “Creating a world that 

works for all” and it walks its talk. One expression of this is the author’s community it created shortly after its 

founding. Each year about 50 BK authors gather at a retreat site for friendship, renewal and cross fertilization 

of ideas, a great balance to the generally solitary task of writing books.

At one of these retreats, I told a story of discussing in a Courageous Follower workshop, the willingness to 

dissent if a leader gives orders that would produce harmful outcomes. A participant in the workshop told me 

that what I was describing is called intelligent disobedience in the world of guide dog training. While the dog 

obeys the blind person most of the time, it must not obey if doing so would cause harm. It is carefully trained 

to resist a dangerous order. The idea of developing this skill set in human beings excited me and I said to my 

fellow retreat goers that I was contemplating writing a book about it.

I started acting on this idea, but a number of developments in my personal life distracted me. It was almost 

two years later that I circled back to the project and began writing what became the early chapters of the book. 

Just as I got into flow on this, Steven Piersanti, the founder and publisher of Berrett-Koehler, reached out to 

ask what had become of my idea to write a book on intelligent disobedience? Imagine how reinforcing it was 

to have this publisher remember a book idea I had raised two years earlier and enquire if I was still interested 

in publishing it!

Intelligent disobedience is a particular skill set that fits within the larger subject of courageous follower-

ship. The books are dramatically different, but they share the same DNA. This volume will focus almost entirely 

on my book Intelligent Disobedience: Doing Right When What You’re Told To Do Is Wrong (10-1). I want to assure 

readers that we have not strayed from the path of ethical followership, but are seeing the world’s response to a 

specific application of it.

To avoid possible confusion, I want to clarify here that when I use the book title Intelligent Disobedience 

I am referring to my book. I say this because a colleague of mine, Bob McGannon, a year or two later published 

his book also titled Intelligent Disobedience. Bob’s book has a different subtitle (The Difference Between Good and 

Great Leaders) and is a very different book than mine, coming from a project management background. The 

world can certainly use two (and more) authors writing and speaking on the topic, so Bob and I view ourselves 

as collaborators rather than competitors. 

When I began writing Intelligent Disobedience, I did not realize that the path of enquiry would take me 

into the realm of childhood education. In retrospect, this was inevitable as habits of obedience are endlessly 



reinforced in classrooms from pre-school on. The topic was also very much alive in the US where there was 

political pressure to improve dismal levels of grade school proficiency. This resulted in coercive programs that 

lead teachers and school administrators to cross ethical lines to avoid defunding and school closures. I have 

included a letter to the editor published in the Washington Post on this topic (10-2). I will return to the subject 

of intelligent disobedience and childhood development later in this chapter.

While my book Intelligent Disobedience was going through its preparations for publication, an online 

search found a conference on Stanley Milgram’s obedience experiments that was to be held in January of 2015 

at a Russian university in Kolomna, about a hundred miles outside of Moscow. I reached out to Alexander 

Voronov, the organizer of the event, telling him that two chapters in my forthcoming book examined Milgram’s 

variations on his famous basic experiment, and expressed my interest in contributing to the conference. I im-

mediately received an invitation to come to present my work. My impulse was to leap at this opportunity to see 

Russia for the first time. Then the reality of winter travel in January lead me to rethink the prospect. Instead, 

I used an online platform to present my talk with simultaneous translation (10-3). The transcripts of the con-

ference were published in a dual language, English and Russian conference proceedings titled Stanley Milgram’s 

Obedience Paradigm for 2014 (10-4). This was a wonderful opportunity to become part of a small, dedicated, 

global group of researchers with whom I continue to periodically interact. My sense is they are encouraged by 

seeing practical applications of Milgram’s seminal experiments on obedience.

It is noteworthy that Intelligent Disobedience proved to be more readily of interest to the private sector and 

its media outlets than was true of The Courageous Follower. Sadly, there were no shortage of case examples where 

intelligent disobedience could have saved companies from ethical scandal and billion dollar losses. VW was a 

high profile example as witnessed by the MSNBC story “VW’s culture of blind obedience: What went wrong 

and how to fix it” (10-5). Chief Executive magazine carried my essay on “5 Ways To Make Intelligent Disobedi-

ence the CEO’s Best Friend” (10-6). Fortune.com ran an article “Pressured to do something shady at work? How 

to push back” (10-7, 10-8). Strategy+business, FOX Business, FastCompany and Forbes all followed suit (10-9, 10-10, 

10-11, 10-12). Those who are interested in the application of ethical followership in business may wish to pick 

up on the Intelligent Disobedience approach which seems to find some traction in the world where egregious mis-

conduct wipes out bottom line results and brand value. Going just beyond the business world, even Psychology 

Today got into the act with a good article by another Berrett-Koehler author, John Schuster (10-13).

I sent an announcement about the publication of Intelligent Disobedience to the administrator of the 

Berkeley Free Speech Movement alumni list. The board of the Free Speech Movement Archives organization 

normally doesn’t promote books by alumni but wrote that they made an exception in this case as the topic was 

so close to the spirit of the 1964 Free Speech Movement (I participated in support of the Civil Rights move-

ment) (10-14). I suspect it helped that Dr. Phil Zimbardo, of the famed “Stanford Prison Experiment,” wrote 

the foreword to the book.

  276



As I mention Phil Zimbardo let me also share the story of how his foreword came to be. I have included in 

this volume an email exchange with Rob Koonce, who succeeded me as one of the chairs of the Followership 

Learning Community. Rob was in the process of co-editing a collection of followership essays. He also was the 

driving force behind staging a one day Followership Symposium prior to the 2014 ILA conference. I had met 

with Berrett-Koehler staff that week about the forthcoming publication of Intelligent Disobedience. The managing 

director, Jeevan Sivasubramanian, asked me if there was someone who might write the foreword as they would 

need to know that by the following week. I couldn’t think of who that might be. He suggested Phil Zimbardo. I 

said that was a great idea but I didn’t know Zimbardo and it was unlikely I could set it up so soon. The next day 

I went to the conference that Rob Koonce had organized and mentioned this to him. He immediately brought 

me over to meet another speaker, Dr. Edith Eva Eger, a holocaust survivor and psychologist who was very close 

with Phil Zimbardo. In about two sentences I described my work’s link to the holocaust and my interest in a 

foreword from Dr. Zimbardo. She grabbed my wrist with an octogenarian iron grip and said “He will do it!” The 

rest is history, but it never ceases to amaze me how the universe at times aligns itself in support of a purpose.

Some months after Intelligent Disobedience had been published, Carl Barney, an old friend who had 

done very well financially, floored me with a check for $50,000 to help promote the book. With this additional 

resource, I retained a PR firm and gave instructions to target two audiences: the business community and the 

world of childhood development, including parents and educators. The latter was my concept of a long-term 

strategy in influencing culture. 

With this boost, in addition to business-oriented coverage, articles began to appear in a range of educator 

forums. A significant article in The New York Times EducationLife Supplement is a good example of how coura-

geous followership and intelligent disobedience weave together and reinforce each other (10-15). I have also 

included a discussion topic notice from a group called Teachers for Social Justice Book Club – Chicago (10-16) and 

an extremely interesting reflection on “The Importance of Intelligent Disobedience” from The Real Mr. Fitz 

(David Lee Finkle) an educator who usually publishes through a comic strip, but found this rumination didn’t 

fit well into that genre. In admiration of his creative thinking I have opted to publish the article in its entirety 

(10-17, 10-18, 10-19).

Speaking of which, the mysteries of the creative process never cease to amaze me. With my attention 

on the application of intelligent disobedience to childhood development a thought emerged: just as we use 

mnemonics and rhymes to help children remember things, it would be helpful to have one for how to act when 

startled by an inappropriate request, order or action by an authority figure. I chose  “Blink, Think, Choice, Voice” 

and had several friends test it on their young children with favorable results (one of the children suggested it be 

changed to Blink, Think, Make a Stink, which I’m sure would have been equally memorable, but probably less 

acceptable to parents and educators.)

With the help of a teacher who collaborated with me, and my daughter, Lily Chaleff, we then tested the 

model on a diverse group of children at my Unitarian Universalist congregation. Once again, we found it easy 

to engage the children and easy for them to internalize the process.
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Based on this, with the help of the PR firm, I was able to place an article summarizing the steps of this 

process in an online newsletter, HowToLearn.com.

Within a short time, to my surprise and delight, I was invited to Hong Kong to give a keynote speech on 

Intelligent Disobedience for Children to 400 educators from English speaking schools from East Asian, South 

Asian and Pacific Island countries (10-20, 10-21, 10-22, 10-23). My daughter expressed interest in the trip and I 

secured agreement to use my travel allowance to cover both of us. Lily also gave a very accomplished presenta-

tion of her own work on childhood well-being through school nutrition and school garden programs. By this 

time, I had also produced a video of the Blink-Think-Choice-Voice model and showcased it at the conference 

(10-24).

My talk was well received but an even better surprise awaited me. Stephanie Howdle-Lang, a Vice Princi-

pal at the primary school level in the well regarded Renaissance College Hong Kong, had tested Blink-Think-

Choice-Voice on 180 of her 10 and 11 year-olds and gave a breakout session on the results, complete with engag-

ing video demonstration of the process and results. She provided social proof of the concept independent of my 

involvement! Stephanie has gone on to share what she has learned in child safety and educational conferences 

in several parts of the world. Other educators have also kept in touch and report using the process in various 

classes around the region. I also gave a breakout session on courageous followership that resulted in Jane Lars-

son, Executive Director of the Council of International Schools (CIS) and a member of the International Task 

Force on Child Protection, inviting me to the Netherlands to present Courageous Followership and Intelligent 

Disobedience to her staff when they gathered there for an annual retreat (10-25).

The next major event of this period, unrelated to my trip to Hong Kong, was the purchase of the 

translation rights to Intelligent Disobedience by a publisher in Beijing. Naturally, I was thrilled by the prospect 

of a Chinese edition, but was leery that it would run afoul of the Chinese government’s approval process. I 

exchanged a number of e-mails with the Chinese team offering my ideas on how to position the book to avoid 

its censorship, primarily by emphasizing that the role of the guide dog, which is the book’s metaphor, is to keep 

leaders safe. For reasons unclear to me, the publishing team, and maybe even the company, changed hands a 

couple of times. I have no evidence that the multi-channel marketing campaign enthusiastically described by 

my first contact ever materialized.

When I finally received copies of the translated book, to my astonishment, the only English in the Chinese 

edition was the title on the cover that read, in huge letters, Anti-Obedience (10-26). I have a friend whose son is 

fairly proficient in Mandarin, who I asked to read the introduction of the Chinese edition and let me know if 

it seemed fairly faithful to the spirit of the book in its native English. He reported it was. I have been able to 

establish a few sightings of the book in China since its publication but have not been able to get any real gauge 

of its distribution or impact. I know there are Chinese scholars working in the field of followership and hope 

that this line of inquiry will be pursued.

Whenever I traveled, I tried to set up a speaking opportunity. My life partner, Ellen Adams, had 

been married to a South African man. Her son had returned there to work for several years with his extended 

family. We planned a trip to visit him in Cape Town. Through another friend and Berrett-Koehler author, Pat 
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McLagan, I networked into her colleague, Truida Prekel, and arranged to speak on intelligent disobedience at 

the University of Cape Town Graduate School of Business (10-27, 10-28). They laid out a buffet dinner, which 

impressed me as there were two different lines, the second being for Muslims who required Hallal food. Ellen 

and I took a tour of Robben Island, where Nelson Mandela had been for 18 of his astounding 27 years in pris-

on. It was humbling to be giving a lecture on disobedience in the shadow of the struggle of Mandela, the hero 

of my book The Limits of Violence, and his awesome life journey. 

As we saw in an earlier chapter, the first person I ever showed a draft of The Courageous Follower 

was Steven Bosacker, who at the time was a Capitol Hill chief of staff. In 2016, Steven was with a non-profit 

called Living Cities that organized a symposium on Municipal Innovation at the Ash Center for Democratic 

Governance at the Harvard Kennedy School. He invited me to speak with senior municipal staff on courageous 

followership. I enjoyed the opportunity to talk about followership in a political context at the municipal level 

of government. There are endless opportunities for followership scholars and practitioners to focus on this level 

of public service where some of the national and global leaders of future generations will get their political start 

(10-29)

I’m including another somewhat random seeming document from the Department of Defense, West-

ern Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation seeking permission to translate an article of Followership 

into Spanish for classroom use (10-30). Depending on your political orientation, the military relationship of 

the United States and South American countries can be cause for concern, given the US history of too often 

supporting repressive regimes in South and Central America. While I understand the limited potential of a 

brief exposure to courageous followership making a material difference to high level power relationships, I also 

hold the potential that somewhere, at some crucial time, there may be an individual bolstered by knowledge of 

models of ethical followership who does make a difference in leadership choices and outcomes. Without this 

potential, the work would seem significantly less meaningful.

I will close this volume with a non-random, but nevertheless surprising event. Berrett-Koehler has a 

practice of submitting new publications to various contests where it thinks its books can receive recognition. 

Unbeknownst to me, Intelligent Disobedience was submitted for consideration to the University of San Diego 

School of Leadership and Education Sciences. Months later, I received notification that my book was one 

of four finalists for the Outstanding Leadership Book Award, out of a field of about 120 entries. The oth-

er three finalists were heavy hitters: my prolific colleague Barbara Kellerman, my fellow ILA board member 

Mansour Javidan who coauthored the heavily researched Strategic Leadership Across Cultures, and Nathan Harter 

whom I came to deeply appreciate for a later book he published (Foucault on Leadership) that contains classical 

insights into truth telling by followers to political leaders (10-31). My surprise at winning the award grew when 

I learned of the rigor of the judging process, and from the fact that I didn’t even conceive of Intelligent Disobe-

dience to be a book about leadership. It was only when I received the award that explained the selection criteria 

and said “Special consideration is given to work that contains disruptive, emerging scholarship” that I felt I 

understood the basis for this honor. (10-32). 
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The value of all honors is in boosting the credibility of the work that is seeking to find its way in the world. 

I am very appreciative. After 50 years of formal leadership research and writing, it is evident that the human 

race is no closer to finding reliable ways of identifying, selecting and developing beneficial leadership, especially 

where it matters most, at the highest levels of political leadership. I believe, to some degree, the “special consid-

eration for disruptive works” expresses a longing for new approaches. These are out there, at least at the margins 

of leadership research and practice. Certainly, a bottom up approach of cultivating local leadership is a fresh 

focus equivalent to abandoning the “Great Man Theory” of leadership. Non-European-centric models also offer 

new potential. But as a race, we remain saddled with formal wielders of the great power of a State, and some 

would argue of a corporation. This presents a vast domain to be researched and explored of how followership, 

at all degrees of separation from these power centers, can bend the curve toward a greater use of that power for 

worthy and life affirming ends. 
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THESE LAST THREE YEARS HAVE BEEN VERY GOOD for the field of followership and for my related 

work on intelligent disobedience. They are also the years I have begun to take concrete steps to pass on the 

mantle of whatever contribution I have made to the field.

I open this volume with another example of the way in which ideas flow through and across networks, 

with individual actors playing a key role in propelling the ideas across the synapses between groups and cul-

tures.

Ted Thomas is a colleague whom I always looked forward to seeing at the annual conferences of the 

International Leadership Association. He is a graduate of the United States Military Academy and was a di-

rector at the US Army Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth. Ted had piloted modules 

on courageous followership at the college and incorporated them into curriculum at the Major staff officer 

level of development. He approached me about co-authoring an article on Moral Courage and Intelligent 

Disobedience. At first I demurred, thinking he was equipped to write this on his own, but soon saw the value 

I could bring to the piece.

The article was published in the InterAgency Journal in 2017 (11-1). There it came to the attention of Pro-

fessor Lloyd Clark, a military historian at the Centre for Army Leadership (CAL) in the United Kingdom. 

Professor Clark then published his own essay on “The Intelligently Disobedient Soldier” (11-2) with signif-

icant reference to my work. I was scheduled to be in Spain that autumn for the ILA Global Conference in 

Barcelona. Also, with great support from Georgia Sorenson, I had been appointed a Visiting Scholar at the 

Moller Institute, Churchill College, Cambridge University. The Institute was hosting an inaugural event for 

the James MacGregor Burns Academy of Leadership that Georgia had established there. I wrote to Professor 

Clark, appreciating his article and citations, informing him that I would be in the UK. In response, he invited 

me to present intelligent disobedience at a Leadership Speaker Series (11-3).

Being asked to speak at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, which is the non-

pareil of military training in the UK, is a terrific honor. It was also a unique opportunity for introducing and 

further disseminating novel ideas about the appropriate relationship between followers, leaders and ethical 

action. My dear friend Ron Hopkins, himself an excellent practitioner of leadership development, accompa-

nied me as the best wingman I could have in that rarefied situation. We were given a militarily brisk morning 

tour of the campus which, as Ron said, “got the blood flowing in our brains” and had our official photo taken 

(11-4). 

We then had coffee with the General who was the Commandant at the time. When I asked him why 

he wanted us talking to his troops about intelligent disobedience, he was quick and sure in his answer: the 



culture needed to support speaking up when there were avoidable safety hazards or better ways of using the 

ever-evolving tools of their craft. 

The talk was well received (11-5). But the story doesn’t end there. Representatives of other services and 

NATO were present. I have since seen on social media groups from these circles, discussions on intelligent 

disobedience and its appropriate uses in their culture. Such is the power of an idea that finds its often-unsung 

champions like Ted Thomas and Lloyd Clark.

I had spent years crisscrossing the country and, to some degree, the world, conducting courageous 

follower workshops. Now in my seventies, it was clear the time left for me to do this was relatively limited. I 

determined to begin a program of conducting train-the-trainer classes. As the biggest talent pool of educators 

and practitioners interested in followership were affiliated with the International Leadership Association, it 

seemed best to organize the two-day training programs before or after the ILA global conferences. Another 

dear friend and colleague, and extremely effective and energetic woman, is Claudia Caldeirinha, whom I had 

first met when we were supporting the Club of Madrid conference in Prague. Claudia’s consulting firm made 

all the arrangements and the first class of courageous follower trainers was held in Brussels (11-6,11-7, 11-8). 

While in Brussels, Claudia also arranged for me to conduct two half day workshops for mid-level and senior 

managers of the European Commission, another high profile opportunity. Claudia has since gone on to 

conduct additional courageous follower training for this institution (11-9).

As you will see in Volume XII, the Brussels Train the Trainer workshop was followed up the next two 

years with additional programs. The graduates of these programs are wonderfully diverse. They are free to 

use the materials I have shared, enhance them as they see fit, or incorporate pieces into other courses or 

workshops they teach. The intention is for the concepts and practice of courageous followership to find their 

way in the world on multiple channels, adapted to diverse cultures.

Each of my successors as chair of ILA’s Followership Learning Community have contributed to 

advances in the dissemination and acceptance of followership scholarship and practice. Two of these, Rob 

Koonce and Marc Hurwitz, arranged for the Journal of Leadership Studies to contain a “Symposium” in a 2017 

issue of the publication. My own contribution is the article “In Praise of Followership Style Assessments” 

11-10). I acknowledge this title as an intentional take off on Robert Kelley’s seminal article “In Praise of Fol-

lowers” in a 1988 issue of The Harvard Business Review. The article explains my rationale for the design and 

use of this developmental tool, which I have found to be the simplest and most immediate way to convey the 

essence of courageous follower behaviors.

In the previous volume I related the genesis of my work on Intelligent Disobedience for Children. The 

following year, with the help of Mike Powell who also produced the BlinkThink video, we took that material 

and put it into a handbook for parents and caregivers (11-11). The booklet carefully reviews each step of how 

to introduce the topic to children and how to gradually build their skills over two or three short practice 

sessions. We have been making this available as a free download from the BlinkThinkChoiceVoice.com website. 

The workbook is designed for 4 to 11 year olds. An educator from Shanghai who was present at the Hong 

  316



Kong conference reports using the process with students 14 -16 years old with good results (11-12). I hope that 

we will see a version for teens, ideally produced by teens themselves. That’s an open invitation. 

Stephanie Howdle-Lang, who showcased the effectiveness of BlinkThinkChoiceVoice at the conference 

in Hong Kong, has continued to speak internationally on her success with the program (11-13). I’ve had a 

couple of enquiries from parents seeking permission to translate the workbook into other languages, which I 

am more than happy to see happen. The challenge they encounter is finding a saying that expresses the four 

steps in their language that has a memorable rhyming quality like it does in English. Liberties can be taken 

with this as long as the spirit of the approach is maintained. 

It makes me sad that in no small part, parental and educator interest in Intelligent Disobedience for 

Children is in response to the devastating examples of sexual abuse by supposedly trusted authority figures. 

I’ve included an article published in response to the serial sexual predation of an Olympics team physician, 

Larry Nassar, who was tried and convicted for abusing scores of young female athletes (11-14). In spite of all 

the protocols in place to keep children safe, at the moment of danger the child is alone with the predator 

and shocked or frightened or acculturated into passivity. Practicing Blink-Think-Choice-Voice would prepare 

them to effectively resist. While protecting against sexual predation was not the original or fundamental 

reason for developing the tool, it is clearly an important application and continues to find traction across a 

range of cultures.

Somewhat related, I have written on the power of the bystander to intervene in the adult world when 

sexual harassment is observed. I have included a column on this published in the Huffington Post on curbing 

sexual harassment in the US Congress (11-15).

To avoid Intelligent Disobedience for Children becoming too linked to its application to sexual predation 

prevention, I am including an unsolicited letter received from a parent proud of her son for standing up for 

intellectual integrity in the face of a school teacher insisting he use incorrect information she had taught her 

students (11-16). This mom recognized the courage her son displayed. Soon after, she discovered the book 

Intelligent Disobedience, and asked me to sign a bookplate to put in the copy she had bought for him. Go mom!

Lest I give the impression that all my attention turned to Intelligent Disobedience, I am including 

several documents from this period focused on followership. A scholarly article from Thailand explores “The 

Relationship Between Organization Culture and Courageous Followership Behaviors” (11-17, 11-18). An 

email from a Director of the Virginia Military Institute reports that followership has become a “major player” 

in their Center for Leadership and Ethics (11-19). A paper from Pakistani scholars explores how courageous 

followership contributes to exemplary leadership practices (11-20). An email from a PhD candidate in China 

on Courageous Followership Behaviors (11-21). Followership is clearly on the global map. Even though it may 

only have a beach head in different cultures, I am confident it will expand from there.

Meanwhile, the beach head for Intelligent Disobedience also expands. Look at the article from 

the Honorary Consulate of the Republic of Mauritius (11-22). What chain of events brought Intelligent 

Disobedience to their attention? But most astounding to me, was the purchase of the translation rights to 
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Intelligent Disobedience by a Russian publisher (11-23) and the striking cover of the Russian edition, whose 

English translation is apparently “Conscious Disobedience,” indelibly showing the individual standing up to 

blind conformity (11-24). My European Milgram colleagues sent me several magazine articles with excerpts 

from the book — it appears to be finding its way in a culture prone to authoritarianism (11-25, 11-26). 

Despite many advances, the challenge still exists to redefine “follower” in many cultures where the 

concept holds a significantly subordinate status to “leader.” I have included a LinkedIn exchange with Vin-

cenzo Pelligrini, author of a manual for Italian administrators titled Servant Follower (11-27). He is asking for 

help in overcoming the association of “follower” with “loser” in the Italian Air Force academy where he teach-

es. I have included my response, which I hope is of some help. Clearly, this redefinition will be a multi-genera-

tional, and multi-cultural task (11-28). Perhaps the work of many individuals like Rachel Eddowes, a graduate 

of my Train the Trainer program, who was working to include followership in a program for the Boy Scouts 

of America, will contribute to the evolution of connotations of “follower” and “followership.” Introducing 

followership concepts may be too late to help that organization, currently threatened with bankruptcy for 

failing to address abuses to those in its care. But the impulse to introduce new ways of understanding follow-

ing in early stages of development is entirely correct. With change of language comes change of one’s sense 

of identity and empowerment. I remain convinced that unless strong leadership is balanced by ethical and 

self-responsible followership, we will continue to see and suffer from the distortions that too often accompa-

ny a leader’s rise to power. This is no small-bore goal. It is as large as seeking to improve the human condition 

and I am encouraged that you, reading this, are part of that movement.
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THIS IS THE HARDEST INTRODUCTION OF A VOLUME TO WRITE as it is both a tribute and a scold. 

It is a tribute to the International Leadership Association (ILA) that has given followership the best home it 

has. It is a scold for the ILA’s decades long failure to recognize the place of followership in its own DNA, and 

the centrality of followership to its mission.

I could begin at the beginning with the ILA’s own history, but I did not know its history until halfway 

into my engagement with the ILA that began in 2008. Therefore, I will unfold the story somewhat from an 

omniscient perspective, and somewhat from the ignorance with which I began the journey, and share the 

discoveries that I made.

I will start the story with the narrative “A Brief History of the ILA” from its own website today, in mid-

2020 (12A-1). You will see the ILA’s global aspirational roots; its journey through its antecedent, the Kellogg 

Leadership Studies Project (KLSP) in the 1990s; and the James MacGregor Burns Academy of Leadership, in 

the first ten years of its life.  After that formative period, the ILA became its own stand-alone, incorporated, 

not-for-profit organization. Note that you do not see the word “followership” mentioned in its self-description. 

The import of this omission only becomes clear as we go through the selected documents in this volume.

Moving back in time, you will see a roster of the first impressive Governing Board in 1999, which in-

cluded Professors Warren Bennis and Barbara Kellerman (12A-2). We have met both of these giants in earlier 

volumes. I also include an essay by Bennis entitled “Followership” that appeared in USC Business in the early 

1990s (12A-3, 12A-4). It is an important essay. The distillation of its message might be expressed in the line 

“Followers who tell the truth, and leaders who listen to it, are an unbeatable combination.”

Let’s jump to 2008. Subsequent to the Rethinking Followership Conference at Claremont University, 

I had joined the ILA. Ignorant of any past history, I had written a proposal to form a Followership Learning 

Community (now called the Followership Member Community) which was approved. I have included the 

welcome letter inviting ILA members to join the new learning community (12A-5).

The welcome letter encourages members to take advantage of The Followership Exchange, a wiki (which 

allows collaborative editing by its users), that I had created with the research assistance of Elisabeth (Lisa) 

Higgins Null. Lisa did yeoman’s work scouring the internet and putting links to every followership article and 

research paper she could find. I financed this for a couple of years until the ILA suggested it should properly 

be their responsibility and began underwriting the web hosting. Once I no longer was paying an associate to 

keep the WIKI current, it languished under sporadic volunteer support, but has recently been revived under 

the care of Dr. Wendy Edmonds and Dr. Abdurrahim Hocagil (12A-6).  Though there are now other ways to 



search for academic papers on followership, its range of postings beyond those published in journals can still 

be a resource for followership researchers and practitioners alike. It is also the best place to find new books on 

followership that are not otherwise rising to the attention of those interested in human, group and organiza-

tional behavior. 

From that point forward, I presented some aspect of followership at every ILA global conference 

and encouraged other members of the community to do so as well (12A-7). This created a presence, though 

the number of followership presentations only averaged about 5% of the total presentations at each yearly 

conference.

In 2011, the ILA global conference was held in London, England (12A-8). In my effort to lift up the fol-

lowership profile at these conferences you will see the emails between me and Warren Bennis and Barbara Kell-

erman, and their words of great encouragement despite not themselves attending. From Bennis the emphatic 

words: “Keep up your intense drive to get followership in everybody’s space” (12A-9).

Searching for the key to unlock greater followership presence on the agenda, I met with Shelley Wilsey, 

who had been the full time ILA Director (later changed to Chief Operating Officer). I am including the sum-

mary of that meeting that was shared with FLC members (12A-10, 12A-11, 12A-12) and the announcement of 

the Followership Learning Community meeting that reflects one of the learnings from that meeting (12A-13). 

ILA is a membership association. Its “power center” was the Member Interest Groups (MIGs). The MIGs at 

that time were Business Leadership, Leadership Development, Leadership Education, Public Leadership and 

Leadership Scholarship. This power was based on several things, but primarily it was the MIGS that reviewed 

all conference proposals for approval. 

There were numerical requirements for becoming a MIG in the ILA bylaws (such as number of commu-

nity members). While the Followership Learning Community might have been able to make the grade, there 

were other barriers. One was intrinsic: wasn’t followership an integral part of each of the existing MIG themes? 

Another was structural: the ILA knew there was something static about its structure but struggled for years 

with how to improve it and were reluctant to add to the number of MIGs. It has since taken steps to reform 

its member community structure but there is little evidence this has lifted up followership as the indispensable 

condition of leadership. It also seemed to me there were other norms at work that I couldn’t discern. I needed 

to become more deeply involved with the ILA to understand its culture, history and levers of change. 

With the above in mind, I applied for a seat on the ILA Board of Directors. My candidacy was suc-

cessful. I have included the acceptance letter from the Board Chair (12A-14). This was an appropriate time to 

allow new Followership Learning Community leadership to emerge. I stepped down chairing the FLC. At the 

same time, as each board member served as a liaison to a member group, I retained that role for the follower-

ship community. 

While I saw myself as the “followership community” board member, I now had a fiduciary responsibility 

to the entire ILA. I hadn’t fully appreciated that the organization was only a year or two into having become a 

stand-alone, not-for-profit, and the board needed to give a lot of attention to establishing its norms, processes 
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and policies. That I had chaired a similar size not-for-profit may have been a key reason that my candidacy 

had been successful. As is the way with group dynamics, once I was an insider to the board and the organiza-

tion, I was drawn into its dominant agenda and found my followership voice being subordinated to the other 

contributions needed and expected of me.

I will return to the main theme of how the ILA has both supported and retarded followership from 

establishing its appropriate place in the leadership world. But let me take a brief and instructive diversion. 

The 2011 conference in London had occurred during the height of the “Occupy Wall Street” move-

ment. As in cities around the U.S. and the world, a large encampment had been established at Saint Paul’s 

Cathedral. The “Occupy Movement” was philosophically committed to egalitarianism. The word “anarchy”, 

so often misunderstood as being a violent state, is derived from Greek, and means “without a leader.” An 

informal delegation, of which Jean Lipman Blumen was a key member, went to Saint Paul’s to see for them-

selves what was occurring. They reported that, contrary to the public impression of “no leadership”, they saw 

acts of leadership everywhere (12A-15).

My daughter, Lily Chaleff, had been active in the Occupy Movement in New England where she was 

studying. My publisher, Berrett-Koehler, rushed a small book to print titled This Changes Everything about the 

Occupy movement. From these connections, I educated myself on the serious philosophical underpinning 

and processes of the movement, despite its eventual shortcomings. 

Move forward to 2012. This was my first of six years on the ILA Board. The Global Conference was 

being held in Denver, Colorado. That spring, I was conducting a management assessment for a Member of 

Congress from Denver.  I took advantage of being in Denver to reach out to the local Occupy movement and 

interested some if its members in presenting at the ILA conference. However, making this happen required 

disrupting the ILA norms for presenters to submit their proposal the prior February and, if accepted, to pay 

the conference fee. After much negotiating, with the help of the conference director, Bridget Chisholm, we 

circumvented these rigidities by arranging for the Occupy representatives to hold a teaching demonstration 

at 10:30 at night, way outside the usual conference schedule (12A-16). It was a challenge running an egalitar-

ian “General Assembly” process that went past midnight, but I was determined that this new way of leading 

and following was given experiential exposure at the conference. 

Unrelated, except perhaps as an expression of my looking for new ways of introducing followership to 

both the ILA community and the larger world, was the pre-conference workshop I co-facilitated: Teamwork 

Tango: Bridging the Divide Between Leaders and Followers (12A-17). My co-presenter was Yael Schy who had 

visited me a year or two earlier to tell me about her work using dance to build further consciousness and 

skill in the roles of following and leading. I had recently finished producing the video Leading and Following 

Through Tango with my tango teacher Sharna Fabiano, who has since become an important followership 

teacher in her own right, so I encouraged Yael to collaborate with me at an ILA conference. Letting Yael 

lead, we had a lot of fun breaking up the panel-and-paper-heavy-format of the conference with a movement 

workshop that viscerally conveyed leading and following lessons.
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I was succeeded as chair of the Followership Learning Community, first by Gene Dixon, who had 

written the first dissertation on courageous followership, and then by Rob Koonce. From them, and from 

the FLC chairs that succeeded them, I began experiencing more discontent within the community about the 

weak stature of followership within the ILA. As a Board member, I now found myself in the odd role of being 

the “moderate” seeking to help followership advance within the ILA, but tamping down outright rebellious 

calls for finding another home for a followership community. In 2014, the compromise expression of this 

was a day-long symposium conducted as a pre-conference event at the ILA Global Conference in San Diego 

(12A-18, 12A-19, 12A-20). Its organizer, Rob Koonce, brought relentless energy and an impatient forthright-

ness to overcoming administrative barriers to making this happen. 

The frustration emanating from the followership community activists refocused me on elevating follow-

ership within the ILA. Georgia Sorenson, a founder of the ILA and of the Burns Academy of Leadership, was 

a Board Member Emeritus and sat in on meetings when possible. It was probably during an exchange with 

Georgia at a board meeting that I learned of the work of Ed Hollander and Lynn Offerman on followership 

that had grown out of the Kellogg Leadership Studies Project (KLSP). More on the significance of that in 

a moment. I wish to first honor the healing exchange with Ed Hollander that brought closure to him and 

indirectly to Georgia Sorenson for the slight he experienced by not having been part of the Rethinking Fol-

lowership Conference at Claremont University (12A-21, 12A-22, 12A-23).

I now found myself on the trail of the role followership played in the Kellogg Leadership Studies 

Project. I wrote to the Kellogg archivist and found they only preserved the first 30 pages of older reports of the 

outcomes of their grants so there did not seem to be a complete record. Nevertheless, to my astonishment, 

the 1994 report revealed the scholars in that project had initially divided themselves into three focus groups: 

Transformational Leadership, Ethical Leadership, and Leadership and Followership (12A-24, 12A-25)! Clear-

ly, followership occupied a far more central position in the thinking of that seminal group than the 5% 

representation it now clung to at ILA global conferences.

This is confirmed in the later KLSP report, which cites the emergence of additional focus groups but 

continues to validate the equal importance of followers to leaders (12A-26, 12A-27, 12A-28). I am also includ-

ing the full report of the Leadership & Followership Focus Group (12A-29, 12A-30, 12A-31, 12A-32). Admit-

tedly, I am selectively curating excerpts as an advocate of followership. I do so in what I see as the spirit of the 

seminal thinkers who participated in the KLSP. I will venture that even then, the “romance of leadership” 

kept them from taking their thinking on followership to the next step where its centrality to leadership would 

be fully recognized in the named description of their work. 

However, they came close to this recognition in the publication produced by the leadership and follower-

ship focus group. It was around this time that I had an opportunity to meet personally with Lynn Offerman. 

She shared with me a copy of the book that she and Ed edited, The Balance of Leadership and Followership, 

which was published in 1997 by the James MacGregor Burns Academy of Leadership (12A-33, 12A-34). Wait 

a minute! The Burns Academy was the incubator of the ILA! Suddenly, I realized I had not brought follower-

ship to the ILA as much as having re-introduced it! 
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By 2016, The ILA board was in the process of reviewing its bylaws. Documenting the above, I 

made a case for the by-laws committee to include followership in the ILA statement of purpose (12A-35). 

While being respectful of my work, the board declined to have the committee insert language about follower-

ship. I wrote a second memo to the board at its following meeting to review the changes proposed by the com-

mittee titled “Why I cannot support the statement of identity in the ILA bylaw changes” (12A-36, 12A-37). 

Once again, with great affection and respect, the recommendations I made were not adopted to include 

followership, either directly or even indirectly. From my perspective, an historic opportunity to redress a 

deviation from the importance given to followership by ILA forefathers and foremothers had been missed. 

I showed this chapter to Alain De Sales, whom you will meet in the final section of the book. Alain is 

an increasingly important contributor to the followership community. In his feedback to me he said, “I think 

there may be a need for a balance to explain why they excluded followership, knowing these are thoughtful 

people.” This was an excellent question. I did my best to answer it in a reply email. “My impression was the 

response was classic conservatism – not to change what existed without any real reasoning. We were generally 

a polite board. The board was extremely process oriented, and the process of updating the bylaws was more 

valued than taking a critical look at the underlying assumptions and philosophy. At the time, I felt my dis-

sent was principled. In retrospect that was too polite. I had been insufficiently political to line up a couple 

of board members to support me to have a meaningful debate about including followership. I don’t even 

think I forced a vote for the record, which I could have done. I fault myself for this.” While others may have 

a different assessment of this event, I am content to have this interpretation stand as an illustrative example 

of how followership (in this case mine) can fail to successfully transcend group culture and the value it places 

on cohesion. There may, however, be yet another lesson here. In reply to a request for feedback on this narra-

tive, Cynthia Cherrey, the ILA president, said she believed the most recent ILA bylaws contain the minimal 

change I had requested to the statement of Identity in my February 2016 memo to the board. I have reviewed 

the current bylaws on the ILA’s website and confirm that she is correct. While the revised statement falls 

short of what I believe is truly needed, it does show that at times a follower’s input that seems to have failed, 

may eventually have an impact.

I completed my two terms on the ILA Board through the end of 2017 and chose not to stand for an of-

ficer position that would have allowed me an extended term. I am including the warm letter of appreciation 

for my service (12A-38). The memento it references is a thoughtfully chosen solar powered globe that rotates 

on my desk.

At the same time, my relationship with the ILA was indirectly reinforced by the invitation of Georgia 

Sorenson to become one of the ten Visiting Leadership Scholars at the new home for the James MacGregor 

Burns Academy of Leadership at the Möller Centre (now Institute) Churchill College, at Cambridge Univer-

sity in England (12A-39). Much of the ILA board participated in the inaugural event. Needless to say, Georgia 

recognized and expected me to be a voice for followership in this group, though I was not alone as Ron Riggio 

also received an appointment. 

Sadly, before this book was completed, Georgia passed away and the Möller Institute, under new lead-

ership, has declined to continue supporting the Burns Academy and library. Georgia’s daughter, Suzanna 

Fitzpatrick, will coordinate efforts to identify a new home for the academy.
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Here I am going to deviate from the format this book has taken and divide the narrative of Volume XII 

into two parts. In this way, readers will be able to review the documents supporting the above history before I 

review the last two years of engagement with the ILA on followership, continuing the exposition of the great 

service the ILA has given to followership and its reluctance to embrace it more fully.
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IN MANY RESPECTS IT IS CHURLISH OF ME TO FAULT THE ILA for not embracing followership 

more fully. ILA conferences are the one place where I feel like at least a minor rock star. When I walk through 

the corridors with my name tag visible on its lanyard, I am continuously greeted by individuals I often don’t 

recognize who tell me how much they love The Courageous Follower, how they use it in their classes, sometimes 

how they use Intelligent Disobedience or even The Limits of Violence. This simply would not be the case without 

the platform the ILA has provided to disseminate the concepts of followership, and courageous followership. 

In this section I will examine examples of how the ILA has positively contributed and the ways it is challenged 

to contribute more fully to understanding the inseparability of the dynamics of leadership and followership.

Let me start with the contributions of Marc and Samantha (Sam) Hurwitz from Toronto, Canada,  

who have become dear friends and prominent contributors in what it is fair to call the Followership Move-

ment. They were early participants in the ILA Followership Learning Community. Marc became its chair, suc-

ceeding Rob Koonce. They were fans of The Courageous Follower and accompanied me to a two day courageous 

follower training program at the massive military training center at Fort Leonard Wood, in the US heartland.

Marc and Sam wrote what is probably the most successful book on the subject since Barbara Kellerman’s 

2008 book, Followership. Their book, Leadership is Half the Story: A Fresh Look at Followership, Leadership and 

Collaboration (12B-1), published in 2015, takes a wonderfully interactive and practical look at the dynam-

ics of successful leader-follower collaboration. If leadership programs did nothing else but use this book, it 

would significantly enhance development outcomes. Having said this, I hope those programs would also use 

The Courageous Follower because of its complementary strength in pre-empting and correcting distortions of 

behavior that too often accompany a leader’s accruing power.

Marc organized a panel proposal on followership education for the 2017 ILA conference. He asked the 

presenters, myself included, to relate our presentations to the work of Meyer and Land on “Threshold Concepts 

and Troublesome Knowledge” (12B-2). I found this concept extremely relevant to followership development. In a 

sense, it spoke to the perennial problem of individual and organization discomfort with the term “follower”. 

Meyer and Land observed there were “conceptual gateways” that lead to new and previously inaccessible ways 

of thinking about a subject. Once the learner was helped through the gateway, they could never look at the 

subject again without this new, better understanding. I used this construct to explain to myself and others the 

gateways, or steps, that I observed in changing attitudes and developing skills in courageous follower educa-



tion and training (12B-3). I went on to use this organizing framework for the programs I conducted to train 

courageous follower trainers. This is exemplary of the value of the followership presence at ILA conferences. 

Though I had not been successful at influencing a change in the ILA’s by-laws, I had not given 

up on influencing its culture. The 2018 global conference was to be held in West Palm Beach, Florida (12B-4). 

You will see the exchange between me and Barbara Kellerman on making a hard-hitting case for greater focus 

on followership within the ILA (12B-5, 12B-6), I suggested she join me on a panel at the conference called: 

You Can’t Develop Leadership Without Followership: Challenging the ILA’s Implicit Theory of Change. 

Those who know Barbara will not be surprised at her response to my draft proposal: “I would suggest using 

more muscular language.” I got a good laugh and ramped up the language (12B-7, 12B-8, 12B-9). Barbara 

always draws large audiences at ILA conferences so there was little doubt this would be accepted, and it was. 

A Followership Learning Community principal, Angela Spranger, was to join us but family matters kept her 

from doing so. I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge that despite the “in your face” challenge to ILA 

thinking, the ILA COO, Shelly Wilsey, made sure to attend to hear the case we made, which I appreciated. 

Nevertheless, the status quo remained. A particularly painful evidence of this for me was the theme 

selected for the following year’s 2019 Global Conference: Leadership: Courage Required (12B-10). Despite 

the literature in which the ILA’s Founding Chair, Warren Bennis clearly states that followership requires 

more courage than leadership, the opportunity was missed, perhaps not even recognized, to at last include 

followership in a conference theme. 

Eventually, the lack of greater attention to followership by the ILA was bound to have its 

advocates seek another venue. Marc and Sam were still active in the Followership Learning Community but 

had turned over its leadership to one of their colleagues from the UK, Rachel Thompson. Expressing similar 

frustration to their FLC predecessors, they decided to not depend on increased ILA support for followership 

and planned to host their own conference in the summer of 2019 in Ontario, Canada, at Waterloo Uni-

versity, where Marc taught (12B-11). I was concerned that, occurring so close to the ILA’s global conference 

that year in Ottawa, it would siphon off ILA attendees whose budget would require them to make a choice 

between the two events. Nevertheless, out of loyalty to the followership community, I agreed to give a keynote 

speech, requesting that Marc and Sam continue to encourage participants to also attend the Ottawa confer-

ence in October.

The Waterloo conference turned out to be a smash hit. It was elegantly choreographed to flow between 

academic and experiential activities (12B-12, 12B-13, 12B-14). The first Followership Trailblazer Award was pre-

sented to Muhsin Budiono who had traveled from Indonesia to participate in the conference. Muhsin’s 

adaptation of courageous followership to the Muslim culture was impressive (12B-15). Because the size of 

the conference fell within the limit of close social interaction for a group (around 150) it generated a great 

esprit de corps and palpable energy for organizing additional followership activities. The generational, ethnic 

and professional mix was exhilarating (12B-16). I encourage anyone contemplating scholarship or practice in 

the field of followership to view my keynote address, available on my author website and in the Appendix. I 

methodically lay out the arenas where followership study will be needed in the coming years. Janet Holmes, 

the conference graphic artist, captured many of its highlights in the whimsical charts she produced (12B-17). 
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Though some participants had to forego the ILA conference, as far as I could judge, an equal number learned 

about the ILA and put it on their calendars for the Fall.

Once I reached my 70’s, I realized it was time to transfer what I had learned about teaching courageous 

followership to others, more systematically than I had done up to then. In 2017, with the help of my friend 

Claudia Caldeirinha, we held the first train the trainer program in Brussels, following the ILA conference 

(12B-18, 12B-19, 12B-20). In 2018, I conducted the second train the trainer program in West Palm Beach, prior 

to the ILA conference (12B-21). At the encouragement of the ILA conference director, Bridget Chisholm, I 

brought the Courageous Follower Train the Trainer program “in house” for its third iteration at ILA’s 2019 

Global conference (12B-22). By doing this, and advertising it early enough, we well exceeded the “break even” 

calculations (which were solely the workshop logistical expenses, as I did this pro bono), doubled the class size, 

made a profit for the ILA and an impression on the ILA Board. Several members of the Board, including the 

Chair, made a point of remarking on the successful reports they heard.

Marc and Sam Hurwitz felt a responsibility to create a clear follow up to the successful Wa-

terloo conference. The question was whether to again do this independently from the ILA or to find a way to 

collaborate. They and the new ILA followership community chair, Wendy Edmonds, asked to meet with Shelly 

Wilsey and the Board member responsible for education development activities, who was thought to be Kevin 

Lowe. We exchanged ideas on what to present and how to present it (12B-23, 12B-24). While we first discussed 

an “Academy of Followership” there is much stronger argument to be made for an “Academy of Leadership 

and Followership”. The ILA was scheduled to hold a Leadership Education Academy, which was to be a new of-

fering. We made a pitch to reframe this as an Academy of Leadership and Followership to differentiate it from the 

hundreds of leadership programs available from various institutions. Being included in the Academy would be 

the appropriate positioning for followership within the ILA as it transcends the status of a member group. For 

example, one can have leadership without businesses, or without youth (another member group), but there is 

factually no leadership without followership. 

Given the recent success of the followership train the trainer program, and the competitive threat the 

Waterloo followership conference represented, we had the attention of the ILA representatives in the meeting 

and that of the senior Board officers. But once again, we were not successful converting this to a commitment 

to a higher followership profile in the ILA. In the face of this, Sam and Marc were thinking about whether 

an independent group could be formed to serve the energy generated for followership at the Waterloo con-

ference. The reality is that this takes significant finances and time, both always in short supply. In the end, 

the ILA Board was distracted by other legitimate priorities, and the Hurwitz’s decided to skip a year before 

investing the considerable energy it would take to mount an equally successful follow up conference, let alone 

a free-standing organization.

For the moment, this is the state of followership and the ILA. There will continue to be important but 

limited synergy within the ILA, while followership afficionados will continue to be frustrated by its subordi-

nate status. It is my hope that before there is an intersection between the followership community’s aspirations 

and its resources, the ILA will recognize the virtue of keeping the leadership and followership communities 
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under one roof with greater equity. Relatively small changes such as including “followership” in at least some 

conference themes (e.g. the 21st Global Conference could have been named Leadership and Followership: 

Courage Required, with great political currency), creating an Academy of Leadership and Followership Education 

within the ILA, and giving followership a stronger seat at the conference proposal table, would go a long way to-

wards this. Virtually all scholars recognize leadership and followership are inseparable parts of the same process. 

Linking them in better balance would fulfill the vision of the ILA founders like Burns and Bennis, and create 

the robust synergies requisite to elevating the human condition, which is surely our mutual aim.

Before bringing the story to a close there are a few more developments to report at this time. In 

2019, the ILA published a book in its Building Leadership Bridges series titled Peace, Reconciliation and Social 

Justice Leadership in the 21st Century. Then, in small print, The Role of Leaders and Followers (12B-25).   When I first 

was asked to contribute to the project, it is my recollection that followership was in the main title, but at least 

“followers” found its way onto the cover. Another request to contribute to an ILA initiative soon followed. I 

had become active as a co-facilitator of the local branch of Coming To The Table, a nation wide group in the US 

committed to racial healing. I submitted a chapter from this perspective. The chapter, “Leading and Following 

for Transformation in a Racialized Society,” was the lead off essay (12B-26).

This year, given the sickening recurrence of unarmed Black men and women being killed by police over-

reacting to wrong information or minor transgressions, the country and the world have exploded in protest. 

The United States is undergoing a painfully overdue process of confronting and seeking to change the depth of 

its pervasive racial programming. In response, the ILA president, Cynthia Cherrey, invited me, among others, 

to contribute an essay addressing these developments. I have included the article, “Racism and the Bystand-

er,” that the ILA published in a series of reflections on the current disorder and potential for transformation 

(12B-27, 12B-28). It is good to see the ILA connecting directly with the issues of our times, bringing the experi-

ence of its scholars and practitioners to address them. 

I had now trained three cohorts of Courageous Follower trainers. It had been my intention to form 

an online space for these educators and trainers to share resources and approaches for customizing materials to 

the needs of their classes, clients and organizations. It has taken me longer than it should have to materialize 

this vision. My colleagues, Alain De Sales and Dario Orlando Fernandez, worked together to design and launch 

the site, TeachingFollowersCourage.com which is now up and running. The initial online meetings of this 

group have been global and extremely rich. I am greatly encouraged that several of its members have recently 

completed, or are nearing completion, of their doctoral work on followership. A few have published their own 

books on followership, or have them in the pipeline for publication including Sharna Fabiano (12B-29) the 

inspirational instructor for the video I produced on Leading and Following Through Tango. While initially follow-

ership authors needed to lift up followership from the sea of leadership in which it was lost, current authors 

are also examining the dark side of followership that enables poor or destructive leadership. The future of this 

work is promising and it is crucially needed (12B-30, 12B-31). 
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And once again, another community member, Marc Hurwitz, with co-editor Rachel Thompson, is making 

a valuable contribution to the literature with the e-book Followership Education, part of the Wiley series New 

Directions for Student Leadership, for which I wrote the foreword (12B-32).

The final photo, and appropriate end of this love letter to the followership community is the landing page 

of TeachingFollowersCourage.com created by Dario (12B-33).

It is my hope that this group will become the core of a self-sustaining community of practice. It is too 

early to know how this will develop in relation to other resources such as the ILA followership member group, 

the Waterloo followership conference community, or other initiatives. It is my hope that there will be synergy 

between them and with the larger ILA community. Together, they can further develop the beachhead of follow-

ership which, through these volumes, we have seen established in many segments of society. It is this synergy 

that will reinforce the awareness of followership as an inseparable part of leadership development and practice 

at every level of free societies, and help keep them free. That is our best hope for reducing the failures and tragic 

misuses of leadership that we see all too often. 

Followership is an essential element to determining the quality and character of the leadership that will 

emerge and prevail. Followership should never be an after-thought. 
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Keynote Address

Global Followership Conference

University of Waterloo, Ontario, Canada

July 27, 2019 

ELEVATING THE FOLLOWERSHIP AGENDA
 

Ira Chaleff

Note: This keynote speech was accompanied by PowerPoint slides. I have removed references to these. The 

video of the speech and the slides are available at www.irachaleff.com and on YouTube. They include biographical 

material that informed my exploration of followership.

WHAT IS THIS SUBJECT WE CALL FOLLOWERSHIP REALLY ABOUT?

For me it’s about how we work collectively while retaining individual accountability. Yes, followership is about 

the relationship between the leader and follower. But it is s also the relationship between the individual and 

the group.

For those familiar with The Courageous Follower, its inspiration came from an example of this. I was 

reading M. Scott Peck’s account of the infamous My Lai massacre in Vietnam. He asked a question. How could 

several hundred US soldiers participate in the killing of old men, women and children and in its coverup? He 

answered that question with an observation: When in the follower role, individuals can displace their own mor-

al accountability onto the leader. This tendency gets compounded by the pressure for group conformity. When 

I read that, I wrote in the margin that a book on a different way of following was needed. 

From this perspective, followership is both a social and an ethical role. I’m offering this as the lens through 

which I look at followership rather than, heaven forbid, an attempt to define followership.

When it’s done well, followership is both a highly social and a uniquely individual activity. The tension in 

this way of performing the role is sometimes excruciating. It requires clear values, a strong social commitment, 

a sense of personal agency and the courage to stand apart and speak one’s truth. 

A few people do this very well naturally. Many of us do it well enough most of the time. But to do it con-

sistently and under conditions of social and ethical stress, we need to consciously develop these skills. I want to 

explore how this can play out in your own scholarship, teaching and practice.

First, we need to introduce the subject of followership in all the ordinary activities of life. This includes the 

arenas in which most followership scholars currently research and write about such as work groups and small 

companies.

Second, I believe that at least some of us must also lift the subject of followership onto a larger canvas. 

Why? Because leadership also operates on a larger canvas. At times on a much larger canvas. It operates with 

great consequence on regional, national, multinational and global scales. 

What’s the significance of this? It’s one thing when leadership is bad in a small company, a sports team, a 

local government office. Those who work there and are supposed to be served by that leadership are adversely 



impacted. We can all think of a situation when we were disappointed, or frustrated or even mistreated by lead-

ers with whom we worked. This is common human experience and we hope that books like mine and like the 

Hurwitz’s and others give you some tools to better respond to those frustrations and transform them.

But it’s a whole different matter when leadership is bad on a large political or global enterprise scale. We 

get every tragedy and crime you have ever read about in history books or business books, or that you read about 

in any given week’s headlines.

I’m arguing that part of the role of followership studies and practice is to prevent or correct this. But how 

on earth do we go about doing that? That’s what I would like to ruminate about in this talk.

ACADEMIA AND FOLLOWERSHIP STUDIES

 Let me start with the role of academia. Because I am closely identified with followership, I receive inquiries 

from around the world from masters degree and doctoral candidates to suggest or react to ideas for their theses 

or dissertations. I’m happy to do this, though I often also refer them to my more academically qualified col-

leagues, a number of whom are here today.  I’m always supportive, because God knows we need more people 

thinking and writing about followership at every level. But I’m also somewhat dismayed that the focus they are 

thinking about is quite narrow. As far as I can see, it bears the hallmark of academic advisors who are encour-

aging the most manageable research question and that’s understandable. The PhD process is grueling enough 

without taking on a scope that may be unmanageable. 

The result of this is we get a PhD done on the basis of qualitative research, on say 12 nurses. This is an 

actual example. Now mind you, this isn’t bad. I’ve read some of these and we learn useful things from them. 

But here’s my concern: Complexity Theory. Sometimes called Chaos Theory, tells us that the initial condi-

tions in complex systems have a huge bearing on how that system develops. We sometimes call this theory the 

butterfly effect. 

One of the founders of the theory died this month. His obituary gave a brief description of complexity the-

ory. “Its allure lies in its recognition that the most infinitesimal changes at the outset can lead almost identical 

systems into drastically different directions over time.” My concern is that if doctoral candidates in the field of 

followership are pushed into an overly narrow lens, and that lens is carried into their career, who is wrestling 

with the really big problems of followership found all over the world, which I will talk about shortly?

Since what you choose to do now influences what you are likely to be doing later, I am encouraging you 

to visualize in what arena, and on what scale, you would like to be making an impact in ten or twenty years. If 

you are the advisor, I’m encouraging you to engage the candidate in that visioning exercise. Then examine the 

initial conditions you are proposing or accepting in this early scholarship and make even small adjustments 

that better propel the research in the direction of that larger vision. 

If this is done well, it will help elevate the field of followership to the level needed to effect significant 

change in the world.  And it may set you on a course for being a significant contributor to that change.

So now that I have thrown down this gauntlet, how do I think you might go about that? I’ll try to put 

these ideas into a few categories. These are preliminary and I would be disappointed if you didn’t challenge 

and build on them.

 POLITICAL FOLLOWERSHIP
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 I find it interesting that the greatest scholar on leadership is arguably James MacGregor Burns who was an 

historian and political scientist, and the most high-profile scholar on followership is Barbara Kellerman who 

is also a political scientist as well as a scholar on public leadership. 

These two seminal figures focus on the big canvas in which leader-follower dynamics impact the lives of 

millions.  They look at historical events and add to our understanding of what occurred and how this can 

be applied to the present and future. They paint on a large canvas that attracts the attention of national and 

international audiences and helps them see the relevance of both leadership and followership studies to the 

world around them.

For example, in his book on George Washington, Burns quotes the Supreme Court on political leader-

ship: “The nation,” the Supreme Court has said, has “no right to expect that it will always have wise and hu-

mane rulers, sincerely attached to the principles of the Constitution. Wicked men, ambitious of power, with 

hatred of liberty and contempt of law, may fill the place once occupied by Washington and Lincoln.”

I wonder if this has any applicability today?!! 

Barbara Kellerman, in her book Followership also draws on significant historic or contemporary events. 

As many of you know, she has a rather different typology than the ones used by me or by Robert Kelley. She 

identifies types of followers by their degree of commitment or lack of commitment. Leaving aside Isolates, 

which are hardly even followers, she calls these Bystanders, Participants, Activists and Diehards. And what 

case studies does she use in her book to elaborate on these styles and their consequences? For Bystanders: Nazi 

Germany; For Participants: the pharmaceutical giant Merck and the damage caused by its drug Vioxx. For 

Activists: The effort to expose sexual predation and coverup in the Catholic Church; for Diehards, a bungled 

military operation in Afghanistan. 

Look at the scale of the canvas on which she is examining followership in its various forms, positive and 

negative, successful and disastrous. These are examples of the large issues related to followership we need to 

explore, learn from and teach. Let me expand further on this.

We live in a liberal democracy. What does that mean? Liberal values lift up human rights: freedom, liber-

ty, etc. Democratic values focus on people choosing their own leaders. 

What happens when these liberal and democratic values conflict? 

We must not forget that Adolph Hitler was elected. A democratic process resulted in the destruction of 

liberal values. Easily swayed followership produced abhorrent leadership.  We have numerous current exam-

ples in different parts of the world today of authoritarian leaders (and worse) being elected.

Because most of us were born into and were raised in liberal democracies, we take for granted that they 

are normative, the standard to strive for.  Most of us are intellectually programmed to use respectful communi-

cation to reach the best consensus possible on what we should be collectively doing.  The leader may make the 

final decision but everyone with information and a stake in the outcome should usually have an opportunity 

for some input into the process. You believe this, don’t you? These liberal and participatory values are the 

water we swim in, the air we breathe. We teach these in our leadership and in our followership classes. 

But what if liberal democracy is an anomaly? What if the long history of autocratic rule is the norm? With 

very little resistance, President Xi of China recently changed the constitution to enable him to be ruler for 

life over one fifth of the world’s population. What if the resurgence of autocratic populism that we find so 

disturbing is a return to a norm of autocracy? 
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If so, what of followership? What must we who are attracted to the study and discipline of followership 

focus on and learn and teach if we are to interrupt a regression to autocratic and even dictatorial rule, where 

only compliant followership is tolerated? How do we foster humane, anti-authoritarian, self-responsible fol-

lowership? These are daunting questions. But emerging world events are also daunting. How will we rise to 

meet them? 

CULTURAL FOLLOWERSHIP 

Perhaps we can begin on a more accessible level, that of cultural followership. There are rich fields to plow 

in this arena. For example, what are the deep followership messages embedded in the language, the myths, 

children’s literature and games, books, movies, advertising, song lyrics, national heroes and holidays and so 

forth? Any one of these can be a treasure trove to unveil and understand followership in a given culture, and 

suggest ways of transforming it. In this case we could be using the principles of Complexity Theory in our 

favor, starting with small positive early changes that can eventually affect the direction of the whole culture.

In addition, there is no question that the preponderance of research and literature to date on leadership 

and followership has been done predominantly in white, middle class cultures. We are desperately in need 

of this enquiry in non-Eurocentric cultures. What can we learn from them and what positive memes can we 

introduce into the broader culture?

Similarly, we need this work to be done at all levels of society. Dictators often draw from the desperate 

lower classes to enforce their will on the population. Citizens at every level need a more conscious under-

standing of what values in their culture should be preserved against authoritarian repression and how to do 

this in the follower role.  

These are complex studies and may require a lifetime of work. Yet that is what I am arguing for. That we 

tap the deep curiosity of followership scholars and practitioners and support them in pioneering new inter-

sectional disciplines and developing language, models, cases and narratives that become teaching tools and 

instruments of positive social change.

THE DARK SIDE OF FOLLOWERSHIP

The third category I’m suggesting, is what I will call the dark side of followership. Examples of the dark side of 

followership are all around us. Gangs that terrorize neighborhoods and whole countries. Corporations whose 

employees enable management to hide safety and health risks or massive financial irregularities.  Social pres-

sures that persuade clusters of parents against vaccinating children to protect them from preventable disease. 

On and on.

Our own parents seem to have been natural students of the dark side of followership. Most of them 

asked us in a challenging tone: “If everyone else jumped off a cliff, would you?” The question revealed the 

widespread discomfort that following could be mindless and dangerous. But they didn’t seem to know what 

to do with this fact other than to warn us to be alert to it. To just say “no”. It wasn’t bad advice but it wasn’t 

sufficient. 

As we know, the power of social conformity is enormous. It can be a force for good or bad behavior. His-

torically, the bad has been horrific. We can observe it and write about it and bemoan it. But can we change it? 

How can we teach discernment between when to follow and when to refuse? 
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A reminder of the grim consequences of failing to do this is the mass murder and suicide at Jonestown 

in the 1970s. We have in our midst today Dr. Wendy Edmonds, who is one of the leading scholars on this. 

How do we guard against future such tragedies?

How do we prepare soldiers to withstand the brutal factors in war that tear at their ethical foundations? 

How do we do this for our police forces, our prison guards, our border patrol agents, all of whom are subject 

to the distorting effects of power? 

THE DECENT AND HEROIC SIDE OF FOLLOWERSHIP – 

Now, let’s turn to the decent side of followership. Ten years ago, at the first followership conference at Cla-

remont University, I heard a talk by one of the world’s pre-eminent scholars on Stanley Milgram’s obedience 

experiments simulating administering electric shocks. As we know, in the basic experiment, two thirds of 

subjects continued to obey authority even when they thought they were endangering the life of another hu-

man being. Like most people, I was appalled at this, but I wanted to know what had Milgram learned about 

the one third who didn’t continue obeying? It seemed to me to be what we should be most interest in. The 

scholar said Milgram couldn’t identify correlating variables.

While that was true, when I dove into Milgram’s own thoughts on his experiments for my book Intelli-

gent Disobedience, I found that he described the difference in the psychological strategies used by those who 

continued complying to an astounding 450 volts and those who stopped complying well short of that. We 

don’t hear much about that one third, do we?  Yet, that is precisely what we need to learn – how to teach the 

different strategies to prepare people to resist destructive orders. 

There are many historical instances of individual acts that stand in contrast to the mayhem inflicted by 

masses of overly compliant followers.  Some are immensely heroic.

For example, young Sophie Scholl and her group of student friends who called themselves the White 

Rose. They secretly distributed anti-Nazi literature until they were captured.  Or the young man at Tiananmen 

Square who stood unarmed against the tanks of the Chinese military. 

How do we study these and distill what factors contribute to people doing the right thing? What curricu-

lums will we develop and test to teach this effectively at different stages of human development? What models 

of noble followership will we create that can be internalized and drawn upon when needed?

TECHNOLOGY AND FOLLOWERSHIP

A fifth category, concerns technology and followership. We live in an age in which technology is radically 

altering all aspects of human life. Just as there is a role for leadership studies in this arena, there is an even 

more important role for followership studies. Outside of religion, social media is the only place where the 

term follower is directly and positively used in popular culture. 

Why do musicians like Justin Bieber, Beyonce and Ariana Grande each have over a hundred million 

followers? What attracts these followers? What do the celebrities do with them? Perhaps more interesting 

than these stratospheric numbers is the 3.7 million followers of the transgender icon Caitlyn Jenner. What 

is that telling us about the relation of followership to changing cultural mores? Or Michelle Obama’s 23.6 

million followers? How do they choose to follow? Does declaring their interest as followers correlate in some 
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way to Barbara Kellerman’s model of participants, activists or diehards? Or are they just spectators, or worse, 

commodities that are bought and used? 

Even more broadly, is the traditional cultural stigma around being a follower changing for the better 

by its adoption and use in the online world? If so, how and in what ways might it influence followership 

behaviors? Is it already doing so in the global student movements regarding gun violence or the dangers of 

catastrophic global warming? 

Or in the two million citizens of Hong Kong currently flooding the streets in protest of the attempt to 

pass a law permitting extradition to mainland China for prosecution?  

Conversely, are the image enhancing practices around deceptively acquiring followers about to create 

a new negative association with the term “follower” that we need to be alert to? What questions need to be 

asked? What answers need to be found? 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND HUMAN-ROBOT INTERFACES

Taking this one step further, let me suggest a sixth category of human and non-human interface: Artificial 

Intelligence and Human-Robot interaction.

This already exists in several aspects of our lives. For example, automobiles that now routinely come off 

the assembly line with the capacity for the machine to override the human who fails to brake quickly enough 

or who veers out of lane. Who or what is leading and who or what is following in this situation? What are the 

rules governing their relationship?

Nearly 80 years ago, with uncanny prescience, the Science Fiction master, Isaac Asimov, gave the world 

the three laws of robotics. 

They were quite elegant and yet I think insufficient for the complex relationships we have with increas-

ingly independent actions taken by machines. Look at this through the lens of the recent Boeing 737-Max 

crashes in which the plane over-rode the human attempt to correct it. 

It seems to me that there will be at least four directions of leading and following, of obedience and 

disobedience that will need to be carefully thought out: Human to human, human to machine, machine to 

human, machine to machine. 

I recently was contacted by an IBM employee in Australia working in Artificial Intelligence. She had 

read The Courageous Follower and Intelligent Disobedience and asked about research being done on these in AI. 

She was deeply concerned about how to inculcate her work group with an ethos of ethical responsibility if 

they saw the technology getting ahead of the capacity to responsibly use it. How do you think I responded? I 

encouraged her to become a researcher into these questions. This is new and crucial territory in which we will 

need people to build their careers and our collective knowledge base.
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PEDAGOGY 

The last category I will suggest is that of Pedagogy. I do not see the cross fertilization we need between those 

of us who work at the Corporate and University level and those who work in primary education. Yet, there is 

where the foundations of followership behaviors are instilled. 

The work I do on followership, or that the Hurwitz’s do, or that any of you in this room do with under-

graduates, or graduates or those in the workforce can be considered remedial. We are working to get individuals 

and work cultures to examine their existing, embedded rules of authority relationships. By doing this, the rules 

can be reconsidered, disrupted where appropriate and updated with better, more productive rules for work-

ing in teams and organizations. A beautiful example of this is the work being done by our colleague Muhsin 

Budiono who has surely traveled the farthest to be with us today and introducing the concept of courageous 

followership in many professional sectors of Indonesian society.

We simultaneously need parallel initiatives to research, write about and teach the dynamics of responsible 

followership development at the early stages of human activity and growth. How do the methods of teaching 

and of classroom management need to change to support this? How does an education system less based on 

authority relationships affect future followership behaviors?  

I hope there are individuals in this gathering who can see that as a path for your followership work.  To 

bring my talk full circle, we are talking about nothing short of establishing the early conditions that create the 

habits of citizenship on which the future of liberal democracies rest.

SUMMARY

So, what are the takeaways here? Many of you are already committed to a research topic. By all means continue 

with that focus. The outcome will be valuable.  Those who are not yet far along a research or writing path, or 

are considering redesigning classroom curriculum, or organizational workshops may have more immediate 

flexibility. 

But I invite everyone to ask yourselves a question. Do any of the lines of enquiry I mentioned strike a chord 

with you? Are there questions in which you are deeply interested but may not have received encouragement to 

pursue? 

This is your life. You are not at this conference by accident. Many of you have elected to be here from a 

calling to the subject of followership. Others may have been drawn here on a more generally inquisitive note. 

Either way, you are among a small band of thinkers on human relationships who are plotting a professional 

course for your life. Pay attention to what is intriguing you about followership, even if the prospect of pursuing 

it may initially be daunting.

 If you are passionate about your chosen focus and pursue it energetically, you will become a deeply knowl-

edgeable and potentially transformative thinker on the subject. You will be a crucial link in a long chain of 

educators and activists who look at the world and ask “what part will I play in improving it?”  By exploring this 

question, and staying true to the answers you find, you will place yourself on the path to self-actualization. At 

every stage of your career, you want to be proud that whatever part you chose to play, you did so with boldness, 

integrity and courage. I wish you great success.
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